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Abstract

The majority of earlier studies on media and the environment have concentrated on media contents,
effects, and associated problems and limitations. The focus here on *approaches to improvement’
advances research in this field a step forward. This research proposes three broad ‘approaches to

improvement” and undertakes four case studies to provide an exploration of their potentials.

First is the “‘educational approach’ of building journalists’ knowledge. Two cases studies illustrate
the high potentials of this approach. Assessment of a mid-career training initiative in environmental
reporting reveals positive impacts on journalists’ knowledge, reporting skills, and job satisfaction.
Evaluation of a university journalism module on sustainability shows increases in students’
understanding of the meaning and multidimensional nature of sustainability, and their appreciation

of the need for enhancing public awareness through media coverage.

Second is the ‘social responsibility approach’ of media receptiveness towards a more responsible
role in communicating these issues. An analysis of newspersons’ views reveals partial support for
this approach — although they were somewhat unreceptive to media environmental policies as a
way of expressing social responsibility, they tended to be receptive towards an educative role.

However, journalistic routines and norms may restrict an educative approach to news reporting.

Third is the ‘message framing approach’ of employing effective and persuasive communication
strategies in the framing of mediated information to influence understanding and perception. An
experimental assessment of an information campaign on “sustainable consumption’, designed based
on this approach finds some increases in community understanding and concern; thus, illustrating

the potentials of this approach.

Finally, drawing from the findings of the case studies and other observations in the literature the
study identifies the interdependencies between the three approaches and the interconnected
network of other influencing factors that are likely to determine their success — thus providing a

clearer perspective of their viability in the real world.
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Chapter 1

News Media Communication of Sustainability and
the Environment: An Urgent Need

“Without frequent and appropriate communication of overarching ideas, mission, and
vision, Judaism or Christianity would not exist today”
(Woolfe 2002: 88)

1.1  Problem statement and research objectives

In view of Woolfe’s (2002) point on the importance of communication for sustaining religious
beliefs, the same may be said about environmental beliefs and concerns about sustainability — that
these may not exist without frequent and appropriate communication. Considering the present state
of a declining global environment and increasing levels of global unsustainability it may be
emphasised that communication about sustainability is essential for encouraging people to be
responsible for their environment (Smyth 1990) and the sustainability of their society. Such
responsibility is vital considering that people rely on the sustainability of the life-supporting
systems of the natural environment. It is also important to communicate the scientific reasons for
environmental action (May and Pitts 2000). Unless people are “persuaded of the need for action,
potentially unpopular measures such as curbing private car use and energy waste” would be very
difficult to implement (ibid: 21). However, despite a widespread recognition of the importance of
its communication, many have observed that the concept of sustainability has remained one that is
yet to be clearly understood by the majority of community members (Barry 2003; Jucker 2002;
Leal Filho 2000; Oepen and Hamacher 2000). This shows that there is indeed a fundamental
problem to be addressed within the wider framework of initiatives towards sustainability — i.e. a

lack of appropriate communication.

While peoples’ perception and views about sustainability and environmental (S&E) issues are
likely to result from a complex web of a range of information sources and a variety of
communication and social processes, one source of information that contributes to this web is the
news media. It is perhaps for this reason, that many have identified media communication of
sustainability and the environment to be necessary for gaining public support towards conservation
of natural resources and environmental protection. Previous observations in the field of media
environmental communication have indicated signs of public dependence on the media for S&E
information and have revealed some degree of media effects on public awareness, knowledge and
opinion. These observations have been essential in pointing to the media as a potentially effective
domain for public information. However, as the news media picked up on the environment as a

topic for news reporting at some point in the 1960s, so did media critics and scholars pick up on



environmental news coverage as a topic for rigorous inspection, identifying its many inadequacies
and raising questions about the impact of such coverage on society — suggesting that there is a need

for improvement.

The bulk of media research concerning S&E issues may be broadly divided within two categories:
effect studies and content studies (Shanahan and McComas 1997). Content studies are often carried
out to determine quantity and patterns in media coverage. These studies have identified a wide
range of inadequacies in media communication of S&E issues and problems associated with the
manner in which these issues were covered. Effect studies have been useful in gaining an
understanding of how portrayal of S&E issues in the media affects the environmental knowledge,
beliefs, attitudes and behaviours of media users. By comparison hardly any enquiries have
examined how media communication of these issues could be improved which might usefully
inform interested parties in efforts towards achieving such improvements. This identified gap in
research served as a foundation from which necessary areas of enquiry were drawn to develop the
agenda of this research which was centred on how S&E messages might be better communicated

through the news media.

Three overlapping approaches that might be employed to improve news media communication of
S&E issues were proposed: (1) the ‘educational approach’ of providing relevant training and
education for journalists and journalism students; (2) the ‘social responsibility approach’ of
mainstream media receptiveness towards a more responsible role in communicating these issues;
and, (3) the ‘message framing approach’ of employing strategically framed mediated messages
about sustainability to influence understanding and perception. This research took on the objective
to explore the effectiveness and viability of these approaches. To achieve this objective, four
distinct case studies were undertaken and a range of impact assessment and appraisal methods were
employed to examine the approaches. Then, drawing from the findings of the case studies and other
observations in the literature the interconnected network of other influencing factors that were
likely to determine the success of these approaches were identified — thus providing a clearer

perspective of their viability in the real world.

While acknowledging the complexity of the identified problem and the need for a synergistic
combination of a variety of communication methods, channels, and domains and other supporting
interventions, this research focuses on one arena of communication for addressing the problem —
the media, and more specifically within this arena — the news media. A major appeal of the media
as channels for communicating these issues is, as Parker (2003b) suggests, their capacity to inform
and educate a large number of people within a short period. The focus on news media becomes
important when we consider past research that indicates a tendency among members of the public
to believe the news (Austin and Dong 1995; Durfee 2006; Kim et al. 2000; Robinson and Kohut



1988; Romer et al. 2003). Therefore, this research concerned itself with the urgent need for
improvements to news media communication of S&E issues as a means for achieving the long-term
outcome of enhanced public understanding and support towards S&E initiatives, which in turn may

help ensure a good quality of life for present and future generations.

In the following sections, this chapter states the aspiration of this research, then outlines its
overarching framework, and briefly introduces the theoretical background that formed some of its
core assumptions. Next, it provides a list of terminologies that clarifies meanings and further
defines the scope of the research. This is followed by a section discussing the caveats and
limitations of this study, and ends with a brief outline describing the subsequent chapters of the

thesis.

1.2 Research aspiration

This research falls within the category of “real world research” which, as Robson (2002: 47)
describes, “is sparked off by wanting to solve a problem, or a concern for change and improvement
in something to do with practice.” Robson further noted: “Real world researchers also often have
an ‘action’ agenda. Their hope and intention is that the research and its findings will be used in
some way to make a difference to the lives and situations of those involved in the study, and/or
others” (ibid: 201). The hope and intention of this research is to inform environmental and social
interest groups, governments, media educators, journalists, publishers, and broadcasters, interested
in mediated communication as a method for encouraging social change for sustainability. Hence,
this research aspires to provide insights into approaches that might be employed to improve news
media communication of sustainability and the environment. By focusing on three broad
‘approaches to improvement’ and identifying important factors that would need to be considered
for their successful implementation, this research contributes to literature on a key sub-component
of the wider field of environmental communication and practical knowledge that is likely to be
instrumental in the real world.

1.3 Theoretical background and research framework

This section provides the theoretical background of this research, outlines the four case studies that
formed the key analytical chapters of this thesis, their logical sequence, the specific ‘approach to
improvement’ they address, and how each approach points to the final aim of achieving
improvements to news media coverage of sustainability and the environment. However, in
understanding the framework of this research it is essential to see it as a sub-component of a wider
multidisciplinary framework that draws from a range of different genres of enquiry, of which only

a fraction is captured in its graphic description in Figure 1.1.
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Figure 1-1 Research Framework

The core problem this thesis addresses is the lack of effective communication about S&E issues in
the news media. As the speculated chains of outcomes in Figure 1.1 show, and as the following
literature review chapter will elaborate, this is an important problem that needs addressing for two
fundamental reasons: one, because of the present state of global unsustainability; and two, because
improved news media communication may enhance public understanding of S&E issues — this
understanding in turn may have an impact on public action as well the policy formulation process.
In an overarching manner, the assumptions of this thesis were based upon the media dependency
theory and the media effects theory. This theoretical grounding is further detailed in Chapter 2,
where a discussion of public dependence on the media for S&E information and various accounts
of media effects are provided. Some accounts of media effects served as a basis for the assumption
in this thesis that the media are potentially effective channels for the communication of S&E
matters. Resting on the media dependency theory, the media were presumed to have an important
role to play in communicating information about S&E issues to the public. Further drawing from a
wide range of sources within the field of media studies as well as from non-empirical perspectives
provided in the literature that have pointed to inadequacies and problems associated with the
manner in which these issues are covered (detailed in Chapter 2), as shown in the derived links in
Figure 1.1, this research lays out its core assumption, i.e. the need for improvement to news media
coverage of S&E issues — which necessitated the enquiries within this research. The first three of
the four case studies (Chapters 3, 4 and 5) within the research framework concern approaches for

improving mainstream news media coverage of sustainability and the environment.

A fundamental pre-requisite for any kind of improvement to occur is often relevant knowledge. In

the first two case studies, detailed in Chapters 3 and 4, what might be termed an ‘educational



approach’ to achieving the intended improvement is explored. The objective of the ‘educational
approach’, the first ‘approach to improvement’ examined in this thesis, matches the gist of the
knowledge building theory earlier proposed by Scardamalia and Bereiter (2003; 2006). Knowledge
building, as described by Scardamalia and Bereiter (2006: 97-98),

represents an attempt to refashion education in a fundamental way, so that it becomes a
coherent effort to initiate students into a knowledge creating culture. Accordingly, it involves
students not only developing knowledge-building competencies but also coming to see
themselves and their work as part of the civili[s]ation-wide effort to advance knowledge
frontiers.

Scardamalia and Bereiter (2003) differentiated the concept of knowledge building from learning.
“Learning is an internal, unobservable process that results in changes of belief, attitude, or skill.
Knowledge building, by contrast, results in the creation or modification of public knowledge —
knowledge that lives ‘in the world’ and is available to be worked on and used by other people”
(ibid: 1371). In this thesis, the association of the knowledge building theory to the training and
education of journalists in environmental reporting would suggest that through such training and
education, journalists may be initiated into a culture of knowledge creation, and they might
consequently perceive themselves to be at the frontier of S&E knowledge. This would be
particularly important if they are to play an ‘educative’ role. It is perhaps this realisation that has
led to a recent increase in mid-career training in environmental reporting, and the appearance of
related topics within the journalism curriculum. However, the impacts of this ‘educational
approach’ have scarcely been addressed in academic literature. This research fills this gap by
providing an examination of the impacts of such training and education.

The first case study in Chapter 3 explores the potentials of the ‘educational approach’ by assessing
the impact of a series of mid-career training programmes in environmental news reporting. In
addition to a documentation of training outcomes, as the speculated chains of outcomes in Figure
1.1 show, impact assessment may also provide information that can aid the development of future
training initiatives in this field; hence, strengthening future outcomes of the ‘educational approach’.
However, mid-career training programmes are likely to be organised on an ad-hoc basis and
subject to the availability of training sponsorship. On the other hand, the inclusion of S&E issues
within the curriculum of a University level journalism programme, the second case study detailed
in Chapter 4, is likely to be a more permanent feature within an ‘educational approach’. As the
expected chains of outcomes in Figure 1.1 illustrate, such training and education can be expected to
have an impact on the news production process and subsequent improvements to mediated

messages which in turn may have an impact on public knowledge, perceptions, and concern.

As shown in the derived links in Figure 1.1, the social and democratic importance of S&E issues
and the observed effects of media coverage of these issues on public knowledge and opinion as

well as on the policy formulation process have led to assertions that the media would need to take



on a more responsible role in communicating these issues, thereby suggesting a ‘social
responsibility approach’ (the second approach addressed in this thesis) to achieving improvements
to media coverage. This study proposed that such a social responsibility may be expressed by the
media in two ways. The first, through a principle of media responsibility in environmental
education, which suggests that since the media can have an educative effect, they need to cover
S&E issues in a responsible manner. Such a principle could also suggest that the media take upon
themselves a responsibility to intentionally educate. A second way for the media to express social
responsibility would be through the adoption of a media environmental policy. This is considering
the suggestions that many have put forward that the media’s environmental social responsibility
needs to be clearly expressed in official policies of the media (detailed in Chapter 2). The media’s
increased commitment to coverage of S&E issues, expressed in the form of editorial policies, codes
of conduct, or corporate social responsibility aims could improve their coverage of these issues. As
the possibility of these two social responsibility approaches has hardly been proposed as such, nor
have they been tested, this thesis provides a preliminary account of their examination in its third
case study, described in Chapter 5. This case study gains the responses of journalists and media
decision-makers towards the proposed educational role of the media, and the suggestions for media
policies and corporate social responsibility aims concerning the coverage of S&E issues. As the
speculated chain of outcomes in Figure 1.1 shows, such receptiveness can have a positive influence
on the news production process. Such receptiveness may also lead to more positive news media
attitudes towards mid-career training programmes in environmental reporting and have an implicit
influence on developments of the tertiary journalism curricula — hence providing an indirect

support for the ‘educational approach.’

Drawing from the literature and findings from the preceding case studies, it was established that for
a variety of reasons, the mainstream media are limited in their capacity to provide in-depth
coverage of these issues, and are constrained by the norms of their profession that prevent the
employment of motivative, persuasive, or even educative communication. It was posited that the
engagement of alternative media channels (that are not restricted in this way) would be necessary
for overall improvements to mediated communication of S&E issues. It was proposed that
improvements to mediated communication of S&E issues could be achieved through strategically
framed messages based on effective and persuasive communication theories. Hence, the third
‘approach to improvement’ examined in this thesis may be described as a ‘message framing
approach.” Although this approach has been previously examined in the context of health
communication to influence public understanding and behaviour, and in political campaigns, it has
hardly been examined within the context of S&E communication. Despite accounts of public lack
of understanding of sustainability, there has been little exploration on how related messages could
be framed effectively to enhance understanding. In addition, the engagement of alternative media

channels in S&E communication is an area that is poorly addressed in communication literature.



These gaps in related literature provided the basis that necessitated the final case study (detailed in
Chapter 6) undertaken within the framework of this research — i.e. the ‘message framing approach’
to achieving improvements to mediated messages on S&E issues. This case study describes the
development and testing of strategically framed messages about sustainability implemented in a
community news medium. Development of the ‘message framing approach’ has the potential to
inform not only the news production process within community news media, but, as the speculated
chain of outcomes in Figure 1.1 shows, such an approach could also inform the proposed
‘educational approach’ whereby journalists and journalism students could be taught to frame news

messages more effectively.

Through a broader analysis of the findings derived from the four case studies it was possible to see
the various other interrelated factors that can have an effect on the viability of the above three
approaches. Moreover, in the real world improvements to news media communication of S&E
issues would depend on much more than the four linear chains of outcomes inspected in this study.
Hence, to provide a holistic conclusion, in Chapter 7, the preliminary research framework that
consisted of the four chains of outcomes is placed within a wider framework of a network of chains
of inputs and outcomes that would need to be considered when implementing the three approaches
to improvement proposed in this study. Hence, the conclusion provides a clearer view of the
broader picture of all the other changes that would need to occur before substantial improvements
to news media coverage of S&E issues can be expected. A key advantage of viewing the problem
that this thesis addresses (i.e. a lack of effective mediated communication of S&E issues) within a
multifaceted framework of a network of causes and outcomes is that it informs of the complexities
of addressing the problem in the real world as it lays out the various interconnected and

interdependent factors that are likely to determine the success of these approaches.

1.4 Terminologies

Several recurring terms in this thesis, in particular those that are potentially contentious and those
with variable definitions, require clarification from the onset considering the potential for
misinterpretation. This clarification of terminologies was also important considering the
transdisciplinary nature of this research which draws from a wide range of fields including the
environmental sciences, the social sciences, media studies, journalism, communication theories,
environmental communication, and the emerging field of sustainability communication. Hence, in
clarifying the adopted terminologies, this section also clarifies how they define the scope of this

research, and in a few cases, the limitations associated with their adoption.

In this thesis the phrase *sustainability and the environment’ is used to describe two distinguishable
yet intricately connected topics. This was essential for several reasons. One, while the term

environment, as used in the environmental sciences, typically refers to the natural environment and

7



the various ecosystems contained within it, the term sustainability takes on a much broader
meaning including social and economic concerns, alongside environmental ones. Two, unlike the
term ‘sustainability issue’, the term ‘environmental issue’ is historically well established and there
are fewer qualms about what it means. Three, because the historical roots of the term
‘environmental issue’ dates back to a much earlier date than those of the term ‘sustainability issue’
other associated terminologies still take on the adjective ‘environmental’. For instance,
environmental journalism, environmental reporting, and environmental communication are still the
dominantly used terminologies both in the literature and in the field, although there is an
underlying assumption in recent years that these terms now encompass sustainability issues. In
brief, the phrase ‘sustainability and the environment’ was adopted in order to respond to the
contemporary call for ‘sustainability’, while at the same time acknowledging the distinctiveness of
the term ‘environment’, and to retain the advantage of extracting from the historically well
established field of environmental communication and its associated literature to inform the

emerging field of sustainability communication.

The terms sustainable growth and sustainable development appeared in the early 1980s “in a range
of developmental and environmental contexts” (Turner 1987. 576). Although the *“World
Conservation Strategy, published in 1980, gave considerable prominence to the sustainability
concept...its precise meaning and practical applications were not presented in a detailed and
operational form” (ibid: 576). In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development
provided the now widely quoted definition of sustainable development — “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (WCED 1987: 43). Understandably, the appearance of sustainable development as a policy
objective, saw an almost immediate wave of documented efforts to define and clarify its meaning,
many already noticing its problem areas (e.g. Bertram 1986; Bossel 1987; Brown 1981; Brown et
al. 1987; Costanza and Daly 1987; Dasmann 1985; De Laet 1985; Goodland and Ledec 1987;
Jacobs 1985; Khosla et al. 1986; Lowry and Carpenter, 1985; Milbrath 1984; Redclift, 1987;
Tolba, 1984; Turner 1987). For instance, Tolba (1984) expressed the view that the case for
sustainable development contained an element of imbalance between developed and less developed
countries and that there was great difficulty in reshaping the global economic system to adopt a

more equitable use of renewable resources.

Although efforts to clarify the term sustainable development started in the 1980s, the term and its
related adjectives still appear to be subject to a wide array of interpretations and tend to take on
slightly varying or sometimes completely different meanings when used in different contexts and
when used by the different stakeholders involved in related deliberations. Filho (2000), in fact,
suggests that it is unlikely that there ever will be a standard agreement on the exact meaning of

sustainable development. Nevertheless, there appears to be a growing consensus that efforts



towards sustainability should include at least three broad components — economic, social and
environmental, that there needs to be a clearer understanding of the connections between these
components, and that these connections would need to be considered in the dimensions of inter-
and intra-generational equality. Still, despite this emerging agreement, questions remain over which
components to give precedence to or which dimensions to give the greater emphasis — resulting in
yet another wave of debates in the literature about the different definitions and models of
sustainability. The following two decades produced further literature defining sustainability and
pointing out the problem areas in existing definitions and practices (e.g. Daly 1997; Dovers 1993;
Frazier 1997; Lélé, 1991; Willers 1994), differentiating between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ sustainability
(e.g. Ayres et al. 2001; Gibbs et al. 1998; Neumayer 1999; Vos 2007; Williams and Millington
2004), and discussing the different models and varying approaches to sustainability (Bromley
1998; Faucheux et al. 1998; Faucheux et al. 1996; Mauerhofer 2007; Peet 2002/2003; Slocombe
and Van Bers 1991). Adding to the more recent sustainability debates in the literature, Van de
Kerka and Manuel (2008) propose what they term a “Brundtland+ definition” which gives a greater
emphasis to life quality aspects. This, they say, is based on the reasoning “that sustainability
without quality of life makes no sense and quality of life without sustainability has no perspective”
(ibid: 229). In addition, they also argue that economic growth is “not a condition for sustainability”,
but rather there is a need for economic development to be “within the limits set by sustainability”
(ibid: 229). Their perspective appears to be reverting back to the earlier arguments put forward in
the 1980s about the limits to economic growth (e.g. Daly 1987). It is thus easy to sympathise with
the frustrations of those, like Pezzey (1997), who might have attempted to come up with a unified
definition. Pezzey wrote:

A temptation when writing on “defining sustainability” is to try to distill, from the myriad
debates, a single definition which commands the widest possible academic consent. However,
several years spent in fitful pursuit of this goal have finally persuaded me that it is an
alchemist’s dream, no more likely to be found than an elixir to prolong life indefinitely. So |
see little point in expanding the collection of fifty sustainability definitions which I made in
1989, to the five thousand definitions that one could readily find today, and then attempting the
toil and trouble of boiling them down together in some vast academician’s cauldron (ibid: 448).

Nevertheless, in this thesis, sustainability is intended to be taken as the overarching concept which
Dovers (1993: 217) describes as “the long-term and difficult goal of reaching an ecologically
sustainable state.” It is the present author’s view that Dovers’ definition provides a simple, yet a
very clear description of the term. Although the terms sustainability and sustainable development
are often used interchangeably (Dovers 1993), this thesis accepts Dovers and Handmer’s (1992)
point that the two are in fact different. They clarified that while sustainability is a goal that is to be
achieved, sustainable development, in turn, is the “variable process of moving towards” that goal
(ibid: 275). Building on Dovers and Handmer’s point, a more contemporary definition of
sustainability as a goal, would also include other forms of its pursuit such as sustainable

consumption, sustainable agriculture, sustainable business, and sustainable tourism.



Although this may appear to be a mere attempt to distinguish between the noun sustainability from
its adjective sustainable (thus identifying a problem in language), it is argued that this clarity is
fundamental for the purpose of achieving a more widespread consensus about the meaning of
sustainability. Perceiving of the term sustainability as a ‘state to be achieved’ may help undo (at
least to some extent) its somewhat unfavourable reputation as an ambiguous concept. Likewise
(although in a somewhat different context), Costanza and Patten (1995: 193) argue that the
fundamental idea of sustainability is in fact quite clear-cut — that is “a sustainable system is one
which survives or persists” and that the state of sustainability of any particular system be it
biological or economical, “can only be assessed after the fact.” Therefore, what are often passed off
as “definitions of sustainability are [in fact] predictions of actions taken today that one hopes will
lead to sustainability” (ibid: 194). When the ‘state of sustainability’ to be achieved is clearly
distinguished from the paths to its achievement, we can expect lesser disagreements about what an
essential ‘state’ of environmental sustainability is — as this state determines the survival of the
human species. Within the large body of literature on sustainability, those that have argued the
merits of sustainability definitions that place the emphasis on ecological or environmental
sustainability (e.g. Callicott and Mumford 1997; Dasmann 1985; Gowdy 1994; Goodland 1995;
Goodland and Daly 1996;) are perhaps the ones that are better able to shed light on the so-called
ambiguities of sustainability. It is also argued that differentiating ‘the state of sustainability to be
achieved’ and methods towards its achievement (which varies) offers a way for stepping aside
from what appears to be a never-ending (and often distracting) debate on concepts and definitions
and towards advancing empirical work that may aid progress towards sustainability. Even so, we
can expect that there may still be disagreements about the required steps to achieving the essential
(and agreed upon) state of environmental sustainability; we can also expect vast disagreements
about the desirable state of economic sustainability to be achieved, as the latter has important (and
often direct) implications for the former.

As existing differences in the interpretation of the meaning of sustainability have been well
discussed and documented elsewhere, it need not be repeated here in any further detail than the
description above. For a comprehensive review of the historical evolution of the concept of
sustainability and the term sustainable development and how different schools of thought have
influenced their interpretation see Mebratu (1998) and Du Pisani (2006). For the purpose of this
thesis it is suffice to deduce that the belief about the ambiguousness of sustainability and its related
terms poses a problem for its communication in the news media. Within the case studies of this
research, assessments on understanding of sustainability were confined to the effects of the
intervention in question (e.g. training, education and campaign message aiming to enhance
understanding) and perceptions about the term. The lack of a standard definition of sustainability or
the fact that too many definitions exist means that journalists may not be able to articulate its
meaning in their reports in any clear or consistent manner. In fact the lack of a consistent definition
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of sustainability results in media scepticism towards the concept (Valenti and Crage 2003).
Consequently when the media do cover related issues the focus is on personalities and the
surrounding political conflicts instead of the more essential facts on how sustainability might be
achieved (ibid.). Hence, the above deduction strengthens the need for the proposed ‘educational
approach’ (see Section 1.3 above) for achieving the intended improvement to media coverage.
Through appropriate education journalists may become better equipped with the knowledge to
question on and integrate sustainability more effectively in their news gathering and reporting
process. Regardless of its ambiguity and associated problems sustainability remains an important
concept — this is especially so when we consider the extent of its influence on policy worldwide
and subsequently on the functions of governing agencies as well as those of business and industry —

further emphasising the significance of its communication in the news media.

Another important point worthy of mention about the wide array of debates about the meaning of
sustainability in the literature and in the political discourse is the fact that these debates have hardly
reached the realms of public discourse. As Barry (2003) points out, although there has been a
substantial amount of work carried out within academia to clarify the ethical, economic, political,
social and cultural aspects of sustainable development, and much work has taken place within the
policy-making processes at national and international levels and within non-governmental
organisations, these initiatives have rarely been matched by an equivalent level of understanding
and appreciation of sustainable development among members of the public. Hence, there remains a
lack in public understanding of sustainability despite the fact that it concerns public life in a
number of areas such as economy, society, politics and international relations (ibid.). A second
deduction may thus be made that since the news media are in a position to function as channels of
public discourse, they are in a capable position to transform the sustainability discourse from
academic to public, thus reinforcing the core aim of this thesis — approaches for improving news

media communication of S&E issues.

References to consumerism in this thesis should be taken to mean: a culture of consumption, a
materialistic attitude, and a belief that these are economically beneficial. This definition derives
from Collins Concise Dictionary (2001: 318) which defined consumerism as “advocacy of a high
rate of consumption as a basis for a sound economy”, Jary and Jary’s (2000: 110) Collins
Dictionary of Sociology which defined consumerism as “the priority[s]ation and promotion of a
culture of consumption” and the online Encarta® World English Dictionary* which referred to
consumerism as: (1) a “materialistic attitude...that values the acquisition of material goods”; and,
(2) a belief in the beneficial outcomes of consumption; a “belief that the buying and selling of large

quantities of consumer goods is beneficial to an economy or a sign of economic strength.” Hence,

! See encarta.msn.com/encnet/features/dictionary/dictionaryhome.aspx
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the term consumerism in this thesis is distinguished from its other meaning: “The public movement
and social trend that [favours] the protection of the consumer from improper marketing

practices...” as provided in Koschnick’s (1995: 111) Dictionary of Marketing.

The term environment journalism, adopted in this thesis, is commonly used to distinguish this field
as a speciality field in journalism. The variations of references to environment journalism is worthy
of note. Freedman (2004), for instance, termed the field — ‘envirojournalism.” Chase (1973), Kronig
(2002), Rogers (2002), and Caruba (1995) have referred to the field as ‘eco-journalism’, while
Dooley (2005), Wang (2005), and Kronig (2002) have used the term ‘green journalism.’
Environment journalism is sometimes perceived, as did Dennis and McCartney (1979), to be part
of the broader field of science journalism. Although Detjen (2002) highlighted the need for a new
type of environmental reporting termed sustainable journalism, a review of literature for this thesis
did not find other instances where this term was used. It was assumed that a distinct field that may
be termed sustainable journalism (as proposed by Detjen) or sustainability journalism has not yet
emerged into prominence, at this point in time. Moreover, some have observed that in the
newsroom, sustainability matters are typically assigned to the environment reporter (Keating 1994;
Leal and Borner 2005a). In view of this, environment journalism was assumed to be the most
appropriate terminology to adopt in this thesis, and the reader should assume that it includes both
the reporting of environmental and sustainability issues.

In this thesis, the term environmental reporting refers solely to journalistic reporting of S&E issues.
The term environmental reporting used outside the context of journalism usually refers to annual
reports produced by businesses on their environmental performances and initiatives — sometimes

referred to as ‘corporate sustainability and environmental reporting’®.

Some variation was observed in the way specialisation in environment journalism is referred to. In
New Zealand the specialisation of a reporter within a particular field is distinguished within a
system of rounds (Tucker 1992). Thus, specialisation in environment journalism is typically
referred to as specialisation in the environment round. In American and Canadian states, this
specialisation is more commonly referred to as the environmental beat or environment beat®, and in
some cases simply as the green beat (Keating 1997) or as the earth-beat (Lyman 1994).
Depending on context, both nouns — beat and round — are used interchangeably in this thesis.

Although the terms reporter and journalist are often used interchangeably, a precise definition

would differentiate between the two. Weaver and Wilhoit (1996: 248) defined journalists as those

2 For examples, see The International Corporate Sustainability Reporting at www.enviroreporting.com and
The Global Reporting Initiative at www.globalreporting.org.

% For examples, see Bruggers (2002); George (2002); Hall (2001); Keating (1994), LaMay (1991); Rogers
(2002); Sachsman, Simon and Valenti (2006); West et al. (2003); and, Willis (2003).
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who are responsible “for the preparation or transmission of news stories or other information — all
full-time reporters, writers, correspondents, columnists, photojournalists, news people and editors.”
Therefore, not all journalists are necessarily reporters; for instance, copy editors, news editors and
columnists may not do actual reporting work. “An environmental reporter...[may thus be] defined
as a journalist who engages in gathering [and reporting] news relating to mankind’s effect on the

environment and ecosystem” (Detjen et al. 2000: 5).

Considering the recent developments in nomenclature, within the context of this research, the
generic term, mainstream news media is distinguished from non-mainstream alternative news
media channels such as community media and citizens’ media which tend to have smaller target
audiences. For instance, The St Albans Neighbourhood News, the news medium used to test the
impacts of an information campaign in this research, falls under the latter category. In recent media
texts, mainstream media are differentiated from alternative media channels’. Typically,
mainstream media have wide target audiences and include national television stations, national
radio networks, and wide circulation newspapers and magazines. The mainstream media tend to be
perceived as being commercially oriented (Harcup 2005), corporate (Platon and Deuze 2003) and
monolithic (Atton 2002). On the other hand, according to Atton (2003b: 267), alternative media
may be viewed as a revolutionary challenge to the professional and institutional customs of the
mainstream media; they are often based on “notions of social responsibility” and tend to replace the
“ideology of ‘objectivity’ with overt advocacy and oppositional practices.” This thesis accepts the

distinctions between mainstream and alternative media that the above authors have proposed.

The generic terms mass media and media are widely used in related literature and they appear to be
rather loosely defined. Michaelis (2001: 9) referred to the “mass media” as channels “through
which a small number of individuals are able to broadcast or publish to large audiences”, for
instance “radio, television, cinema, newspapers, books and magazines.” Michaelis suggested that
“the Internet and other partially interactive models of mass communication may grow in
importance” in future (ibid: 9). In addition to these channels, Parker (2003b) included videos,
movies and music recordings, in her description of the ‘mass media’. While the above two authors
have included the internet as a form of ‘mass media’, the internet may also provide an arena for
alternative news; for instance, Indymedia — the alternative web-based news medium, as Platon and
Deuze (2003) have noted. Although books are generally perceived as the first form of a mass
medium that emerged some time at end of the fifteenth century (Dahlgren 2001), they are not
commonly regarded as a component of the mainstream media. Although the terms mass media and
media are sometimes used interchangeably, the term media may include all forms of media

channels both mainstream and non-mainstream media.

* See for examples, Atton (2002); Atton (2003b); Deuze (2006); Downing et al. (2004); Frechette (2002):
Couldry and Curran (2003); Harcup (2003); Harcup (2005); Platon and Deuze (2003); and, Widener and
Gunter (2007).
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Considering the recent developments in communication technology, and negative associations of
the adjective mass, this thesis adopted instead the terms media and mediated communication in
place of mass media and mass communication. Mediated communication refers to the
communication contents that are implemented through a media channel. Dahlgren (2001) observed
that recent developments in interactive communication technology, and changes to social theory
has led to a tendency to remove the adjective ‘mass’ from the terms mass media and mass
communication. Dahlgren noted that the “the term ‘mass media’ is seen as echoing older theories of
‘mass society,” a perspective that today appears out of step with the complexities of contemporary
social realities” (ibid: 9351). In addition, Munro (2001: 2) pointed out that due to its lack of
representation, the fact that it can rarely be accounted for, and because of its “vagueness, overuse
and ambiguity, mass has become a somewhat discredited term.” Berger (1995), as well, noted the
negativities associated with the term ‘mass.” For instance, ‘mass’ suggests “a huge number of
people who are easily manipulated by demagogues,” or “a group of people who are alienated from
one another and can be dangerous in certain situations” (ibid: 8). The term ‘mass communication’
suggests that aside from the commonality of being citizens of a country, members of the public
“have only the text on the medium they are listening to...in common” (ibid: 8). Even so, the
traditional terms mass communication and mass media are retained in this thesis as and when they

are used by previous authors in this field.

The use of generic terms such as news media or mainstream news media in this thesis, which is
essentially the lumping together of various news media channels as one entity, points to a
limitation. Cracknell (1993: 5) cautioned against “treating ‘the mass media’ as one arena.”
Cracknell suggested that the media are “more accurately thought of as a set of arenas, each of
which has distinct differences in terms of the audience it can reach, the selection principles which
govern it, its political significance, etc.” Furthermore, Anderson (1997: 23) argued that it is
meaningless to make generalisations about ‘media effects” when past “research suggests that there
are important variations between and within the media.” Anderson further observed that mass
media organisations are complexly different in terms of news formats, external constraints, “style
and genre, patterns of ownership and control, news values, and the types of audiences they reach.
Issues of objectivity, neutrality and impartiality impact differently upon different media” (ibid: 56).
Although some discussions within this thesis do acknowledge the different characteristics of
medium types, these aspects are not dealt with in detail in terms of the main topics of its enquiry.

Within the context of mainstream media, the term media coverage of S&E issues is distinguished
from news coverage of such issues. News coverage refers to S&E stories covered in the news
media such as prime time news and current affairs. Media coverage is a generic term that
comprises a variety of content, including news, features, opinion pieces, editorials, documentaries,
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reality TV shows, and talk shows (that are produced or co-produced by the media organisations
themselves), as well as media’s coverage of films, documentaries, and advertising (that are

produced by external parties) that may contain environmental or sustainability elements.

In this thesis, it was necessary to differentiate news media communication of S&E issues as a
component of the wider field of environmental communication. Schoenfeld (1979) pointed out that
environmental communication has long and varied historical roots. Schoenfeld (1975: 20) defined
“environmental mass communications” as

a two-way flow of ecological information — [which] attempts at a minimum to bring about
public awareness of environmental problems, hopefully to increase public understanding of
underlying principles, issues, and options, and even to engender a commitment to individual
and collective action in what is seen as the public interest.

In his framework for sustainability communication, Leal Filho (2000: 17) listed “talks, discussions,
interviews, use of the media, briefings, [and] reports” as communication approaches that could be
used. Illustrating its wide scope, Oepen (2000b: 41) defined environmental communication in this
way:

Environmental Communication [EnvCom] is the planned and strategic use of communication
processes and media products to support effective policy-making, public participation and
project implementation geared towards environmental sustainability. EnvCom is a two-way
social interaction process enabling the people concerned to understand key environmental
factors and their interdependencies, and to act upon related problems in a competent way. As
such, EnvCom aims not so much at information dissemination but at a shared vision of a
sustainable future and at capacity-building in social groups to solve or prevent environmental
problems.

While environmental communication is assumed to include a variety of communication forms, and
means of communication, as the above authors have suggested, this thesis focused on news media
communication of S&E issues. As it was beyond the scope of this study, the literature reviewed —
does not include the wider field of environmental communication, or its relations to environmental
sociology and environmental politics — it does not discuss the various non-media sources and
processes that shape public views and understanding, or the historical effects of such
communication on public discourse — which would have provided a broader picture of the social
processes through which S&E issues come to be socially defined as issues of public concern. This

omission is acknowledged as a limitation of this study.

The term information campaign is differentiated from communication campaign which is
characteristically wider in scope. According to Atkin’s (1981: 265) definition,

[i]nformation campaigns usually involve a series of promotional messages in the public interest
disseminated through...mass media channels to target audiences...Furthermore, information
campaigns tend to prominently feature cognitive gains as a preliminary state of response; many
campaigns aim primarily at creating awareness, increasing knowledge, changing beliefs, or
raising salience in order to indirectly affect attitude or behaviours.
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Perloff (1993) noted that information campaigns may be regarded as the least coercive in
comparison to other social influence strategies. Individuals exposed to information campaigns
maintain their freedom of choice, in that they can choose to either accept or reject
recommendations of the campaign (ibid.). Communication campaigns, on the other hand, are not
limited to the provision of information alone, but may involve a variety of communication
methods, tactics, and channels; are wider in scope and outreach; and, often involve the intention of
one group to change the beliefs and behaviour of another (Paisley 2001; Solomon and Cardillo
1985). Therefore, the objectives and scope of a communication campaign are much wider than

those of an information campaign.

15 Caveats and limitations

Although the focus of this research is on news media communication of S&E issues, and is based
on assumptions about the media’s potentials as influential channels of communication, several
caveats and limitations of this study need to be acknowledged at this juncture. Firstly, as indicated
earlier, a limitation of this research is that its scope includes only the news media, which is only
one of many arenas through which S&E problems could be brought to public attention. The media
on their own are unlikely to bring about significant increases to public knowledge about and
appreciation for the natural environment and the principles of sustainability. This is so even in
today’s modern age of information (Griswold and Swenson 1993). In fact, the majority of
communication theorists are likely to “agree that the mass media are seldom responsible, all by
themselves, for significant change in public opinion. Word-of-mouth communication and group
action are likely to play key roles in later stages of opinion formation” (Maloney and Slovonsky
1971: 67); hence, stressing the need for a wider environmental communication. As emphasised by
communication professor and media critic, Everette E. Dennis:

It is not enough to exhort the media to cover the environment more seriously and
systematically...[T]hose who truly care about public understanding should also take into
account the media’s limitations. An informed public will require schools, political parties,
religious organi[s]ations and other institutions of society to become part of the system of
environmental information. This can happen only if systematic efforts are made by
environmental interests and news sources to develop alternative information strategies,
recogni[s]ing that our system of freedom of expression, while reliant on the news media,
requires much more to be whole (Dennis 1991: 63).

Secondly, information alone may not be sufficient for triggering social change. For instance, in
their study of links between the “Dominant Social Paradigm” (DSP) and environmental attitudes,
Kilbourne and Polonsky (2005) noted that although environmental information may improve
environmental knowledge and attitude, it may not necessarily result in behavioural change because
of an underlying DSP. This is especially so in industrialised societies where consumption and
ownership of material goods is seen as a means for self-definition rather than for physiological

sustenance (ibid.). This poses a challenge for environmental communicators, as it means that even
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with improved media communication of S&E issues, behavioural changes may not occur unless

there is a simultaneous change to the DSP that Kilbourne and Polonsky have noted.

Thirdly, in some developing countries, the media may not necessarily be the most effective means
for public information. For instance, Mutshewa (1999: 97) pointed out that “the high illiteracy level
in rural Africa limits the effectiveness of printed media. At the same time, many people in
developing countries — especially now that so many have ailing economies — cannot afford radios
and televisions.” Outreach of media channels may also be somewhat limited in some
underdeveloped countries. Mbuya (1992) observed that in Botswana most newspapers do not reach
remote settlements, and only few are available in local languages. Botswana’s single radio station
cannot be picked up in some areas of the country, “although it is supposed to be the most accessible
medium in the rural areas where the education need is greatest” (ibid: 138). In communicating
sustainable development, Smyth (1990) asserted that such communication would need to reach
everyone, including the illiterate; hence, means other than the news media need to be employed. In
such situations the engagement of other channels and methods of communication, such as non-
formal education, public seminars, interpersonal communication, and community group

discussions, would be necessary.

Fourthly, it is also important to acknowledge that in some instances other arenas of communication
are likely to be more influential than the news media. Religions and their channels of
communication serve as an example of such an arena. Oelschlaeger (1994) argued that religions
offer irreplaceable principles that can aid the process of resolving the environmental crisis.
Likewise, Northcott (1996: 38-39) asserted:

The hope that we can find peace in human life and harmony with the natural world needs the
anchor, the spiritual sustenance, of the religious traditions of the world, for without that
transcendent reference, environmental protest is still at risk of cynicism and boredom,
despondency and hopelessness...[O]nly the recovery of a spiritual, moral and cosmological
awareness of our place in the natural order, and of the independent ethical significance of that
order, rooted in particular religious traditions, can enable our civilisation to begin to shift its
priorities and its values in a more ecologically harmonious direction.

Four major world religions, Islam, Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism offer “many useful
environmental teachings that can serve to give a spiritual appeal to the required behaviours” in
addressing global environmental problems (Kolandai 1999: 4). Clergies and teachers of these
religions are often willing to incorporate environmental aspects in their religious teachings —
offering a valuable channel for the communication of S&E issues (ibid.). In addition, religions and
spirituality offer other dimensions of appeal through human communication. For instance,
‘sustainable consumption’ is a request for action among people now for the benefit of people of the
future and others we share the planet with. The former being people we will never meet and the
latter, people we may not necessarily know. It is hence a request for generosity and selflessness —

which are two fundamental appeals that exist in all religions and spiritual belief systems and thus
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contains an element of boundlessness; it opens doors to voluntary actions, and multiplication of
those actions, since kindness often inspires kindness in others. In pointing out the challenges to
sustainability, Orr (2002: 1459) noted that some sustainability problems that result from contending
views cannot be solved via rational methods alone, but can be transcended through “higher

methods of wisdom, love, compassion, understanding, and empathy.” Hence, spirituality is
essential for a transition to a sustainable society (ibid.) and in some instances it is likely to be more

influential than information communicated through the news media.

Finally, it is important to recognise that although the media, in particular film and television, are
capable of capturing images of nature which in turn may serve as an awareness raising tool, a real
life reconnection with the natural environment is likely to be more capable of bringing about
desirable changes to environmental behaviour. As Shanahan (1993: 195) concluded:

Media should serve an environmental function as much as they can, especially by extending the
reach of our awareness. However, the actual awareness must begin from an objectively real
basis. Mass media, in so far as they can provide only a simulacrum of real environmental
experience, are not the only or best solution (ibid: 195).

Likewise, in his book, The Age of Missing Information, McKibben (1992: 23) noted:

There are lessons — small lessons, enormous lessons, lessons that may be crucial to the planet’s
persistence as a green and diverse place and also to the happiness of its inhabitants — that nature
teaches that TV can’t. Subversive ideas about how much you need, or what comfort is, or
beauty, or time, that you can learn from the one great logoless channel and not the hundred
noisy ones or even the pay-per-view.

McKibben further stressed the need to move away from the appreciation of nature and animals for
amusement reasons, or as economic or recreational resources. We need to “understand again what
once was common knowledge — that they’re marvellous for their own reasons, that they matter
independently of us” (ibid: 84). That understanding, he says, can come only with a direct
experience of nature and an acceptance of “nature and its component parts on their own terms —
small and placid and dull and parts of systems, as well as big and flashy and fierce and soulful” and

a realisation that “they are there because the world belongs to them too” (ibid: 84).

While media communication of S&E is important, it comprises only one of many forms and
channels of communication that would be necessary for improving public understanding and
appreciation of the necessity for actions and changes in behaviour. Therefore, environmental
communicators should not neglect other forms of communication beyond the media. Nevertheless,
as we will see in the following chapter, despite their limitations, the media have been known to
have some effect on public understanding and perceptions about S&E issues, thus stressing the
need for this study.
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1.6 Thesis outline

Following this introduction chapter, Chapter 2 provides a review of literature on a range of aspects
discussed in this thesis. It starts with a glimpse of the current state of environmental and social
inequality problems and the conception of sustainability as a response to these problems. This is
followed by the complexities and problems associated with sustainability initiatives — a major
problem identified being the lack of deep public understanding of sustainability. Media dependency
and media effects theories are then discussed in the context of S&E issues. This is followed by the
media’s role and responsibility in communicating these issues as proposed by researchers in the
field; advocates, proponents and implementers of sustainability; and, international bodies such as
the OECD and UNEP. Their concerns over the inadequacies in the quantity and quality of media
coverage are then detailed. On the other hand, the difficulties journalists face in reporting these
complex subjects and the constraints within which they operate are listed. This is followed by a
discussion on the advantages of engaging alternative media in S&E communication considering the
many problems associated with the communication of these issues through the mainstream media.
Finally, the need for persuasive and effective S&E communication is introduced and a brief review
of previous work in this area provided. While Chapter 2 provides academic literature on the
overarching themes addressed in this thesis other aspects that are specifically relevant to the
individual case studies are discussed within respective chapters. Points in the literatures that are

relevant specifically in a New Zealand context are also confined within respective chapters.

This thesis does not include a general chapter on methods. Since each case study employed a
distinct assessment / appraisal method, discussions on the specific methods used are detailed within
the respective chapters. However, considering the lack of impact assessment methodology
available in the literature for the purpose of evaluating journalism training programmes in
environment reporting the methods section of the first case study in Chapter 3 provides a brief
appraisal of available methods that may be considered for such evaluations. This appraisal was
instrumental for selecting suitable methods for the case studies in Chapters 3, 4 and 6, and may
serve to inform future studies in related areas. The case study in Chapter 5, which is an appraisal of
perspectives and viewpoints rather than an assessment of an intervention, employs the survey and
in-depth interview methods. Considering the general lack in available impact assessment methods
for training, education and awareness raising interventions related to S&E issues, the respective
methods employed for the case studies in this research are discussed in detail in terms of the
rationales behind their selection, their merits, the problems encountered, and steps taken to address
these problems in the hope that they may serve to inform future studies of similar nature. This
research also proposes a method for evaluating understanding of and changes to understanding of
sustainability which may contribute to assessment methodology in this field. Since no previously
established instruments for measuring understanding of sustainability were found in the literature, a

method that uses a keyword system to quantify degree of understanding was created for the
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purpose of evaluating participants’ understanding in three of the case studies in this research,
namely the case studies described in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. The development and use of this method

will be discussed further in the respective chapters.

Chapters 3 and 4 in combination provide an examination of the ‘educational approach’ to
improving mainstream news media communication of sustainability and the environment.
Journalism training and education in environmental issues are usually provided based on the
assumption that this would lead to increases in the quantity and quality of reporting. Employing a
post-retrospective-pretest method, the case study in Chapter 3 provides an impact assessment of a
series of mid-career training programmes in environmental reporting organised for journalists from
developing countries — thus providing a first exploration of the ‘educational approach.’
Recommendations for training content and evaluation are provided. The second case study in
Chapter 4 provides an additional examination of the ‘educational approach’ within the context of
tertiary journalism education. This case study provides an impact assessment of a pilot module on
sustainability introduced to the curriculum of the Graduate Diploma in Journalism Programme at
University of Canterbury, New Zealand using a one-group pre-experimental design and provides
suggestions for the development of such modules. This chapter also includes an assessment of the
status of inclusion of S&E topics in the journalism curriculum of New Zealand higher education

institutions.

For improvements to mainstream media coverage of S&E issues it was assumed that a certain
degree of media receptiveness towards a more responsible role in communicating these issues
would first be needed — i.e. the ‘social responsibility approach’ to achieving the intended
improvements. Exploring this approach, the case study in Chapter 5 provides an appraisal of New
Zealand mainstream media receptiveness towards such a role. This chapter explores perspectives of
the newsperson concerning suggestions for media policies in relation to environmental coverage
and an educational role of the media. In addition, newspersons’ responses towards related
criticisms; the constraints within which they operate; and, their needs and requirements in order to

improve coverage of these issues are examined.

The *message framing approach’ of implementing strategically framed information campaigns to
enhance public understanding of sustainability is explored in the case study in Chapter 6 within a
New Zealand context. This chapter describes the strategic framing of an information campaign on
the topic of ‘sustainable consumption’ that draws from various strategies and recommendations on
effective and persuasive communication. This is followed by details of the campaign’s evaluation
employing a controlled quasi-experiment method. Suggestions for the improvement of future

information campaigns on sustainability are then provided.
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The final Chapter 7 provides the discussions and conclusions of the thesis. Reviewing the core
objectives of the research as laid out in Chapter 1, it discusses the potentials and limitations of the
three approaches that this research set out to explore for the purpose of achieving improvements to
news media coverage of S&E issues. Deriving from the four case studies of the preceding chapters
it summarises their key findings and their implications. As the intent of the research was to address
an identified problem in the real world, this chapter also draws attention to other interrelated factors
that can determine the outreach and applicability of the three explored approaches. Finally, it
emphasises that achieving improvements to media communication of S&E issues should be a
shared responsibility, in which a variety of parties, including Governments, interest groups,

academics, scientists, the public, and the media are required to play a role.
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Chapter 2

The Problems of Environmental Deterioration and Social

Inequality, the idea of Sustainability as a Goal for Action,

and the Current State of their Mediated Communication:
A Literature Review

“We are told that the greatest law of all is love. So our mistakes, our crimes against others
and against life itself are committed because, lacking love, we cannot see that in harming
anything or anyone we are harming ourself and that in consequence sooner or later we
shall have to redress the balance we have upset and pay the price for what we have done.
At every level effect must follow cause, as night follows day. What happens to us now,
either individually, as a group, or as a nation, be it good or ill, must be the result of earlier
causes set in motion by acts made, often ages ago, the seeds of which have lain in the
womb of time awaiting the appropriate conditions for germination”

(Challoner 1969: 12)

2.1 Introduction

Challoner’s (1969) above account of the laws of cause and effect that govern the social world, as
depicted in the theory of karma, has much resemblance to the laws of cause and effect, and balance
that govern the ecological world. The current state of global unsustainability appears to be an effect
resulting from a wide range of human-related causes. It is now globally acknowledged that this
state of unsustainability requires urgent address. This thesis builds on what others have previously
suggested — that media communication of the problems of environmental deterioration and social
inequality, and of sustainability as a solution, is imperative for enhancing public understanding and
support for ameliorating actions. As Seip et al. (2006) suggest, the success of environmental
protection and enhancement measures are dependent on public support for such measures, and the
extent of related media coverage, in turn, has an influence on people’s preferences over available

measures.

While the preceding Chapter introduced this study’s key aim, clarified the problem it addresses,
and provided an overview of its framework and scope, this Chapter will provide in further detail
the various aspects from the literature that this study draws from to first, justify the necessity for
this research by highlighting the present state of global unsustainability and the need for
improvements to news media communication of sustainability and environmental (S&E) issues;
second, explain the various theories, perspectives, and suggestions that have provided the basis for
the explorations within the four case studies of this research (Chapters 3-6) which examine three
approaches to improving news media communication of S&E issues — the ‘educational approach’,
the ‘social responsibility approach,” and the ‘message framing approach’; and third, lay out the

previous enquiries in media studies and other commentaries that have served both to strengthen the
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necessity of this study as well as to formulate key points of enquiry for the four case studies. In
doing so, the chapter draws from expert and non-expert sources, empirically derived findings as
well as opinions and viewpoints expressed in the literature. This is noted to be a particularly
important feature of research concerning sustainability — since such research is addressing an issue
of the public domain, the knowledge and perspectives of non-academic sources need to be taken

into account (Hadorn et al. 2004).

2.2 Abrief glimpse of the present state of environmental and social inequality
problems

As it accounts for a major assumption of this thesis, in what follows, a brief review of the current
state of environmental and social inequality problems is presented. Borrowing Challoner’s (1969)
metaphor of the seed, consumerism is seen as a ‘seed-cause’ that has brought on various effects on
the environment and on human society. This section will show that although there are a few who
still question the severity of these problems, growing evidence has left little room for debate about

their existence or their causes.

2.2.1 Environmental deterioration and social inequality — the effects of a cause

This sub-section of the review provides only a minute fraction of a very large body of literature in
the environmental sciences that ranges widely in scope and has seen substantial changes in terms of
its focus areas throughout its history. As there are a substantial number of empirical examples of
environmental problems and associated social consequences — even if a few examples were
inspected here in great detail it will not do justice to the global scope of these problems — as it
would portray the problems as if they were of a few types, confined to a few locations on the
planet. Hence, while an effort is made to identify the key global environmental problems that are of
concern today, this section does not include any individual case studies, but rather draws from the
conclusions of comprehensive reviews of the state of these problems provided in topical textbooks

and international reports.

In addition to longstanding problems such as water and air pollution, human activities have resulted
in various irreversible damaging effects such as climate change, species extinction, and resource
depletion — posing very real threats to present human society, while leaving future generations a
heritage of environmental burden. Although in a book titled, Man and Nature, published almost a
century and half ago, Marsh (1864) provided a detailed account of human impact on the natural
environment, the exceeding of the ecological threshold, and the need for caution, environmentally
damaging human activities have proliferated over the years, resulting in the state of environmental

unsustainability we see today.
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Air pollution resulting from industrialisation and economic activities has caused severe effects on
human health over the years. According to a World Health Organisation estimate, “500 000 people
die prematurely each year because of exposure to ambient concentrations of airborne particulate
matter” (Colls 2002: 1).

Competition for water is becoming an increasingly urgent global problem. In an eye-catching
publication titled, Every Drop for Sale: Our Desperate Battle Over Water in a World About to Run
Out, Rothfeder (2001: 8) ascertained that “humans have access to less than 0.08 of 1 percent of the
total water on the planet” and that even this amount was dwindling. In addition to water use for
personal consumption, irrigation, and industry, water is depleted as forest destruction inevitably

diminishes aquifers (ibid.).

Evidencing global warming, mean global temperature of Earth’s surface is estimated to have
increased by 0.25 to 0.4°C over the past 20 years (U.S. National Research Council 2000). Part of
the reason for such temperature increases is the growth in fossil fuel consumption which

consequently increases the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere (Clarke 1991).

Because the functions of the ecosystem are so intricately connected, one environmental problem
often leads to another. In, Water: The International Crisis, Clarke (1991: 40) noted that one of the
most obvious effects of Earth’s surface temperature increase would be increases in “the rate at
which water is used, notably in agriculture.” Hence, global warming poses the threat of worsening
problems of water shortage, and as Houghton (2004) warns in Global Warming: The Complete
Briefing, this may lead to other complex impacts on food resources; marine, freshwater and

terrestrial ecosystems; biodiversity; human settlements; and, human health.

Species extinction rates have increased by a factor of approximately 1000 compared to an average
background rate (May and Pitts 2000). As stated in Krishnamurthy’s (2003: 87) Textbook of
Biodiversity, many recent studies show that present day species extinction is occurring at “very
high rates on both local and global scales and that we are now in the opening phase of another mass

extinction — this time triggered by human intervention alone”.

Noticing the rapid rate of resource consumption in the 50s, in an article in the conference report,
Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth, Ordway (1956: 994) suggested that the only way to
prevent the “economy from overreaching [the] possible limit to growth...is eventually to cease to
consume more resources each year than nature and man together create.” Even so, the Living
Planet Report 2006 reaffirms that the earth’s resources are being consumed much faster that their

regeneration rates (Hails et al. 2006).
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Fig. 1: LIVING PLANET INDEX, 1970-2003 Fig. 2: HUMANITY'S ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT, 1961-2003
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Figure 2-1 Living Planet Index and Global Ecological Footprint Calculations
(Source: Hails et al. 2006: 2)

As Figure 2.1 illustrates, the “Living Planet Index, which reflects the health of the planet’s
ecosystems” has reduced by approximately thirty per cent between the years 1970 and 2003 (ibid:
2). In contrast, the Global Ecological Footprint (an indicator of the degree of human demand on
these ecosystems) has continually increased, with an overshoot occurring in the late 1980s. This
means that “the Earth’s regenerative capacity can no longer keep up with demand — people are

turning resources into waste faster than nature can turn waste back into resources” (ibid: 2).

What is worse is that environmental problems often entail intrinsic elements of inequality. For
instance, in an article in Science Magazine’s State of the Planet: 2006-2007, Gleick (2006: 59)
contended that while water resource development such as the building of massive infrastructures
such as dams have benefited billions of people on the one hand, it has resulted in “substantial —
often unanticipated — social, economic, and environmental costs”, on the other. He referred to the
displacement of tens of millions of people from their homes, over the past hundred years, as a
result of such water development projects. The Human Development Report 1998 noted:

Environmental damage almost always hits those living in poverty the hardest. The
overwhelming majority of those who die each year from air and water pollution are poor people
in developing countries. So are those most affected by desertification — and so will be those
worst affected by the floods, storms and harvest failures caused by global warming. All over
the world poor people generally live nearest to dirty factories, busy roads and waste dumps.

There is an irony here. Even though poor people bear the brunt of environmental damage, they
are seldom the principal creators of the damage. It is the rich who pollute more and contribute
more to global warming. It is the rich who generate more waste and put more stress on nature’s
sink (UNDP 1998: 66).

The above excerpts serve only as a highly abbreviated introduction to some contemporary
environmental and inequality problems. More detailed descriptions of the present state of
environmental problems are provided by organisations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change5; the World Resource Institute®: the Worldwatch Institute’: the World Wide Fund

® See www.ipcc.ch
® See www.wri.org
" See www.worldwatch.org
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for Nature®; and, in publications by Gardner and Stern (1996), Harris (2004a), and Lorey (2003),
among others. In addition one may refer to the scientific journals® that provide countless studies on

environmental contamination and destruction, and the consequent impacts on human societies.

Despite this increasing amount of evidence, the severity of environmental problems and resource
depletion has not gone uncontested, largely due to an underlying belief in technological solutions.
For instance, Beckerman (1995: 65) argued that the “finite resources” claim that serves as a
foundation for sustainable development is flawed since it is grounded “on a concept of resources
that is static and unimaginative, and an underestimate of the human capacity to make technological
progress and adapt to changing conditions.” Bailey (1993) contested the degree and severity of
environmental devastation. He described how contemporary environmental claims were largely
exaggerated, and serves only to alarm the public. Lomborg (2001: 12-13) regarded “the
communication of environmental knowledge, which taps deeply into our doomsday beliefs” as
“propaganda” presented by environmental organisations, and “readily picked up by the media.”
Echoing Lomborg, Kennedy (2003: 170) argued that global warming was an unproven ‘theory’
since it was largely based on predictions and concluded that “technological and scientific progress”
was the “key to improved environmental care.” Lackner and Sachs (2005) argued that the existing
base of energy resources was more than sufficient to cater to the energy needs of a growing world
population at levels presently enjoyed in developed countries. The solution, they say, is in the
reliance on new improved technologies, the use of other energy sources, such as the conversion of
coal into liquid fuels, and non-conventional sources of fossil fuel such as oil sands and shale, and
methane hydrates from seabed. In a similar way, technological advancement and increased
productivity is often seen as a solution to bridge the gap between the poor and rich of the world.
For instance, arguing against the social inequality argument often put forward by critics of
capitalism and globalisation, Norberg (2003: 153) stated:

The main reason for that 20 percent consuming 80 percent of resources is that they produce 80
percent of resources. The 80 percent consume only 20 percent because they produce only 20
percent of resources. It is this latter problem we ought to tackle — the inadequate productive
capacity of the poor countries of the world — instead of waxing indignant over the affluent
world producing so much.

The above statement may be countered as it does not take into account the transfer of raw materials
from poor to rich countries to cater to the latter’s production; it does not take into account the
utilisation of cheap unregulated labour in poor countries to produce ‘affordable’ goods for the
affluent in rich countries. In response to the technological solution argument, Weiss (1990)
maintains that while technology may be of use in handling some problems, there is no certainty that

8 See www.panda.org

’ For examples, see journals such as: Bulletin of Environmental Contamination and Toxicology; Global
Environmental Change; Environmental Health Perspectives; Environmental Pollution; Environmental
Toxicology; Journal of Exposure Science and Environmental Epidemiology; Environmental Geology; Marine
Pollution Bulletin; Conservation Biology; and, Biodiversity and Conservation.
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technology can provide effective solutions to the wide array of threats that humans are presently
faced with. In addition, Weiss asserted that the cost of conservation is often lower than the cost of
substituting exhausted materials using new technologies. In his review of Lomborg’s (2001) The
Skeptical Environmentalist, Alexander (2002: 46) found that Lomborg’s main argument was the
potentials for further growth and progress although he does not “prove that we can stay on this
unsustainable path of unbridled consumerism for another century.” In highlighting the role of
media in environmental communication, Alexander stressed that while journalists should explore
the debates on best methods in addressing environmental problems, it should no longer be a

question that the problems exist.

The preceding broad-brush itemisation of globally significant environmental and social inequality
problems is likely to have missed other critical interrelated problems that can further strengthen the
state of unsustainability argument. Nevertheless, the reality and seriousness of these problems are
often easily established based on several self-evident indicators. First, it may be associated with the
prominence of global environmental agreements and treaties. There has been an exponential
increase in the number of such treaties between the years 1870 and 1990 (Frank 1997) and to date
there is an approximate 700 multilateral agreements and more than 1000 bilateral agreements that
address a wide range of environmental problems (Mitchell 2003). Another indicator is the increase
in the establishment of globally oriented non-governmental environmental organisations™ and
intergovernmental environmental organisations*’. A third indicator is the increase in the number of
research organisations involved in various aspects of S&E problems™. These self-evident
indicators and the overwhelming majority that have attested to the severity of the state of present
day environmental and social inequality problems outweigh the few individuals who have argued
otherwise. Furthermore, as the dates of the above publications indicate, the realisation of the
ecological impacts of human activities is not recent; despite this realisation the problems appear to
have grown in scope over the years. Hence, the stronger argument put forward is that global
ecological problems that pose an array of threats to the planet and its inhabitants are no longer a
prospect, but a very stark reality — thus providing the foundation of this thesis — the urgent need for

public information of these problems and the need for urgent action.

19 For example, BirdLife International (founded in 1922), International Union for Conservation of Nature
and Natural Resources (in 1948), the World Wide Fund for Nature (in 1961), Greenpeace (in 1971), Friends
of the Earth (in 1971), and Conservation International (in 1987).

1 E.g. United Nations Environment Programme (established in 1972), the European Environment Agency (in
1993), and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (in 1988).

12 E.g. International Union of Forestry Research Organisations (formed way back in 1892), Resources for
the Future (established in 1952), The International Institute for Environment and Development (in 1971),
World Resources Institute (in 1982), and International Institute for Sustainable Development (in 1990).
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2.2.2 At the source of the problem lies the seed — consumerism

If we question the above descent in the state of environmental and social equality, it would appear
undeniable that these problems have a strong connection to the consumption patterns of human
societies largely shaped by industrialisation, capitalism, and economic globalisation. Burgess et al.
(2003: 261) maintain that over the preceding two centuries “the potent combination of capitalism
and industriali[s]ation has resulted in unprecedented pressure on the physical, chemical and
biological systems that support life on earth.” In addition, others have noted that globalisation and
capitalism contain within their operative systems aspects that create and intensify social inequality
(McMurray and Smith 2001; Tisdell and Sen 2004).

In linking consumption with environmental problems, some have taken a humble stand. For
example, Olander and Thggersen (1995) commented that a number of environmental problems can
be attributed to consumer lifestyles. Naturally occurring disasters aside, it may be argued that not
just ‘a number of problems’, but rather almost every single contemporary environmental problem
may be traced to a cause that would either be past or present patterns of human consumption. For
instance, Stern (2000) maintains that historically, environmental problems are largely the result of
people’s desire for comfort, pleasure, mobility freedom, reduced physical labour, continuance of
customary practices, security, power, and status; and, the organisations and technologies developed
to meet these desires. In their review of studies on the environmental impact of products, Tukker
and Jansen (2006: 159) reported that “housing, transport, and food, are responsible for 70% of the
environmental impacts in most categories...in the 25 countries that currently make up the EU.”

Even so, it is arguable that consumption is a necessity for the functions and existence of human
societies; hence, consumption in itself may not be inherently bad. However, consumption becomes
a problem when it goes beyond the meeting of real needs. As Gore (1992: 221) puts it,

our civili[s]ation is holding ever more tightly to its habit of consuming larger and larger
quantities...[of] substances we rip from the crust of the earth, transforming them into not just
the sustenance and shelter we need but much more that we don’t need...products for which we
spend billions on advertising to convince ourselves we want, massive surpluses of products that
depress prices while the products themselves go to waste...

Societies’ consumption hence becomes a problem when it resembles consumerism, which Stearns
(2001: ix) defines:

Consumerism describes a society in which many people formulate their goals in life partly
through acquiring goods that they clearly do not need for subsistence or for traditional display.
They become enmeshed in the process of acquisition — shopping — and take some of their
identity from a procession of new items that they buy and exhibit. In this society, a host of
institutions both encourage and serve consumerism, from eager shopkeepers trying to lure
customers into buying more than they need, to product designers employed to put new twists on
established models, to advertisers seeking to create new needs.
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Consumerism has become an issue of concern, not only because of its environmental impacts but
also its impacts on the human psyche. Many have come to refer to it as a new type of disease —
Affluenza (De Graaf et al. 2005; Hamilton and Denniss 2005; James 2007). Hamilton and Denniss
(2005: 38) observe that the rise of the consumer society has been “strongly correlated with the rise

in depression, anxiety, obesity and a range of other disorders.”

In summary, consumerism, which is in fact a human desire for non-need items, appears to be the

‘seed-cause’ of resource depletion, environmental pollution, and other social problems.

2.2.3 The driving forces of consumerism — the ‘seed-sowers’

Working out way back in the chain of cause and effect, we could then question the driving forces
of the ‘seed-cause’. Extracting from Stearns’ (2001) above definition of consumerism, the
institutions that promote and serve consumerism, in other words, those who instil the desire for
non-need items, may be described using the metaphor ‘seed-sowers.” A seed, by itself will not
grow. For it to germinate, for its root to spread, for its bud to spring, it requires the right conditions
— the right amount of sunlight for example, and an ideal temperature. In the same way, advertisers

try to provide the right conditions by sowing the seeds of human desire.

Schudson (1986) argued that advertising is only one of many factors that shape consumer choices
and values. However, as Durning (1998: 552) countered, “even if advertising is not the sole force
driving up consumption, it is an important one. It is a powerful champion of the consumer lifestyle,
and [it] is spreading its influence widely.” Bentley et al. (2004: 2) argued that although youth
consumption patterns were influenced by several factors, such as knowledge, cultural values,
politics, and socioeconomic status, “advertising and the media” were factors that required “special
scrutiny” because of their strong influence in developing “conceptions of desirable lifestyles and

personal identities.”

The use of psychology in advertising to promote consumption is of particular concern. In the
1950s, Packard (1957: 6) cautioned that the growing power of persuasive advertising had serious
“antihumanistic implications” and that much of it seemed to “represent regress rather than progress
for man in his long struggle to become a rational and self-guiding being.” In noting the
development of this then new field, Packard described how advertisers started to explore peoples’
feelings of misery and self-doubt, and became aware that product sales would depend upon

manipulating these feelings. Advertisers also began studying peoples’ “subconscious needs,
yearnings, and cravings” and “began building the promise of its fulfilment into” the sales
presentations of even the most unlikely products (ibid: 72). Hamilton and Denniss (2005: 36)
observed that “Australia’s best-paid psychologists [were] not devoted to treating the distress of

people with psychological problems”, but instead work in marketing, and were “devoted to
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developing ways of increasing consumers’ insecurity, vulnerability and obsessiveness.” The
employment of psychology to advertising often leads to stirring up feelings of deprivation,
inadequacy, and anxiety “in a way that can be cured by possession of the” advertised product (ibid:
37). “Lifestyle programs reinforce the message of advertising by making us feel discontented
about” our belongings (ibid: 37). Hence, materialism is promoted “using the ultimate form of

Pavlovian association — buying stuff equals happiness” (ibid: 47).

However, the paradox is that happiness does not result from increments in material wealth. For
instance, clinical psychologist, Oliver James noticed the lack of correlation between happiness and
wealth in developed countries (James 2000). He asserted that modern consumerism was not only
ruining the natural environment, but that it was also wrecking human minds. He maintains that “the
closer a nation approximates to the American model — a highly advanced and technologically
developed form of modern capitalism — the greater the rate of mental illness amongst its citizens”
(ibid: 37). Likewise, many studies have attested to the lack of relationship between material
acquisitions and happiness. Ehrlich and Ehrlich (2004: 215) summed it up in this way:

In the aggregate, there is abundant evidence that, once basic biological needs for food, shelter,
clothing, and health care are met and a standard of living providing some leisure time and
recreation is adopted, further consumption doesn’t provide much increased satisfaction...The
data for this are relatively unambiguous...In the United States, per capita real income (a
surrogate for consumption) doubled between 1957 and 1992, but public opinion polls showed
no increase in reported happiness.

Instead, as Sigman (2005) noted, the more important factors that determine people’s happiness are

the quality of their personal relationships, their friends and their community life.

The conception that advertising persuasively influences consumption behaviour certainly does not
remain uncontested. For instance, in an earlier critique of such conceptions, Katona (1964: 61)
debated that the degree of such influences are “far too small to justify the broad statements that are
made about” advertising being responsible for “the manifold wants that stimulate our mass
consumption society.” Likewise, Ehrenberg (2000: 39) argued that advertising “is not as powerful
as is sometimes thought, nor is there any evidence that it actually works by any strong form of
persuasion or manipulation.” According to Ehrenberg, advertising merely reinforces “feelings of
satisfaction for brands already being used” (ibid: 47). Similarly, Schudson (1986), and Phillips
(1997) argued that advertising in general was not as effective as often presumed. Bergler (1999:
423) regarded the conception of advertising’s persuasive powers to be naive because of its
reduction of human behaviour to simple “stimulus-response mechanisms.” He argued that the
blaming of advertising was an easy way of averting self-responsibility. In an analysis of
contemporary advertisements, Crook (2004) regarded Packard’s (1957) and Tanaka’s (1992; 1994)

description of ‘hidden communication’ in advertising to be out-of-date. Crook countered that
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present-day advertisements instead use overt communication in presenting selected messages such

as product properties, to ensure their clearness and impact.

Nevertheless, others have attested to the persuasive power of advertising. In contrast to Crook’s
(2004) assertion about the preferences for a more overt form of advertising among present day
marketers, Rockwood (1996) advises marketers that advertisements that use an emotional approach
are more successful in comparison to those that use a straightforward, rational approach of
providing information about product characteristics. In fact it may even be argued that in recent
years, advertising has advanced to much higher levels of covertness. For example, an “‘infomercial’
provides advertisers with the opportunity to disguise a commercial message in what appears to be a
normal programme and to visually distinguish it within its cluttered environment (Hope and
Johnson 2004). ‘Advertorials’ are another form of covert advertising which appears like news “but

are in fact often bought and controlled by advertisers” (Eckman and Lindlof 2003: 65).

Although consumers may rationalise the false associations and manipulative tactics in
advertisements as Phillips (1997) maintains, Day (2000) argued that consumers are inclined to
continue making future purchases despite this awareness. For instance, consumers may be quite
aware that the new car will not actually deliver the status and power promised in the advertisement
— yet they make a purchase (ibid.). This state of awareness is referred to as ‘cognitive dissonance’
by social researchers (ibid.). “The consumer is performing a behavior...for a reason that he/she
intellectually knows to be untrue...This is an uncomfortable state that most humans will seek to
resolve so that their actions are in line with their beliefs and knowledge” (ibid: 83). Advertisers
therefore repeat messages to reassure purchasers that they are doing the right thing, by re-

establishing the relationship “between the product and the fulfilment of...needs” (ibid: 83).

In opposition to arguments about the limited effectiveness of advertising, such as those put forward
by Bergler (1999), Ehrenberg (2000) and Phillips (1997), is the question — why then the growth in
advertising expenditure? Dawson (2003: 102) questioned: “...if advertising did not produce
important alterations...of human minds...why in the world would corporations pour so many
hundreds of billions of dollars into it?” Sutherland (1993) reasoned that advertisers continue to
advertise because they know it is somehow working. Similarly, Sigman (2005: 94-95) noted:

If advertisers believed that we are spilling over with independent thought and critical reasoning,
and that we are vigilant and discriminating, rational beings as we stare at the screen, would they
risk paying up to $5 million per minute (plus the same amount again in production costs) to
help us believe that beauty creams will destroy cellulite and lift sagging thighs, or that an
insipid lager will make a man out of an insipid mouse?

Noting advertising to be an integral component of society and the economy, Bergler (1999) argued
against the necessity for its regulation. Durning (1998: 554) noted that the advertising industry

often “defends itself, ultimately, by claiming that advertising, whatever its social and cultural
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demerits, is an indispensable component of a healthy economy.” Advertisers claim to contribute to
economic growth by urging production, creating jobs, and contributing to government revenue
through income and sales taxes (ibid.). Durning, however, argued that the validity of such claims
was doubtful:

Growth in numbers of second mortgages and third cars and fourth televisions may increase the
money flowing around the economy without making us one bit happier. If much advertising is
an exercise in generating dissatisfaction so that people will spend more and work harder, the
entire process appears morally questionable (ibid: 554).

Packard (1957) regarded the manipulations by advertisers a matter of public concern and published
his book, The Hidden Persuaders, in the hope that it would contribute to public scrutiny. Reed
(1975) argued that the use of consumer psychology in advertising was deceptive and unjust, and
suggested the need for governmental regulations on such advertising tactics. The unjustness he
argued lies in the fact that “advertising’s persuasive impact” is not something that is consciously
understood by consumers; it is “in fact a type of subliminal influence on consumer decision
making” (ibid: 174). Despite accounts such as the two preceding and subsequent publications on
the subject (Clark 1988; Cohan 2001; Dawson 2003; Kilbourne 1999a; Kilbourne 1999b), the issue
of consumer psychology in advertising appears to not have received its deserved space in public
debate.

Pointing out the role of governments in addressing the problem of consumption, Schaefer and
Crane (2005: 88) suggested that one way “in which governments may be able to encourage the
reduction of affluent consumption” is by “curbing the promotion of the symbolic function of
consumption, most notably by regulating advertising.” They referred to examples of bans and
restrictions imposed on advertising to children in countries such as Greece, Sweden, Norway and
Germany. Even so, the use of psychology in advertising is not commonly perceived as an issue by
the majority of policymakers in most other countries — perhaps the reason why advertisers are often

left to self-regulate.

In brief, it may be put forward that in spite of growing evidence that consumerism contributes to
neither social well-being nor happiness, advertisers and marketers retain the freedom to promote
consumerism by making the promise of happiness and the fulfilment of needs of the human psyche.
Although debate questioning the use of psychology in advertising is one that is long-standing, there

appears to be very little done to control or limit its use in contemporary advertising.

2.2.4 The expansion of consumerism around the globe — spreading the seeds

A gardener with an unfamiliar seed would first do a little study to find out about the right
conditions for its germination. In the same way, market researchers have already begun identifying

and studying newly emerging consumers groups in developing countries. For example, Tai (2005:
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200) identified a “promising [consumer] target group” in Shanghai which comprised of working
women with “strong spending motivation and high purchasing power.” These women, she reports,

prefer imported brands, and are less sensitive to price levels. They have high fashion senses, are
willing to adopt new products, and consider themselves “modern” consumers. Marketers must
carefully match their advertising messages with such important self-images (ibid: 200).

Consumerism, typically perceived as a problem in developed countries is now increasingly
becoming a global problem. Developing countries aspiring to achieve developed status and living
conditions similar to those in North America, Japan and Western Europe are promoting
consumerism as a means of boosting their economies. A decade ago Wilk (1998: 314) cautioned:

With high economic growth rates in many parts of the developing world and the rapid spread of
electronic media, advertising, and marketing, the next two decades are likely to see a major
transformation in the consumption styles of the majority of the world’s population. The global
environmental consequences will be dramatic...

Likewise, Myers and Kent (2004) noted that the emergence of ‘new consumers’ in developing
countries entails major consequences both within their local environment and communities, and the
global environment. For instance, the recent growth in car ownership in these countries has been so
high that by 2010 the figures may reach an approximate 250 million cars, thus holding the potential
to make momentous contributions to global carbon dioxide emissions (ibid.).

Evidencing the spreading of the seeds of consumerism around the globe, particularly in developing
countries, are recent trends in the growth of global adverting expenditures. Myers and Kent (2004:
124) observe that in addition to “media images of the good life”, consumers around the world “are
further influenced by advertising to the tune of $450 billion per year worldwide”. Specifically, they
noted that between the years 1986 and 1996 advertising increased “by 210% in India, 220% in
Philippines, 325% in South Korea, 350% in Malaysia and Thailand, 640% in Indonesia, and more
than 1000% in China” (ibid: 124).

Recognising the growing consumerism in Asian countries, Bromby (1994) encouraged New
Zealand exporters to monitor and target consumer groups in these countries. Bromby advised:

While western companies now increasingly eye the middle class, they are also finding that
there is a huge and often untapped market in the slums of India’s densely-populated cities.
Selling strategies now being used for the low income groups are: introducing special low-priced
brands for the slums, ensuring that smaller pack sizes are available, sponsoring events, and
stressing outdoor advertising such as billboards and video vans which move through slum
areas. Slum dwellers are not necessarily penniless; often they have jobs but cannot afford the
higher rents outside the slums. And the number of people living in those areas is huge — 5.4
million of Bombay’s population, for example (ibid: 35).

As the examples above illustrate, marketers will without doubt strategically target any new
emerging consumer groups in developing countries. Such targeting will extend to even the ‘slums
of India’ as Bromby put it. The issue of consumerism as a growing problem of sustainability is one

that is no longer limited to those in developed countries; it is global.
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2.2.5 Advertising and consumerism in conflict with sustainability

Drawing from the points made in the preceding sub-sections, a chain reaction is established:
Advertising — Consumerism — Environmental decline and social inequality — Unsustainability.
Because of this link, indirect as it may be, advertising and consumerism may be perceived as
opposing forces to sustainability. For instance, a report by the OECD (1999: 12) noted that efforts
towards sustainable consumption often “run straight into powerful countervailing forces” such as
advertising and media messages that attempt to influence consumption levels and style.
Commercial advertisements encourage consumers to adopt materialism as a value and instil the
idea that more is better (Zinkhan 1994). This contradicts the principle of sustainability, as
continued growth in needs-transcending consumption, ultimately leads to consumption beyond
Earth’s ecosystem adaptation capabilities and its ability to provide and sustain simultaneously. As
Gardner et al. (2004: 20) put it: “Indeed, the underlying premise of mass consumption economics —
that unlimited consumption is acceptable, even desirable — is fundamentally at odds with life
patterns of the natural world.” Durning (1998: 552) asserted that “[a] world full of consumer
societies is an ecological impossibility.” In addition, Maiteny (2000: 339) stressed that
“[c]onsumerism and its associated behaviours are inherently unsustainable socio-ecologically and
psychologically.” In the way Dawson (2003: 2) sees it, in their marketing efforts to promote
consumption, big businesses are “pied-pipering the human race towards ecological disaster.”
Whitelegg (1997: 218) put forward that within the political systems of countries, such as Britain,
the connection between “socialism [and] high levels of mass consumerism is an impediment to the
achievement of sustainable development goals”. George (2002) asserted that while the western
economic system proposes open-ended growth, the planet is a closed loop ecosystem. She went on
to add: “The emphasis on quarterly profits, constantly rising consumption, and endless growth is
squarely at odds with slow-moving but inexorable planetary forces such as climate change,

deforestation and the depletion of topsoil and fresh water” (ibid: 73).

While inter- and intra-generational equality are two fundamental principles that form the basis of
sustainable development (McCoid 2004), human consumption patterns and the forces that drive
such patterns have been major contributors to a decline in both these forms of equality. Intra-
generational equality, which may be defined as “equal rights for all people inhabiting the planet at
this time” (Clift 2003: 240), is essential for global harmony, as without such equality, there will be
conflicts between the affluent and the poor over diminishing resources (McCoid 2004). The
economic gap between rich and poor nations, McCoid (2004) notes, has grown dangerously wide.
The Human Development Report 1998 affirmed that growth in consumption in preceding years had
remained unequal and unbalanced resulting in “social impacts that deepen inequalities and social
exclusion” (UNDP 1998: 47). A recent study by the World Institute for Development Economics
Research, revealed the extreme degree of inequality in global wealth distribution — in 2000, while
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the richest 10% of the world’s adult population owned 85% of global household wealth,

collectively the bottom half of the population hardly owned 1% (Davies et al. 2006).

Such intra-generational inequalities are partly a result of global capitalism and the resultant
production and consumption patterns. McCoid (2004) upheld that inequitable consumption patterns
are inherent within the global capitalist system in which the over-consumption of a few is made
possible only because of the under-consumption of many, because if everyone were to consume

like the rich, the system would rapidly exhaust all of the world’s resources in its entirety.

Intra-generational inequity not only exists between rich and poor countries but also exists within
the boundaries of each country. For instance, in New Zealand, the Parliamentary Commissioner for
the Environment observed that although “some people consume a lot in New Zealand society, it is
also important to acknowledge that many people are excluded from the benefits of consumption”
(PCE 2004: 121).

Another aspect of advertising that opposes sustainability has to do with the social effects of
advertisements. Advertisement messages can result in feelings of deprivation in society when
advertised products are beyond people’s economic reach (Kitchen 1994). Such a situation is
especially disturbing in poorer countries, where the media promote consumption styles that the
poor cannot afford (Camacho 2003). For instance, in India, Vilanilam (1989) observed that the
luxury products advertised in its television channels are not affordable to ninety percent of its
public, causing unnecessary frustrations among the poor. In highlighting the social consequences of
hastened market liberalisations in newly liberated communist nations, Barber (1996: 15) wrote:

The right to choose between nine VCR models or a dozen automobile brands does not

necessarily feel like freedom to workers whose monthly salaries can hardly keep up with the

rising price of bread, let alone to women and men with no jobs at all.
Camacho (2003) maintains that the promotion of luxurious lifestyles within a society when such
lifestyles are unattainable by most, could provoke corruption among its professionals, and burglary
and theft committed by the impoverished out of desperation — factors that this thesis identifies as
contributors to social unsustainability. O’Dougherty (2002) observes that in Brazil, the local media
tend to reinforce the notion that social classes are defined by consumption levels, aggravating
feelings of social class inadequacy among its community members — a life that should be, that they
are denied, forcing some to acquire these goods from the black-market. Such negative impacts can

intensify, with the spread of standardised international advertising™.

Advertising may also pose a threat to cultural sustainability. This is considering that even people’s

religious beliefs have not escaped consumer behaviour research. Sood and Nasu (1995: 1)

3 For a review of progress in international advertising research, see Taylor (2005).
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suggested that because religion is a determining element of culture, it is imperative to acquire “a
more complete knowledge of the dominant religion and its effects on consumer behaviour”. Their
study revealed that relationships did exist between religiosity and consumer behaviour and they
concluded that further research concerning “these factors holds promise for greater insight in the
development of international marketing strategies” (ibid: 1). In another study, Barbera and Giirhan
(1997) reported that highly religious people showed a negative correlation for subjective well-being
and variables such as income and materialism because people with religious values tended to
prioritise family and affiliation with God, over monetary accomplishments and possessions.
Because of the different value structure of this segment of society, the authors advised marketers
that this group may not respond to highly materialistic advertising messages, and would need to be
targeted differently. They hence emphasised the importance for marketers to include religiosity in

their profiling of target markets.

While the clear visibility of intra-generational inequality makes it difficult to dispute or deny, inter-
generational equality, on the other hand, is an abstraction since its benefactors are not yet in
existence. Inter-generational equality is often perceived, as Clift (2003: 240) notes, as “the rights of
future generations, sometimes expressed as the responsibility not to steal from our grandchildren.”
However, current economic activities and consumption patterns contribute to inter-generational
inequality and are therefore unjust to future generations. Weiss (1990) called attention to the fact
that when the present generation consume resources at a rate faster than their renewal rates, use up
higher-grade resources leaving only residuum, and consume materials or species before their uses
have been identified or discovered, it deprives future generations of an equitable share of the
planets’ resources, as the range and quality of resources that are available for them are reduced.
Burgess et al. (2003: 261) argued that “(un)sustainable consumption” patterns have led to the
reaching of environmental limits which in turn result in “uncertain outcomes for the future well-
being of people and nature.” In connecting the issue of consumerism to sustainability, Cahill (2001:
628) asserted that

present-day modes of production and consumption in the rich world are unsustainable for future
generations and will be unsustainable if adopted by the poor world...[E]cologists and others
who wish to effect a transition to a more sustainable society have to acknowledge the profound
attachment to consumption which has pervaded culture and society in the rich world and its
undeniable appeal to the poor world (ibid: 628).

In light of the above, what Vogt (1948: xiii-xiv) suggested sixty years ago, requires reiteration
today:

[The relationship]...of man with his environment [has]...powerfully shaped many of the
dilemmas and quandaries in which we find ourselves today. They are inevitably exerting a
gargantuan impact upon the human world of tomorrow. Disregarded, they will almost certainly
smash our civili[s]ation...If man will find a harmonious adjustment with them, as he surely
can, this adjustment should make possible a greater flowering of human happiness and well-
being that the human race has ever known.
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In summary, securing the necessity for this research, the points raised in this section highlight the
present state of global unsustainability. Drawing the connections to its causal factors it was noted
that advertising driven consumerism (an intrinsic feature of the world’s economic system as it
functions today) appears to have caused environmental decline and generated intra- and inter-
generational inequalities. The existence of wide income and resource-use gaps between affluent
and poor societies show that the world’s resources are not equitably shared. The present rate of
resource use (which has far exceeded natural carrying capacity yet continues to accelerate)
demonstrates an increasing level of inter-generational inequity. Although many have discussed the
undesirable effects of advertising; questioned the ethics of its use of psychology; and, noted how it
contravenes the principles of sustainability, these aspects have not been widely treated as an issue
of concern in the public domain and there appears to be very little done to control or limit
advertising. In light of this neglect, this thesis took upon itself the task of exploring ways in which,
from the perspective of sustainability, advertising and consumerism may be addressed within the
public arena. In its third case study in Chapter 5, through a survey of journalists and interviews
with media managers in New Zealand, an attempt was made to appraise the degree to which the
mainstream media were willing to discuss advertising-driven consumerism as an issue of public
concern. In an information campaign designed for its fourth case study, detailed in Chapter 6, a

special emphasis was given to consumerism and advertising as opposing forces to sustainability.

2.3 Achieving sustainability — a complex, intricate, and contested human response
to global ecological and social inequality problems

As introduced in the foregoing chapter, although a range of sustainability concepts have emerged
as humankind’s response to its planet’s growing ecological and social inequality problems, these
concepts often entail varying meanings. Although the definition of ‘sustainable development’
provided by the Brundtland Commission — “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987: 43)
— is frequently reiterated, the term still takes on different meanings when used by different parties,
often contributing to confusion and scepticism about the term. For some “the joining together of the
two words sustainable and development produces an effect of opposition amounting practically to
an oxymoron” (Dovers 1993: 219). Valenti and Crage (2003) observe that while some have
conceptualised sustainability within a specific agenda such as conservation, others become
suspicious when the term is co-opted by environmental opponents (ibid.). While some perceive the
term to mean the retention of existing resources and the maintenance of existing ‘traditional’
lifestyles, others regard it to be something that requires change in resource use and human lifestyles
(ibid.). Experts add to the ambiguity of the concept by suggesting the possibility that a specific
resource (that society attempts to sustain) may alter over time, and that such alterations would lead
to changes in what sustainability means from one time period to another (ibid.). Objectives of
sustainable development provided from a business perspective are often starkly different from
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those of ecologists or environmentalists. For instance, DeSimone and Popoff (2000: 233) suggested
that for businesses, prospering in “the sustainability-shaped markets of tomorrow” means
“proactively pursuing resource productivity” to be able to deliver “more to society from less”. In
other words, it “means, first, understanding the needs of sustainable development and secondly,
envisioning them as unmet market opportunities” (ibid: 234). Carpenter and White (2004)
emphasised that the notion of “responsibility” would need to be associated with “opportunity” for
the adoption of sustainability within business thinking. While the business focus on sustainability
involves enhancing the efficiency of production, in contrast, as Valenti and Crage (2003) observe,
when environmental groups discuss sustainability, the emphasis is often conservation or

regeneration of natural environments.

Hayward (2003: 62) argues that the “vagueness” of sustainable development “has kept it from
being a useable guide for policy.” Its flexibility, Willers (1994: 1147) notes, has made the term
somewhat “a chameleon, and as such it becomes a powerful tool in the hands of those who have the
financial and political power and the media connections to manipulate it and to insert their

definitions of it into mainstream thought.”

Definitions of sustainable development often appear growth-centred, and have thus become a
subject of criticism among those who oppose the idea of unlimited growth. Even the Brundtland
Commission’s definition has been criticised for being pro-growth since, as Melkote (2003) notes, it
recommends economic growth to prevent environmental decline. Pointing out the utilitarian and
growth-centred conceptions of sustainable development provided in documents such as Our
Common Future (WCED 1987) and Caring for the Earth (IUCN et al. 1991), Willers (1994)
argued that sustainable development was in fact a code for ‘perpetual growth.” Although some
economists, namely, Robert Costanza and Herman Daly provided a different perspective of
sustainable development, whereby the concept of “growth (material increase in size)” was
differentiated from the concept of “development (improvement in organi[s]ation without size
change)”, their perspectives have become “well buried in the literature and...[have] had little

influence on the wider use, understanding, and direction of the concept” (ibid: 1147).

Because of its association with the economic-growth model there has been much debate in the
practicability of sustainable development. Redclift (1987) asserted that implementation of
sustainable development measures would remain unlikely for the majority of governments as it
would require major structural reform and changes to the international economic system. One
problem, he says, is that the term ‘development’ tends to be defined as either economic growth or
growth in productivity, and measured in terms of GNP. The problem is also that, as Dovers (1993:
219) noted, growth is not seen as “growth in an intellectual, spiritual, or artistic, sense [that] would
be environmentally feasible; but growth as currently construed is largely a physical or material
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concept.” Although the idea of ecological limits to growth was earlier suggested (Meadows et al.
1972), this possibility has seen rejection, debate and resurgence in the subsequent two decades
(Dovers 1993: 219). Still, much discussion on sustainability “now proceeds with scant reference to

possible ecological limits” (ibid: 219).

Another area that has fuelled debates on sustainability is differences between developed and less
developed countries. Sims (2002) noted that one point of difference between the two is their
perceptions about their relationship with the environment. While in the West the natural
environment is disconnected from people’s daily lives and appreciated instead for its aesthetic
beauty and as venues for leisure activities, in less developed countries, many depend directly on the
natural environment for their livelihoods (ibid.). Consequently, poorer countries argue that “the
developed world has reaped the economic benefits of poor environmental practices and now it is
expecting the developing world to bear the costs of repairing the damage” (ibid: 32). At the 1992
Earth Summit, the complaint in industrial countries was that the reproduction rates of people in
poor countries were too high, while poor countries contested that the consumption rates of
industrial countries were too high (Camacho (2003). In addressing the greenhouse gas problem,
while northern countries stressed conservation of rainforests (mostly located in the South) for the
purpose of sustaining global carbon sinks, southern countries (needing to use rainforest resources
for development) argued that “the greenhouse gas problem arose largely from fossil fuel habits of
northern countries” (Lewis 2000: 248).

The World Conservation Strategy stressed that sustainable development “must take account of
social and ecological factors, as well as economic ones; of the living and non-living resource base”
(IUCN et al. 1980: 1). This may have given rise to the metaphor, ‘three pillars of sustainable
development’, to emphasise the need to give equal emphasis to the environment, social well-being,
and the economy. However, Dawe and Ryan (2004: 1459) argued that this model was faulty since
“humanity can have neither an economy nor social well-being without the environment.” Instead of
being perceived as one component of sustainable development, they argued that the environment
would need to be appreciated as the base on which models of sustainable development stand.
Moreover, Cohen (2007: 58) noted that although sustainable development is described “as a
tripartite process engendering a careful balance among environmental, economic, and social equity
goals”, in practise the focus is often on pursuing “environmental improvements that do not

challenge conventional economic prerogatives” (ibid: 58).

Discussing the Brundtland Commission’s definition of sustainability, Princen et al. (2002: 1)
contested: “Just what constitutes the needs of today’s people remains blurred, out of focus, even
usefully ambiguous: everyone has become adept at talking about sustainability without having to

wade into treacherous waters of consumption”. However, in this review of the report, Our Common
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Future, it was observed that the Brundtland Commission did provide (although not explicitly as
such) a definition of human needs and that it did address the issues of consumption. For instance,
the report noted that “essential needs of vast numbers of people in developing countries — for food,
clothing, shelter, jobs — are not being met,” and that “beyond their basic needs these people have
legitimate aspirations for an improved quality of life” (WCED 1987: 43). According to the report,
sustainable development “requires meeting the basic needs of all” and requires that “the
opportunity to satisfy...aspirations for a better life” is extended to all (ibid: 44). Therefore, in a
sense, the report did distinguish between “basic needs” and other needs associated with life quality.
It is perhaps the latter category of needs that requires further clarity — what are ‘needs’ that do
contribute to life quality? Nevertheless, the report did emphasise that perceptions of “needs are
socially and culturally determined, and sustainable development requires the promotion of values
that encourage consumption standards that are within the bounds of the ecological[ly] possible and

to which all can easily aspire” (ibid: 44).

Considering the above excerpts, it is arguable that critics of Our Common Future may have
overlooked the fact that the report did emphasise the significance of consumption as an issue within
the concept of sustainable development. Still, contemporary references to sustainable development
are often detached from the issue of consumption. It is likely that with wide and varied usage, the
meaning of sustainable development became reduced to simplistic terms — as a form of
development — with its consumption aspect overlooked or perhaps deliberately ignored. This
neglected aspect has been somewhat addressed with the emergence of the concept of sustainable
consumption. As Jackson (2005b) observes, the realisation that consumer behaviour is the key to
reducing environmental impact resulting from human activity, has pushed for national and
international policy focus on sustainable consumption. Cohen (2005: 407) noted that the emergence
of sustainable consumption offers “...a new political and academic domain for discussing the
linkages between affluent lifestyles and environmental quality.” At the 1994 Symposium on
Sustainable Consumption in Oslo, sustainable consumption was defined as,

the use of services and related products which respond to basic needs and bring a better quality
of life while minimising the use of natural resources and toxic materials as well as emissions of
waste and pollutants over the life cycle of the service or product so as not to jeopardise the
needs of future generations (Norwegian Ministry of the Environment 1994 cited in OECD
1999: 11).

The definition of ‘need” was perhaps more clearly defined within the Oslo definition of sustainable
consumption. As noted in a report by OECD (1999: 11), five key concepts of sustainable
consumption were:

= satisfying basic human needs (not the desire for ‘wants’ and luxuries);
= privileging quality of life concerns over material standards of living;

= minimising resource use, waste and pollution;

= taking a life-cycle approach; and

= acting with concern for future generations.
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However, it was observed that akin to the multiplicity of definitions for the term sustainable
development, sustainable consumption as well can take on different meanings when used by
different parties. For example, as Robins and Roberts (1998) observe, when environmentalists call
for a reduction in consumption (meaning reduction in resource use), economists would interpret
this as an impingement on people’s spending on goods and services. Bentley and De Leeuw (2003)
suggested that a practical approach would be to acknowledge the differences in opinions and to be
flexible in defining sustainable consumption as it would allow for the addressing of a variety of
aspects such as consumer behaviour, efficiency in consumption, re-use, and recycling, in a manner

that best fits the challenge at hand.

The above accounts are only some examples of the varying definitions and perceptions that exist
pertaining to sustainability. Despite the fact that sustainability is increasingly becoming a basis for
policy formulation at the national level, differences in understanding of what sustainability means
and debates about how it should be pursued continue to persist. It may be argued that the
ambiguities associated with the concept of sustainability, the varying definitions of related terms,
and the variations of meaning depending on the context in which the terms are used, inevitably
makes communicating sustainability to the public an arduous task for journalists. This in turn
points to the need for journalists’ knowledge building about the concept of sustainability — which
necessitated the ‘educational approach’ examined in Chapters 3 and 4.

2.4  Sustainable consumption — an ‘underdog’ in the arena of sustainability
initiatives

As has been established above, the state of social inequality and environmental decline are effects
of a cause, hence suggesting the wisdom of a strategy that addresses these problems at their roots.
Although sustainable consumption offers such a strategy, it appears to be somewhat an ‘underdog’
in the arena of sustainability initiatives. As Durning (1994) noted, those concerned about the well-
being of the planet do not pay as much attention to human consumption as they do to other
contributors of environmental decline. Although the number of documents and publications on
‘sustainable consumption’ has seen a rapid increase over the years, it has received little political
attention in most countries, and actual efforts towards its achievement remain negligible. A global
survey showed slow progress in implementing the UN’s Sustainable Consumption Guidelines™
UNEP (2002). A report by the United Nations Economic and Social Council (2002) further noted

¥ The UN General Assembly adopted the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection in 1985. In 1999 the
Guidelines were expanded to include Section G - Promotion of Sustainable Consumption (UN Assembly
Decision 54/449). Section G provides a framework for governments to use in the formulation and
strengthening of policies and legislation to encourage responsible consumption and production patterns,
resulting in decreased environmental impacts and a more equal distribution of resources among rich and
poor. The guidelines are available at www.un.org/esa/sustdev/publications/consumption_en.pdf.
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that there have been no major initiatives since the UNCED™ in addressing unsustainable patterns of

production and consumption.

In the United States, Cohen (2005) observes that sustainable consumption has received very little
attention in government policy because it was regarded to be incompatible with established public
policy priorities that favour the maintenance of economic growth, consumer sovereignty, and
uninhibited material acquisitions. In light of Cohen’s point, it may be argued that a possible reason
for the reluctance towards sustainable consumption initiatives in other countries as well could be an
underlying belief that some sustainable consumption practices may pose a threat to economic
growth. As synthesised in Figure 2-2, economic growth is largely dependent on a cycle of
production and consumption. Advertising and market forces that ensure a growth in consumerism
and materialism in turn ensures the continuance of this cycle. As Hamilton and Denniss (2005:
101-102) note, while “the marketing industry is devoted to persuading us to buy things we don’t
need — and often to buy things we don’t want”, consumption is in fact driven by “the entire

economic and political system that conspires to breakdown any resistance to buying”.
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Figure 2-2 The cycle of production and consumption that churns economic growth
and the resultant problem of unsustainability

The advancement of capitalism is dependent on a constant growth of the economy, and such
growth is possible only if ‘needs’ are constantly diversified to generate an increasing demand for
new products and thus the creation of new markets (James 2000). Therefore, it would appear that
any disruption to the above cycle (which sustainable consumption patterns could bring about) could
lead to a downturn in economic growth. Challenging the issue of consumption and consumerism
then becomes a notably difficult endeavour. For Princen et al. (2002: 1), when consumption and
consumerism are questioned they “have an awkward tendency to challenge deeply held
assumptions about progress and the ‘good life’; they call into question the very idea of consumer

sovereignty, a cornerstone of mainstream economic thinking”.

1% United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the 1992 Earth Summit —
held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (June 3-14 June 1992).
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Even in cases where policy makers take on the ‘sustainable consumption and production®
objective they have largely focused on improving production processes (Robins and Roberts 1999)
and as Cohen (2007) maintains, the challenge is often seen as a technological venture to reduce
environmental impacts resulting from consumerism, with no address of the drivers of material
desire. In a recent review of progress in sustainable consumption initiatives, Mont and Plepys
(2008) affirm that the majority of policy initiatives have remained focused on production aspects
and that there remains a lack of strategies for converting the prevailing consumerist society to a less
materialistic one. As Figure 2.2 shows, while current initiatives in the name of sustainability such
as ‘technological efficiency’ and ‘green consumerism’ appear to address the end-result of the
problem of excessive consumption, they neglect one of its root causes — advertising-driven
consumerism. Princen et al. (2002: 2) noted that sustainability discussions often avoid the issue of
“escalating consumption levels and, especially, the roots of such escalation.” Perhaps it is the case,
as Sanne (2005) suggests, that while addressing waste is uncontroversial, reducing sumptuousness
and affluence, conversely, is a difficult political undertaking that requires great tact as it challenges
the norms and habits of the populace and prevalent beliefs about the importance of economic
growth.

Although to some degree ‘green consumerism’ appears to provide a solution, some have argued
that such a form of consumerism does not encourage reduction in consumption, nor does it change
the consumerist lifestyle; but instead only helps justify consumption, by lifting off a bit of the
shoppers guilt and by making the shopper feel good — that their buying is helping the environment
(Dickens 2004; Princen et al. 2002). In the same way, others have noted the limitations of
‘technological efficiency’ as a solution since initial gains from efficiency may be easily negated by
increase in production and demand by way of lowered costs; although ‘technological efficiency’
aims to reduce resource intensity, it does not aim to reduce resource use (Burgess 2003; Jucker
2002; Kanner 1998; Michaelis 2001, Princen 1999; York and Rosa 2003).

In a report titled The Media: A Resource for Sustainable Consumption Michaelis (2001) suggested
that since the media are central players in building consumer culture it is essential that they are
engaged in the promotion of sustainable consumption. However, hardly any enquiries have
examined how the effectiveness of mediated communication of sustainable consumption could be
improved. Perhaps to some extent this lack is understandable, as “breaking into the cycles of
cultural and ethical influence that surround the media” as Michaelis suggests is not easily doable

(ibid: 5). In addition, Princen et al. (2002) observed that while there is “little guidance on

8 The concept of ‘sustainable consumption’ is often tied together with the concept of ‘sustainable
production’, and regarded as being ‘two sides of the same coin’ — the former depicting the demand side of the
equation and the latter, the supply (Bentley and De Leeuw 2003; Robins and Roberts 1999; White 1999).
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consumption issues in the policy and environmental realms, the academic world” does not offer
much more (ibid: 8-11). They went on to add that

like the policy realm, much of the social sciences has come under the sway of economistic
reasoning...A large body of economic literature exists on “consumer theory,” but its analytic
goal is to better estimate demand curves, not to ask whether and how consumption patterns
contribute to or solve social and environmental problems (ibid: 9-11).

Furthermore, this review found that an overwhelming majority of communication research’
concerning consumer behaviour, dating back to as early as the 1930s, has been conducted for the
benefit of businesses, in that they are aimed at enhancing consumer demand for products and
services, or in the least, aimed at retaining existing demands. Communication research aimed at
achieving the contrary, on the other hand, is still at its infancy stages. Scholarly journals that focus

on environmental communication'® are relatively few and have emerged only recently.

In summary, it may be argued that the prevalent interests in continued economic growth, and the
notion that this interest cannot be challenged, are possible reasons why sustainable consumption as
a principle and a basis for policy is yet to be embraced by the majority of countries. Considering
the lack of relevant research, in this thesis a special emphasis was given to the concept of
‘sustainable consumption’. While its connection to ‘sustainable production” was acknowledged,
‘sustainable consumption’ is treated here as a distinct principle of its own, to allow for a focused
inspection of the demand side of consumption resulting from advertising and marketing efforts,
which are, borrowing Cohen’s (2007) term, some of the ‘psychological drivers’ that shape material

desire. These are dealt with in Chapter 6 — in exploring the ‘message framing approach’ an

7 Such research can be found in a wide variety of journals. To name a few, the first volume of Journal of
Marketing appeared in 1936. Consumer Behaviour followed with its first issue in 1954. Both the Journal of
Advertising Research and Applied Marketing Research published its first issues in 1960. These were
followed by numerous other journals and periodicals devoted to the study of advertising, marketing and
consumer behaviour. The Advertising Quarterly was first published in 1964, European Journal of Marketing
in 1967, Marketing in 1968, the Journal of Advertising in 1972, Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science in 1973, the Journal of Consumer Research in 1974, Advances in Consumer Research in 1974,
Target Marketing in 1978, the International Journal of Advertising in 1982, Marketing Science: the
Marketing Journal of TIMS/ORSA in 1982, the Journal of Consumer Marketing in 1983, Marketing
Intelligence and Planning in 1983, Psychology and Marketing in 1984, International Journal of Research in
Marketing in 1984, Research in Consumer Behaviour in 1985, Journal of consumer satisfaction,
dissatisfaction, and complaining behaviour in 1988, Marketing to Women in 1988, Journal of International
Consumer Marketing in 1988, Marketing Research in 1989, the Journal of Consumer Psychology in 1992,
Journal of Targeting, Measurement and Analysis for Marketing in 1992, Journal of Marketing Theory and
Practice in 1992, the Journal of International Marketing in 1993, the Journal of Strategic Marketing in 1993,
Journal of Marketing Practice in 1995, the Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management in 1996, and the
Journal of Consumer Behaviour in 2001.

%8 These include, Applied Environmental Education and Communication that started publication in 2002, and
the recent Environmental Communication: A Journal of Nature and Culture that published its first issue in
2007, and the e-journal, Communication, Cooperation, Participation: Research and Practice for a
Sustainable Future (available at http://www.ccp-online.org), with its first issue dating April 2007. Other
journals that have occasionally dealt with environmental communication include the Journal of
Environmental Education, Public Understanding of Science and Science Communication.
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information campaign on sustainable consumption was designed and evaluated. Considering the
suggestion for mediated communication of sustainable consumption (United Nations 2001), in
examining the ‘social responsibility approach’, mainstream media receptiveness towards a role in

communicating ‘sustainable consumption’ is explored in Chapter 5.

2.5  Sustainability — on the margins of public comprehension

Although sustainability has become a concept that is of global significance, some (e.g. Barry 2003;
Jucker 2002; Leal Filho 2000; Oepen and Hamacher 2000; Smith 2000b) have observed that a
majority of the public lack a deep understanding of what sustainability means, and that discussions
concerning sustainability have remained largely confined within academic and governmental

settings.

Because of the noticeable lack of public understanding of sustainability, many have stressed the
need for its communication. Leal Filho (2000) commented that one problem with sustainability was
that its complexity was often underestimated. He argued that a broader awareness of sustainability
among the public can “only to be realistically expected, if it is better communicated” (ibid: 12).
Because sustainable development requires a major and complex “restructuring of modern society in
a global context”, Oepen and Hamacher (2000) regarded society’s lack of understanding of the
rationale behind the need for such a change, as a sign of a fundamental problem in communication.
Therefore, they emphasised the need for communication to be an indispensable component of any
sustainability initiative. Barry (2003) concluded that the focus on communication about
sustainability is essential to make the necessary alteration of it being a discourse of elites to a

discourse that is more open and accessible to the community.

While some have emphasised the importance of S&E communication in a broad sense (Cox 2006;
Leal Filho 2000; Oepen 2000b), others have highlighted the special role of the media. For instance,
Howson and Cleasby (1996: 149) asserted that the media, in particular “television, have an
important place in any transition to a more sustainable society.” They went on: “if sustainability is
to capture the popular imagination and change orthodox perceptions and patterns of behaviour,
most people around the world are likely to encounter it either through media, or else not at all”
(ibid: 160). The following sections of this Chapter will address this identified role of the media in

communicating sustainability in further detail.

2.6  Exploring the media dependency theory

Considering the above accounts that have noted a lack in public understanding of sustainability,
this thesis shares the assertions others have made that mediated communication is one method for

enhancing public knowledge and understanding. Such an assertion is justified considering signs of
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people’s dependence on the media for information about the environment and sustainability as

proposed by the media dependency theory™.

One aspect of the media dependency theory that is of particular relevance to this study is
dependency resulting from a lack of access to first-hand information in a complex society, that
Jowett and O’Donnell (2006), and Rushefsky and Pantel (1998) noted. Attesting to this theory,
Atwater (1988) noted that audiences rely on the media for information about environmental issues,
because they rarely have direct access to related information, and they have little or no direct
experiences with related issues. People may also depend on the media for information about
environmental problems that are not readily visible — ozone depletion, for instance (van Es et al.
1996). Gooch (1995: 430-431) reasoned: “Many environmental problems cannot be personally
experienced — they are either too distant, or cannot be directly seen, tasted or smelt”; therefore, “the
mass media, as a communicator of information to the public...play a significant role in the
distribution of knowledge.” Corbett (1995: 397) noted that for most people who lack a direct
contact with wildlife and nature, “a frequent and pervasive indirect source of wildlife information

iS news coverage in the mass media.”

People can also become dependent on the media for environmental information in cases where
there is a lack of informal or formal environmental education. Highlighting the significance of the
media for environmental protection in Hong Kong, Chan (1999: 136) noted that since “formal
environmental education is limited to schools, the mass media have become the major source of
information on the local as well as the global environment.” Likewise, the World Youth Report
2003 noted that much of environmental “information young people receive comes not from formal
education but from the media” (United Nations 2004: 142).

Lending further evidence to the media dependency theory, many studies (Alaimo and Doran 1980;
Atwater et al. 1985; Atwater 1988; Chan 1996; Holl et al. 1999; Larson et al. 1982; Murch 1971,
Ostman and Parker 1986/87; Sellers and Jones 1973) and other observations (Leal and Borner
2005a; O’Riordan 1995; Salomone et al. 1990; Tabakova and Antonov 2002) have affirmed that
the public do rely on the media for information on the environment and sustainability, although
some variations were noted on the degree of such reliance and perceptions about trustworthiness of

media information.

!® The media dependency theory was proposed by Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976). They suggested that
“dependency on media information” was an omnipresent condition of modern urban societies (ibid: 6). One
form of media dependency according to Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur was “based on the need to understand
one’s social world; [while] another type of dependency arises from the need to act meaningfully and
effectively in that world” (ibid: 6).
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A logical reason for dependency on media for information about the environment and sustainability
could be that people are unlikely to deliberately seek out such information from other sources such
as journals, reports or even websites, unless prompted. In fact, Mortensen (2000: 26) observes that
although the public had the most trust in scientists when it concerns environmental issues, “they
very often get their information...from the media, rather than accepted scientific sources.” On the
other hand, people are likely to be exposed to S&E issues through the daily course of listening to or

reading the news and consequently become reliant on the media for such information.

In brief, the above accounts give evidence for media dependency for information about S&E issues
— forming a core assumption of this thesis. Moreover, Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur (1976), and,
Rushefsky and Pantel (1998) have proposed that the greater the level of public dependency on
media information, the greater the chances that public opinion, knowledge and behaviour will alter
as a result of that information. Therefore, the quantity and nature of S&E information in the media
becomes a cause for concern, if, as the above authors suggest, increased media dependence results
in a greater degree of media influence. This in turn necessitates the core enquiries of this research —

what might be done to improve this area of media communication.

2.7  Exploring the media effects theory

The need for improvements to media communication of S&E issues that this thesis is proposing
appears imperative when we consider the extent and forms of effects such communication has
caused in the past. Although the media effects theory in general has remained varied and largely
inconclusive, as Durfee (2006) observes®, it is nevertheless a subject of concern as effects do exist.
In what follows, three categories of effects are explored: effects on the public, effects on policy,

and effects on industry.

0] Effects on public environmental awareness, knowledge, perceptions, concern and
behaviour

In general media coverage of environmental issues has resulted in varied effects on the public,
including both positive and counterproductive effects.

Noting positive media effects, many have associated the enhanced level of public knowledge and
awareness about environmental issues with media coverage (Bowman and Hanaford 1977; Howson
and Cleasby 1996; Huckle 1995; O’Riordan 1995; Sharma 2000; UNESCO-UNEP 1990). The

2 Durfee (2006: 462) noted: “Decades of research on media effects have shown that the mass media have
some type of influence on audiences under some types of conditions. However, the levels of influence vary
from “limited” to “rather powerful.” Media effects may be cognitive (affecting thoughts or learning),
affective (affecting attitudes and emotions), or behavioral (affecting behavior). Effects may be direct or
indirect and short term, long term, or delayed. Media effects may be self-contained or cumulative.”
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assumption that public awareness about environmental issues correlates with the relative amount of
environmental news coverage was affirmed in a survey conducted by Parlour and Schatzow (1978)
in Canada. In a study based in Cleveland, USA, Brothers et al. (1991) found that a week-long
television news program on the environment significantly increased public knowledge. A
Washington-based study on public understanding of the issue of global warming by Stamm et al.
(2000: 234) found that “understanding of the connection between fossil fuel consumption and

climate change was significantly related to use of major media”.

Another form of positive media effect is increases in public concern about environmental issues.
Kronig (2002: 6) observed that the expansion of environmental journalism in Germany helped
foster a “collective state of ecological concern” among its public. Sharma (2000: 85) maintained
that as media increased the extent and depth of their coverage of GM technologies, there was a
consequent increase in “public concern over the safety of genetically modified plants, within the

food chain and within human foodstuffs.”

Positive media effects have also been observed in the form of environmentally-relevant behaviour.
In her Hong Kong-based study, Chan (1998a) found the mass media to be a source of subjective
norms that can create social pressure to encourage waste recycling behaviour. Jackson (1991)
reported that extensive media coverage on the potential health risks of the chemical Alar, used on
apples, created a consumer demand for organic produce. Nelkin (1987: 79) observed that in some
cases unfavourable news about science and technology can have an impact on consumer choices
“especially if alternative products are available.” She provided as an example, the drop in

purchases of aerosol sprays following the ozone controversy.

Others, conversely, have observed counterproductive media effects resulting from media portrayal
of the environment. McKibben (1992) maintained that the amplified manner in which nature is
portrayed in the media results in a negative effect as it heightens people’s expectations of nature,
and they may find real nature to be unexciting when it does not live up to their expectations.
Knighton (1993: 14) likened landscape photography that appears in calendars, postcards, and
magazines to pornography since such photography “attempts to seduce the beholder by presenting
an image divorced from its actual physical context.” This consequently, Knighton says, causes
people to underrate less appealing natural landscapes. Levi and Kocher (1999: 213) referred to this
as the “devaluing-of-nature effect” which implies that “the commercial media’s beautiful nature
scenes will cause people to lower their ratings of the value of local natural environments.”

Although inconclusive, Levi and Kocher found some support for such effects in their study.

Shanahan (1996) argued that in some cases the portrayal of nature in entertainment programmes

may be counterproductive. He exemplified that events within programmes that praise “the beauty
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of the natural environment in comparison to the drudgery of city life” are a form of marginalisation
of the environment as “it supports the basic idea of beauty, wilderness, and nature, but in no way
deals with the political subtext. By making it a ‘background’ issue, it in fact lends support to the
idea that the environment is already healthy, and remains so” (ibid: 188). Likewise, McKibben
(1992: 79) argued that although nature films and documentaries may create a fondness for a
particular animal species, such media content does not provide a deep understanding “of systems,
or of the policies that destroy those systems.” He further commented that “the millions of feet of
film” about nature in fact conveys “remarkably little information” (ibid: 74). He pointed out that
when the narrator of a nature film speaks of a species on the verge of extinction while portraying
footage of the animal repeatedly and sometimes in large numbers — to the viewer they appear
numerous — it inadvertently conveys the message that the situation may not be that bad after all.
Viewers are, therefore, left unaware of the actual condition of void, because they are not shown,
nor would they want to watch, the weeks of waiting for the gorillas to appear, or a documentary of
still trees that the primates once inhabited (ibid.). Stressing the risks of sensationalising
conservation work, Bradshaw, Brook and McMahon (2007: 570) commented on the nature
documentaries led by the late Steve Irwin (an Australian celebrity naturalist) in this way: “His often
unconventional antics, while entertaining, did not necessarily lead the viewer to adopt a greater
respect and understanding for the species on show.” They pointed out that Irwin’s documentaries
were largely based on *“capturing, handling, and therefore stressing normally reclusive and
clandestine species for the benefit of public entertainment” (ibid: 570). Referring to a BBC news
report” they went on to add: “One only needs to cite the pointless and abhorrent killing and
mutilation of stingrays along Queensland’s coast...in the weeks following his death...to question at

least some of his fans’ true empathy with conservation issues” (ibid: 570).

Nevertheless, Howson and Cleasby (1996) stressed the significance of nature documentaries for
environmental and sustainability communication. They noted that because documentaries are
longer in duration they “can contextualize and draw out complex connections” within issues (ibid:
157). They added that in the absence of direct experiences, documentaries about foreign cultures
provide a “background cultural context” which is essential for an “audience’s ability to interpret

news reports of isolated, exceptional events as part of wider dynamic systems” (ibid: 157).

In addition, research on media effects on environmental knowledge, concern, and behaviour have
found variations in effects, depending upon type of media (Ostman and Parker 1987; Besley and
Shanahan 2004), type and details of media content (Shanahan 1993; Chan 1998b), the degree of

ZThe report (dated 12 September 2006) titled — Irwin fans in ‘revenge attacks’, stated: “Mr Irwin, a TV
personality known as the “Crocodile Hunter”, was killed while diving in Queensland when a stingray’s barb
stabbed him in the chest. Since then, 10 stingrays have been found mutilated on Queensland beaches.
Government officials said they were investigating the deaths and there could be prosecutions.” Available at:
news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asiapacific/5338118.stm.
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media use (Novic and Sandman 1974; Shanahan 1993), and other influencing variables. Research
employing the agenda-setting theory?® on media environmental coverage as well has not resulted in
consistent signs of effect. While some have observed only weak or partial agenda-setting effects for
environmental issues (Atwater et al. 1985; Chan 1999; Gooch 1996), others, in contrast, have
affirmed agenda-setting effects (Ader 1995; Brosius and Kepplinger 1990; Kwansah-Aidoo 2001;
McLeod et al. 1987). Shanahan and Good (2000) have provided a review of other literature on

media agenda-setting for environmental issues, which further points to inconsistencies in effects.

Nevertheless, as Dunwoody (2005: 21) maintains, “it is still the case that news media coverage of a
topic legitimizes it in the public eye. Issues covered by the media are considered to be more
important than those not so well covered.” Most people believe what is said in the news media and
regard them to be credible sources of information (Corbett 2006). Durfee (2006: 462) suggested
that ‘news coverage’ may have particular significance in terms of effect, considering research
findings that have revealed it to be “the most uncritically accepted type of media message, meaning
that audiences assume that news reports are legitimate and trustworthy accounts of the world’s
reality.” In an experimental analysis, Durfee found that the way environmental and health news
were framed did have an effect on how the issues were interpreted and judged by the public and
ultimately on how they responded to the issues. Brothers et al. (1991) observed television news to
be particularly effective in educating the public on environmental issues. Likewise, several other
observations have indicated a tendency among public members to believe the news (Austin and
Dong 1995; Kim et al. 2000; Robinson and Kohut 1988; Romer et al. 2003).

Furthermore, the realisation of the potential effects of news has in some cases led to a greater effort
on the part of sources to influence the framing of news. For instance, in the case of media coverage
of the controversial topic of genetic engineering, Hansen (2006: 812) noted that from the onset,
stakeholders involved in this technology were aware of “the importance of managing relations with
the news media in an attempt to control public debate and to curb public anxiety” concerning

related issues.

(i) Effects on the environmental and sustainability policy making process

Media coverage of S&E issues has been perceived to be important, not only because of its effects
on public understanding and concern, but also because of its effects on the related policy making

processes. In fact, Miller (2002) observed the media to have a rather significant role in this process

22 The agenda-setting theory, first formally tested by McCombs and Shaw (1972) showed that a correlation
existed between political campaign issues that were highlighted in the media and voters’ independent
judgements about the importance of those issues. Although subsequent studies following McCombs and
Shaw’s did not result unanimously in agenda-setting effects, a majority have supported the agenda-setting
hypothesis (O’Guinn and Faber 1991).
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although it is a role that the media neither seek nor willingly accept. Frequent coverage of certain
issues is interpreted as an indicator of public concern by policymakers (ibid.). Mutz and Soss
(1997: 434) explained that since policy makers usually “do not have direct measures of public
opinion on issues that they must address, they tend to use indirect indicators such as media
coverage.” Miller (2002: 61) pointed out that the environmental topics journalists

choose to write about and the way they treat them engages their audiences in a profoundly
emotional way. And the public concern generated by such stories thus finds its way to their
elected representatives, who take media stories quite seriously, however solid their foundation.
The historical correlation between the environmental issues that have been accorded a high
profile and the body of environmental law enacted by Congress is unmistakable.

Highlighting the significance of media portrayal of environmental matters in the policy triggering
process, Dispensa and Brulle (2003: 79) contended that without related “coverage it is unlikely that
an important problem will either enter the arena of public discourse or become part of political
issues.” Likewise, Hannigan (1995: 58) asserted that in transforming “environmental problems

from conditions to issues to policy concerns, media visibility is crucial.”

Further evidencing such an effect on the policy making process, Ohkura (2003: 237) reported that
in Japan, media coverage of pollution problems in the 1950s, together with increased public
concerns, “spurred government action, leading to the enactment of a series of pollution control laws
beginning in 1971.” In the United States, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (Carson 1962) first
published in The New Yorker, in 1961, had incited legislation banning DDT (Miller 2002). In Hong
Kong, Chan (1999: 146) noted that among other factors, media attention in the early 1980s had
triggered public environmental awareness and “official commitment, resulting in the
implementation of various environmental policies.” In a study examining the impact of
investigative journalism concerning toxic waste, Protess et al. (1987) found that although the
reportage had little impact on public opinion, it was influential in the public policy making process.
They suggested that since investigative reports expose problems in the public arena, policy makers
who are “directly responsible for the particular domain in which a problem is uncovered may feel

obligated to take some action to show they are ‘responsive’ and ‘responsible’” (ibid: 184).

As the media appears to have a function in the environmental policy formulation process, how the
media covers related issues then becomes a cause for great concern. As Miller (2002: 60) notes, if a
news report “exaggerates minor risks in pursuit of the sensational and the bizarre”, it “diverts
public attention and resources from real ones.” Similarly, Hughey et al. (2004: 82) cautioned that if
public perceptions about environmental issues “are incorrect the public may demand that scarce
environmental management funds and expertise are used to manage less serious problems.” This in
turn poses a problem for policy makers and regulators who need “to allocate limited money and
personnel in ways that they know are counter to good sense and good science in response to public

perceptions and pressures, while more serious problems go begging” (Miller 2002: 61).
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Because of the media’s ability to trigger the policy-making process, the media also functions as a
channel of communication for those wanting to inform or influence this process. While on the one
hand environmental groups may engage the media as a way to prompt policy formulation, as Miller
(2002) observes, on the other hand, McKenzie and Rees (2007: 505) observed that “brownlash”
publications such as The Skeptical Environmentalist that attempt “to minimize the seriousness of
ecological problems and to fuel a backlash against environmental regulations” can have a
significant influence on how the media present ecological issues, which in turn becomes a source of

incorrect public perceptions.

While media coverage of S&E issues can trigger policy formulation, media coverage is also
necessary for public support towards such policies. For instance, McKenzie and Rees (2007: 505-
506) asserted that:

Addressing the ecological crisis depends on there being public consensus as to its scope and
sufficient public concern to motivate political action. In order for there to be public support for
policy initiatives to address ecological problems, there must be widespread understanding of
the severity of such problems, and thus the way ecological problems are represented in public
discourse is crucial.

(iii)  Effects on industry

In some cases, media coverage of particular issues has been known to have an effect on industry
operations. Smith (2000a: 168) noted that media coverage of the conflict between Greenpeace and
Shell over Brent Spar (a redundant oil installation in North Sea) resulted in a profound impact in
“transforming business thinking about sustainable development”. Sharma (2000) observed that
negative reporting of genetic engineering in the media had forced industry to be more cautious
about their operations. For instance, in Europe retailers “responded by forming a consortium to

ensure that no genetically modified...ingredients [got] into their own-label products” (ibid: 82).

In summary, this review found that media coverage of the environment has had both positive and
counterproductive effects on the public. Effects may vary depending on media type, content type
and degree of media use. It may be argued that although environmental media content in general
has not resulted in any consistent patterns of effect, environmental news in particular may have
particular significance in terms of its potential effects. The relevance of the above observations for
this study is that they help build the argument that effects on the public do exist. In addition, they
affirm that the media do have an influence on related policies, and that they do have effects on
industry practices. Collectively, these observations point to the need for improvements in the
quality and accuracy of media coverage of these issues to ensure that future effects are more

positive in nature. This thesis therefore focused on how such improvements might be achieved.
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2.8 Exploring media social responsibility

Despite the long established conception of media social responsibility (Rivers and Schramm 1969;
Nerone 2002), when it comes to the environment and sustainability, the media appear to be almost
exempt from responsibility. Michaelis (2001: 6) reasoned that the media remain largely uninvolved
in sustainability initiatives because they are not subject “to the legal impetus or the lobbying that
has forced firms and governments to take the sustainability challenge seriously.” It may also be
“partly because they are not much affected by environmental regulation — their product is
ephemeral and does not pose direct environmental problems. If the indirect environmental effects

of the media were clearer, the situation might change” (ibid: 42).

Nevertheless, some media organisations have demonstrated a form of ‘environmental social
responsibility’ concerning their daily operations. For instance, Australian newsprint producers and
publishers have established a voluntary National Environmental Sustainability Plan (2005) which
includes recycling, and, energy and water conservation. While such a plan exemplifies
environmental social responsibility in terms of how a media organisation runs its establishment,
others have suggested that because S&E issues have social and democratic importance, it is the
media’s social responsibility to present them to the public. Moreover, as has been established in the
preceding sections, people are dependent on the media for S&E information, and exposure to such
media content results in a variety of effects on public knowledge, public opinion and the
environmental policy-making process. Because of such dependence and effects, others have
stressed that there needs to be a responsibility on the part of the media in covering these issues,
suggesting the need for what might be termed a ‘social responsibility approach’ to achieving
improvements to news media coverage of these issues. More specifically, the suggestions put
forward appear to be pointing to two closely connected ways through which the media might
express such a social responsibility, i.e. through a principle of media responsibility in
environmental education and through the establishment of media environmental policies. While the
former may be largely voluntary in nature, the latter would mean a set of standards or ‘codes of
practice’ that will most likely be in the public domain to which the media would need to be

accountable for.

2.8.1 The suggestion for a principle of media responsibility in environmental
education

Public dependence on the media for information about S&E issues, and the consequent effects
resulting from this dependence have given rise to the notion of media responsibility in providing
such information in a manner that enhances awareness, changes values, and encourages actions —
thus a responsibility in providing a form of environmental education, bringing forth the need for a

principle of media responsibility in environmental education. Such a principle would suggest that
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since the media can have an educative effect albeit unintentionally, they need to cover S&E issues
in a responsible manner. Such a theory could also suggest that the media take upon themselves a

responsibility to intentionally educate.

The educational effect of the media is not a recent observation. Stein (1960), for instance, noted
such effects over four decades ago. More recently, the media have come to be seen as a channel for
environmental education (Nitz 2000). However, a principle that suggests an educational
responsibility of the media is disputable considering that the media’s educational effects are often
not intended or planned. As Fenstermacher and Cuthbert (1989: 81) noted, it is unclear “that we are
educating when...[an] individual ‘picks up’ information about the world from persons who did not
plan to teach this information and had no intention that someone would learn it.” Nevertheless,
exposure to mass media contents “may be instructive even though it is not education in a
purposeful sense”; hence, the mass media are often perceived as a source of “informal education”
(ibid: 81).

Even so, others maintain that the media are limited in their capability as environmental educators.
Sandman (1974: 218) suggested that for the mass media “to be effective agents of environmental
education”, news would need to be “persuasive”; however, persuasion is a serious violation of
journalistic traditions. In addition, he put forward that the “three classical roles of the mass media:
information, entertainment, and persuasion” were not fully in line with the objectives of
environmental education, which include enhancing knowledge about the environment and related
problems, and, building skills and motivation towards problem-solving (ibid: 211). Shanahan
(1996) argued that the media are not structured in a way that is necessary for the promotion of
pragmatic change in addressing environmental issues. He pointed out that the media are not
positioned to “measure or discover” environmental destruction; they do not “produce programs to
make sure that people understand that environmental harms are something that have economic and
personal consequences”; they do not “adopt a consistent position on environmental issues”; and
they do not “proactively seek to inform people” with the intent to create environmental awareness
(ibid: 180). Most media organisations, he says, would regard such an expectation of the media to be
“impossibly naive, or even malevolently socialistic” (ibid: 182). Lacey and Longman (1993: 207)
noted that although the press are able to educate, “this process is highly selective, [and] it can
contradict espoused editorial policy”. Heselink and Goldstein (2000: 137) noted that “a significant
body of education research” has contested the use of mass media as an effective way to trigger

social change.

On the contrary, because of the media’s capacity to affect public knowledge, awareness, opinion,
concerns and behaviour, others have stressed their educational role in communicating S&E

messages. For instance, in contrast to Sandman (1974), Parker (2003b) suggested that the aims of
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mass media messages — to inform, to entertain and to persuade — were pertinent for communicating
environmental sustainability since the three in combination have the capacity to effectively raise
awareness and stimulate action among message recipients. Ben-Peretz (1980) argued that the
responsibility of environmental education cannot be limited to teachers alone, considering the
field’s interdisciplinary nature, its broad target audience, and its wide range of objectives. She
stressed that all available media should include environmental aspects in their programmes and that
an intensive effort to ensure such inclusion would be necessary. Highlighting the role of the media
in the sustainability discourse, Harris (2004b: 15) suggested that the media could “play a role in
educating the wider public on environmental concerns, and how their activities can influence
sustainability.” Considering the influential power of the mass media and the heavy public reliance
on them as information sources, Howson and Cleasby (1996: 156) stressed that central
sustainability messages “must come through the media if they are to have any significant impact on

majority attitudes and behaviour.”

In some cases, members of the media themselves have recognised their responsibility in
environmental education. For instance, in the 1970s, Schoenfeld (1977: 63) noted the emergence of
what he referred to as a “new breed of environmental reporters” who made significant contributions
to environmental education by providing “in-depth interpretive or investigative reporting” in an
attempt to clarify the complexity of the subject they covered. Also recognising the media’s
responsibility in environmental education, Titus Mbuya, editor of a newspaper in Botswana
commented:

...local journalists have the responsibility to keep the public fully informed about the state of
their environment and to provide alternative models of development where it is feasible —
thereby encouraging authorities to see the need for urgent action to safeguard the environment
and its natural resources. This is the challenge before all media workers in Botswana —
journalists, columnists and cartoonists alike (Mbuya 1992: 140).

In addition, the second clause of the Code of Ethics for Environmental Journalists® ratified in 1998
stressed that because the media are often the only source of environmental information for the
public journalists have a responsibility towards public awareness about environmental issues and

encouraging environmental action.

Based on research findings on media effects, many have reiterated the educational role of the media
in enhancing knowledge and awareness about S&E issues. Chan (1998a: 324), for instance,
concluded that in light “of the great influential force from the mass media, the Government and
environmental groups should step up their publicity forces in the media to educate” on the

importance of environmental behaviour. Observing the link between media coverage and public

2 The Code of Ethics, containing eight clauses, was ratified on October 19 - 23, 1998 at the 6th World
Congress of Environmental Journalists held in Colombo, Sri Lanka. The Code is available at the Website of
the International Journalists’ Network: www.ijnet.org.
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awareness for other issues, Sudarmadi et al. (2004: 182) recommended: “Non-formal
environmental education through popular mass media, including radio, television, films and other
means, should be used more widely and frequently to inform the public about environment
problems...”. Having observed the impact of television environmental news on public knowledge,
Brothers et al. (1991: 28) concluded the “TV news format” to be “an effective way to educate the

public about...environmental issues.”

The educational role of the media has also been emphasised at a global level by various bodies of
the United Nations and in international environmental treaties. For example, engaging the informal
education function of the mass media was one of UNESCO-UNEP’s (1990: 15) recommended
strategies for the development of environmental education. The media’s role “in value change for
sustainable development and planetary survival was the theme of an international gathering of
environmental journalists, co-sponsored by UNICEF and the Global Forum on Media and Value
Change for Human Survival” held in Okayama, Japan, in 1993 (Grossman and Filemyr 1996:
177). The United Nation’s World Youth Report 2003 noted that in spite of the fact that the media
are driven by other non-educative objectives, they do have the capacity to be “a powerful tool for
education” in particular when there is adept environmental journalism (United Nations 2004: 142).
Article 13 on ‘Public Education and Awareness’ of the international treaty, Convention on
Biological Diversity, requires contracting parties to: “Promote and encourage understanding of the
importance of, and the measures required for, the conservation of biological diversity, as well as its
propagation through media, and the inclusion of these topics in educational programmes.?” More
recently, the educational role of the media was reemphasised in the United Nations Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) implementation plans. Its draft
implementation scheme stated: “Journalists and media organi[s]ations have an important role to
play in reporting on issues, and in helping raise public awareness of the various dimensions and
requirements of sustainable development” (UNESCO 2005a: 25). In a subsequent implementation
scheme, the media were referred to as “the informal education sector” (UNESCO 2005b: 30). The
role of media was emphasised in this way:

Because of its broad and deep impact, the media has a very important role to play in advocating
for a more sustainable future. Media can share information and knowledge thus raising public
awareness. The media can also change attitudes, mobilize support, and in the end alter policies.
The media holds a pivotal advocacy position...[in education for sustainable development] (ibid:
17-18).

Collectively the above accounts give rise to the notion of a principle of media responsibility in
environmental education. Even so, the receptiveness of the mainstream media towards a role in

environmental education has hardly been explored in related literature. In view of this lack, the

% For the full text of the Convention see: www.biodiv.org/convention/convention.shtml.
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case study in Chapter 5 of this thesis provides a preliminary exploration of the ‘social responsibility

approach’ by examining mainstream media receptiveness towards such an educative role.

2.8.2 The suggestions for media environmental policies

Many have contended that the practise of media environmental social responsibility needs to
extend into media contents and that this needs to be clearly expressed in official policies of the
media, bringing forth the need for media environmental policies. These suggestions are largely
based on a belief that media’s increased commitment to S&E issues coverage, expressed in the
form of editorial policies, codes of conduct, or corporate social responsibility aims could lead to

enhanced and improved coverage of these issues.

In their analysis of media and entertainment companies in Europe and America, Peck et al. (2004:
15) found that most of these companies view their corporate social responsibility in terms of “the
direct effects of their immediate operations rather than on content and programming” although their
major impact derives from the second area. They suggested that considering the significant role
these companies play in shaping societal thinking and behaviour, the focus of media social
responsibility would need a shift of focus to their content. Likewise, Michael Hastings, head of
corporate responsibility at the BBC commented that while it is important for the media to address
corporate social responsibility in their operations such as energy usage and waste management, the
media’s key impact is in their communication of the issues so that the public can learn the options
available for the practice of responsible actions for sustainability (Hastings 2004). Smith and
McConachy (2005: 52) suggested that since “information presented on screen has the potential to
influence millions of people”, screen production companies in New Zealand could incorporate

environmental messages in their products, as one way of portraying environmental responsibility.

The lack of corporate social responsibility aims in terms of environmental coverage is likely to be
the case for the majority of print and broadcast media worldwide. Any existing policies within the
media sector are more likely to concern journalistic norms and rules rather than content. For
instance, the Head of Environmental Management at the BBC informed Porter and Sims (2003: 11)
“that their environment policy addressed the corporate activities of the organisation, not editorial
policy.” Michaelis (2001: 24) observes that it is only in “a few cases, such as that of CNN and of
some public broadcasting services, where a corporate commitment on the part of media
management leads to special attention being paid to environmental issues.” Chait (2002) noted the
lack of environmental broadcasting policies among broadcasters in South Africa. In the U.S., all
environmental journalists in Yang’s (2004: 101) study “insisted that their newsrooms do not have
any written or unwritten policy about environmental newsmaking, and that the same [was] true for

other news beats.”
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On what has now come to be recognised as responsible journalism through a process of evolution
in the definition and presentation of news since the ratification of the U.S. Constitution, Nerone
(2002: 187) argued that by maintaining editorial neutrality, focusing on entertainment, and thus
avoiding controversy, the media may have come “to seem responsible without embracing the
totality of social responsibility theory”. “Fairness and balance coupled with a more objective

writing style came to be accepted as the rule” replacing “fiery opinion and rhetoric” (ibid: 187).

It is perhaps this lack of totality in media embracement of social responsibility that has led to recent
suggestions on the need for official media policies concerning S&E coverage. For instance,
Spellerberg et al. (2006) suggested the need for an addition of a new ‘environmental standard” to
the Code of Broadcasting Practice in New Zealand. Musukuma (2002: 17) reported that journalists
of the Media Enviro-Forum in Zambia, have “been calling for deliberate editorial policies to
develop environmental reporting” as they believed such policies to be necessary for improvements
to environmental journalism. Chait (2002: 12) argued that environmental broadcasting policies and
guidelines are “vital if broadcasters in South Africa are to fulfil their environmental
responsibilities” in informing public thinking and to “keep South African audiences knowledgeable
about sustainable development.” Likewise, Porter and Sims (2003) suggested that an official policy
commitment among broadcasters would be an important step forward in addressing the need for
public awareness of sustainability. They argued that such a policy commitment would not
compromise a broadcaster’s independence, as some may assume, but that in contrast it would
provide media organisations with several advantages. In identifying one such advantage, they noted
that since broadcasters are already contributing “towards implementation of principle 10 of the Rio
Declaration which requires states to facilitate and encourage public awareness of environmental
issue”, an explicit placing of this responsibility on broadcasters’ agendas (through the
establishment of media environmental polices) may encourage governments to provided
broadcasters with the necessary funding to accomplish this goal (ibid: 22). In addition, they
suggested that the media’s open commitment to cover sustainability issues would “improve
transparency and accountability by encouraging a public debate about whether it is being done
properly” (ibid: 22).

While suggestions for media policies on S&E issues have been reiterated, very few have examined
the existence of such policies within mainstream media organisations or their receptiveness towards
such policies. An exception is a study by Mutshewa (1999) which found that four of eight mass
media organisations in Botswana indicated having policies on the coverage of environmental
issues. Porter and Sims (2003: 4) drew attention to “Radio Television Hong Kong [which] has
already made a policy commitment to environmental programming”. In light of this gap in
research, media receptiveness towards policies on S&E issues coverage was addressed in Chapter 5

of this thesis in the context of New Zealand mainstream media, thus providing a preliminary
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exploration of the viability of the ‘social responsibility approach’ of establishing media

environmental policies.

2.9  Can the media, a traditional domain for the promotion of consumerism,
communicate counter messages on sustainability?

Because of their commercial interests, the media are often perceived as somewhat controversial
channels for communicating sustainability. As Laird (1993: 22) commented, while the media have
“tremendous power to alert people about the global environmental crisis” they also have
“tremendous power, in [their] traditional alliance with commercial interests, to facilitate

proliferation of lifestyles that destroy global ecology.”

The majority of media rely on revenue from advertising (Hiebert and Gibbons 2000).
Understandably, therefore, most critics of consumerism point to the media as significant promoters
of materialism and consumerism. Cahill (2001: 628), for instance, asserted that it was through “the
mass media and the process of globali[s]ation” that consumerism “has become an ideal for people
all over the planet — a way of life to which millions aspire.” In the way Anderson (1997: 18) sees it,
although “the media form only a part of the processes of globali[s]ation” they nevertheless do “play
a central role in lubricating consumerist ideologies.” In a study that had set out to establish if
television viewers adopted “the central message of commercial television (materialism)” as
proposed by cultivation theory, Harmon (2001: 405) found “some strong links between materialism

and overall TV viewing.”

Advertising is also often perceived as a force that can threaten the impartiality of a mass medium.
Sharma (2000) maintains that although media coverage of industrial pollution and endangered
biodiversity peaked just before the 1992 Earth Summit, reporting quickly phased out, because
‘media conglomerates’ became aware that such trends in reporting could affect profits and cause a
depression in corporate investments. Hessing (2003) asserted that the commercial interests of
newspapers and their reliance on advertising revenue lessens their neutrality and consequently their
reliability as sources of environmental news. Providing an account of an incident indicative of
media’s commercial bias, Gelbspan (2004: 80) noted that when an editor of a television network
was asked why the network’s news broadcast did not cover the connection scientists had made
between the increase in extreme weather events and global warming, the editor “confided, [that] the
industry basically intimidated the network into dropping this connection from its coverage...If the

network persisted, it ran the risk of losing a lot of lucrative oil and auto advertising dollars.”

Because of the media’s commercial interests, their role in communicating counter messages such as
environmental protection and sustainability has become the subject of much dispute. A general
assumption is that because of their profit-making objectives, the media are limited in their ability to
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communicate environmental issues. In their analysis of the media’s role in educating for
sustainability, Howson and Cleasby (1996: 150) noted that a key concern would be the question of
“how far media institutions arise out of and are steeped in an unsustainable consumer culture and
are therefore predisposed to be unsupportive of any change liable to undermine that culture.” Sims
(2002: 35) asserted that commercially-supported broadcast stations “can only survive by creating a
context in which adverts can happily sit among programming. On the other hand advertising
supported broadcasters cannot bring environmental issue to the viewers’ attention unless they bring
in revenues.” Providing past examples of corporate control over media content, Edwards (1998)
argues that only programmes that are able to boost business interests are supported by advertisers
and thus tend to prosper; programmes that are potentially a threat to business interest tend not to
receive advertiser support and thus become sidelined. Because of their profit-seeking objectives, he
says, “the media are extremely vulnerable to business pressure of this kind” (ibid: 20). Likewise,
Herman (1999) argued that although the television media occasionally report and discuss
environmental problems, they would be restricted by advertiser hostility to programmes that
seriously blame industry for any environmental damage. In a comparable manner, Shanahan (1993)
raised questions about media effectiveness in environmental communication considering the
commercial realm within which they operate. In a subsequent publication, Shanahan (1996: 182)
noted that the media are only “slowly adopting a lite-green form of environmentalism to gratify
public demand without subverting the corporate agenda.” Therefore, while some television
programmes may reflect a “romantici[s]ed notion of environmentalism,” on their own they are
insufficient to “contradict the massive messages of consumption and individualism that pervade
corporate culture” (ibid: 182).

The perspective that the media’s commercial interests would be an impediment to their
communication about S&E issues appears to be evident across many countries. Because of the
German media’s commercial interests, Kronig (2002: 11) observes that when environmental stories
do make it into print, “they tend to be sensationalised and hyped, only to miss the real point.” In
addition, Kronig observed that editors are often unfavourable toward messages that warn of
diminishing resources as such messages do not go well with the media “message to be happy and
consume”; nor are editors fond of overly “critical articles about oil and life science companies” as
they are well aware that such articles “could have an impact on the volume of advertising their
paper depends on” (ibid: 11). Kronig further stressed that such a trend was not confined to
Germany alone, but that it was more evident in Britain and in the U.S., and that it was spreading
worldwide through globalisation processes. Dispensa and Brulle (2003) reported that the media in
the U.S. have given priority to perspectives that question the reality of global warming because of
their vested interest in the fossil fuel industry. By casting doubt and distorting public view about
the problem, they say, the media prevent “the change needed in society to reduce consumption and

preserve the environment” (ibid: 99). In an analysis of U.S. newspaper coverage of the issue of
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environmental pollution, Kenix (2005: 67) noted the “heavily weighted coverage towards upper-
socioeconomic groups” to be an indication of the strong influence of advertising over media
content. She suggested: “Advertisers may be exerting pressure — either indirectly or directly — on
media managers in their search for consumers with more buying power” (ibid: 67). In Africa,
Okigbo (1995: 4) observed that while the media have been successfully “used to achieve very
significant results in the commercial areas of product and service advertising” and to build the
corporate image of private companies, it has been largely unsuccessful in the emerging sphere of

sustainable development.

Journalists, however, may not be clearly aware of how a medium’s commercial interests might
have an effect on their reporting. In a survey of environmental reporters, Goodell and Sandman
(1973: 46) observed that “most reporters were peculiarly ambivalent about advertiser-inspired
pressure. They admitted the generality of the phenomenon but denied its application to
themselves.” Likewise, Yang (2004) reported that environmental journalists believed that they
were independent in their relationship with the parent companies of their media organisation and
denied any influence from corporate advertisers on newsroom operation or news content.
Sachsman et al. (2002) found that compared to other factors, environmental reporters perceived
advertisers as posing very little barrier to environmental reporting. In the same way, Sachsman et
al. (2006) found that environmental reporters in all four regions of their study in the U.S. did not

perceive advertisers to be a major barrier to environmental reporting.

In view of the above, it appears that the perspective that the media’s commercial interests would
impede their ability to effectively communicate S&E messages may be one that is more commonly
shared among media critics rather than media personnel. To seek further clarifications on this
difference in viewpoint, this study sought to gain perspectives directly from the newsperson. As
detailed in Chapter 5, media managers were questioned whether concerns over advertiser interest
would be an impediment to their coverage of sustainability related issues. Reporters were asked to
indicate if an implicit expectation to protect advertisers and sponsors was a factor that had an effect

on the quantity or quality of S&E issues reporting in their organisations.

Despite the above scepticisms about the media’s capacity to communicate S&E issues, as has been
detailed in Section 2.8, many have emphasised the necessity for their engagement in environmental
communication and some have stressed their educational role. However, as we will see in the
following sections, this places a high expectation on the media, and on the individual journalist
who is often constrained by journalistic routines and ill-equipped in terms of training and

background knowledge, let alone the necessary skills to play the role of a public educator.
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2.10 The many inadequacies of media coverage of sustainability and the
environment

As noted in the preceding chapter, the objective of this research, i.e. to explore approaches for
improving news media coverage of S&E issues, derived from previous criticisms that have been
put forward and concerns that have been expressed about lacks in media coverage of these issues.
The environment as an issue of human concern may have gained the mainstream media’s attention
at some point in the 1960s (Grossman and Filemyr 1996; Keating 1994; Miller 2002). However, as
Archibald (1999: 27) noted, ever since “the environmental news beat” was established

news coverage of the environment has been the subject of intense scrutiny and criticism.
Environmental activists, industry representatives, politicians, scientists, academic researchers,
and even journalists themselves have all been highly critical of how the news media cover the
environment.

As it serves to support the rationale for this study, this section provides a review and analysis of
these identified inadequacies of the news media. In noting the many criticisms and concerns, this
review draws from a variety of empirical studies as well as critical commentaries and non-
empirical perspectives. As clarified in the introduction of this chapter, the latter was considered
essential since S&E problems are public in nature — hence, non-empirical perspectives need to be
taken into account in related research. In recent years, scrutiny over media coverage of S&E issues
has extended to non-news media content — these are also included in this review. Considering that
S&E issues are global in scope, this review gave an emphasis to including studies conducted in
other countries in addition to UK and US-based studies — thus pointing out the global scope of the
concerns that have been expressed and in turn highlighting that the need for improvements to news

media communication of S&E issues is not one that is restricted to a few countries.

It was noted that the majority of studies on the media-environment topic have employed the content
analysis method which is a commonly used method in media research (Berger 2000). This method
uses a system of clearly defined categories to classify and describe media content (ibid.). A
limitation of this method is that on its own it cannot serve as a ground for determining media
effects (Wimmer and Dominick 2000). A smaller number of studies have employed the discourse
analysis method — within the context of media communication this method focuses on the language
used within a communication (Van Dijk 1985). A few studies have extracted the perspectives of
newspersons using the conventional survey and interview methods. These methods are of course
not without flaws”. The empirical studies cited in this section are admittedly varying in terms of
their strength which is dependent on the size of their samples in addition to the strengths and
weaknesses of the methods they employ. Regardless, these observations were of value to the

present study as they were instrumental for establishing a set of frequently identified inadequacies

% For detailed descriptions of the strengths and limitations of these methods see Berger (2000), Fowler
(1984), Wimmer and Dominick (2000), and Van Dijk (1985).
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of the media in their coverage of S&E issues. Following a broad analysis of the trends and
commonalities between the various studies and commentaries on this topic, this review derived a
set of key points of criticism which were then divided into twelve distinct categories as detailed in
the sections that follow. In addition, this review also attempted to analyse and point out the
underlying views and assumptions that may have formed the basis for these criticisms. Criticisms
of media coverage of environmental issues have focused not only on prevailing perceptions of the
uses and functions of the media (Schoenfeld 1975), but also on journalistic routines and norms as
impediments to the reporting of S&E issues. Therefore, it was relevant for the purpose of this study
to highlight the connections between journalistic determinants of news and the points of criticism,
as this was necessary to formulate key points of enquiry and for the development of specific

research questions for the individual case studies (detailed at the end of this section).

Galtung and Ruge (1965) identified twelve inter-connected factors that determine how events are
deemed to have news value in Western media. These were: (1) frequency; (2) amplitude (intensity);
(3) unambiguousness; (4) meaningfulness (cultural proximity and relevance); (5) consonance
(predictability and demand); (6) unexpectedness; (7) continuity; (8) composition; (9) pertaining to
elite nations; (10) pertaining to elite people; (11) personification (reference to persons); and, (12)
negativity. However, since the nature of S&E issues often does not fit neatly with these news value
criteria it appears to have formed the basis of a majority of the criticisms put forward. Sections
2.10.1 — 2.10.11 will illustrate how some of these news value judgements have generated a variety
of criticisms in the context of S&E coverage. From the perspective of the news media, objectivity
and balance are seen as essential for news reporting. Nelkin (1987: 93) noted that since its
conception in the 1830s the norm of journalistic objectivity was “reinforced throughout the
nineteenth century as a means to avoid factionalism, encourage the values of pluralism,” and to
advance democracy through equitable public access to facts. Tuchman (1972: 660) suggested that
objectivity “may be seen as a strategic ritual protecting newspapermen from the risks of their
trade.” Since newspersons are essentially responsible for compiling and preparing the ‘facts’ that
form news articles, they face the risk of being held accountable for the accuracy of the depicted
‘facts’ (ibid.). To cope with such pressure, media organisations emphasise the necessity for
‘objectivity’ in news reporting based on the assumption that “if every reporter gathers and
structures “facts’ in a detached, unbiased, impersonal manner, deadlines will be met and libel suits
avoided” (ibid: 664). However, the norms of objectivity and balance, as we will see in Section
2.10.12, have been the topic of much debate and have generated a substantial amount of criticism

in the area of S&E news coverage.

2.10.1 A lack of quantity in coverage

Coverage of the environment and sustainability has been regarded as minimal both in broadcast and
print media relative to the extent of existing problems, and relative to other types of news.
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In a content analysis of mass circulation magazines in the U.S. between 1971 and 1975, Bowman
and Hanaford (1977) found that coverage of environmental issues such as air quality, water quality,
and pesticides use, were minimal despite them being significant issues of that period. In another
US-based survey, Althoff et al. (1973: 669) observed that although media managers personally
believed the environmental crisis to be real, they regarded it to be relatively less newsworthy
compared to politics, education, economy and crime; therefore the environment as a topic was
given the least coverage. Likewise, US-based environment journalist, Alexander (2002: 45)
observed that news reports on the environment in the U.S. media were “scattered, sporadic and
buried” and tended to be “overshadowed by media obsessions with” sensational stories on
celebrities. Alexander also commented that following September 11% the media tended to focus on
issues such as “the war on terrorism, homeland security, and possible war with Iraq” (ibid: 45).
Similarly, Bocking (2002) commented on how media attention given to environmental initiatives in

the U.S. and Canada declined following changes in political focus after September 11.

In Uzbekistan, Freedman (2004: 153) observed that despite the abundance of environmental
problems of both national and international significance, “the country’s print and broadcast media
[did] little in-depth or analytical reporting on environmental issues”. Based on a content study of
the Nigerian news media Agbola et al. (1999) reported that the media gave little coverage to
environmental issues compared to other matters such as economy, development, politics, health
and education. In another Nigerian-based study, Atinmo and Jimba (1998) observed that although
the number of environmental articles increased in four national newspapers between 1986 and
1993, the proportion of coverage was minimal compared to articles concerning socioeconomic
matters. In a similar way, Spellerberg et al. (2006) reported a lack of environmental issues in the
contents of television media in New Zealand. In instances where the media provided repeated
coverage, as was the case in Germany in the 1980s, according to Kronig (2002) it was followed by
a subsequent decline in coverage. In explaining the reasons for the decline Kronig wrote: “A
number of journalists found it just boring to swim with the tide and repeat the frequently advanced
warnings; they started writing articles which played down if not ridiculed global ecological

concerns. Some of them did so purely to be controversial” (ibid: 6).

In the U.S., Shanahan (1996), and Shanahan and McComas (1997) found a lack of environmental
messages in the content of entertainment television programmes. In another content analysis of
non-news entertainment and fictional programmes in the U.S. between 1991 and 1997, McComas
et al. (2001) affirmed that environmental issues have neither been nor are they becoming a frequent

source material for television’s narratives.

%6 “September 11” and “9/11” are commonly used terms in references to the attacks on the United State’s
World Trade Center and The Pentagon on the 11" of September 2001. See: www.septemberl1news.com.
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More recently, accounts of media coverage of sustainability issues (Parker 2003b; Smith 2000b;
Voisey and Church 2000) have maintained the same criticism of lack in media coverage. BBC’s
environmental journalist, Roger Harrabin regarded sustainable development to be still at an
“undiscovered” story stage (Harrabin 2000). In a similar manner, Jim Detjen, director of the Knight
Center for Environmental Journalism at Michigan State University, categorised ‘sustainable
development’ as one of many unreported stories in the United States (Detjen 2002). He drew
attention to a survey conducted by Michigan State University which found that media reports on

sustainable development were minimal.

The lack of coverage of environmental matters in the media has often been associated with the
public’s lack of understanding and awareness. This may be associated with the “quantity of
coverage theory” that Mazur and Lee (1993) discussed. This “theory implies that we may account
for the rise to public concern of global environmental issues by telling how these issues attained
high coverage in the news media” (ibid: 683). This means that “as the quantity of stories increases,
so do public opposition and concern; as the quantity declines, so do audience worries” (ibid: 683).
Moss (2003) commented that the reason why most Americans were unsure about climate change
and other important environmental issues was unbalanced media coverage of the issues. Observing
the lack of media coverage following Rachel Carson’s Silent Sprint in 1962, Grossman and Filemyr
(1996: 174) commented: “...the decades of silence by major media on the environment and the
sometimes inadequate media handling of environmental subjects today have been factors in
discouraging environmental understanding.” Wollstein (1998) remarked that despite the
significance of environmental treaties such as the World Heritage Treaty and the Biodiversity
Treaty to the lives of Americans, these treaties have been largely ignored by mainstream press. As
a result the American public were generally unaware of the existence of such treaties (ibid.). Since
the public are dependent on the media for information about environmental issues some (e.g.
Agbola et al. 1999; Althoff et al. 1973; Freedman 2004) have suggested that the media are not
fulfilling their responsibility to the public.

Although the lack of coverage of S&E issues in the media may be attributed to many aspects of
news value judgement, Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) first news value determinant — frequency —
stands out as a highly likely cause. In Galtung and Ruge’s definition, the frequency of an event
refers “to the time-span needed for the event to unfold itself and acquire meaning” (ibid: 66). The
news production process of a media organisation is typically limited to a twenty-four hour cycle
(Anderson 1997). Therefore, “the more similar the frequency of the event is to the frequency of the
news medium, the more probable that it will be recorded as news by that news medium” (Galtung
and Ruge 1965: 66). S&E issues, however, develop over months or years, and as a result do not fit

within this twenty-four hour frequency. “So unless a gradually developing environmental problem

65



is perceived to have come to a climax, it will often tend to be neglected in favour of the more
immediate story” (Anderson 1997: 118).

2.10.2 Cyclical and inconsistent coverage

When the media do provide coverage on certain issues, it has been noted to be somewhat cyclical
and inconsistent. Downs (1972) proposed that there was an ‘issue-attention cycle’ in media
coverage of environmental issues and suggested that there were typically five phases in public and
media issue-attention given to environmental issues: (1) a pre-problem phase where an issue has
not yet gained public attention, although it may be perceived as important by some experts or
interest groups; (2) a sudden awareness phase and an enthusiastic confidence about a possible
solution; (3) a realisation phase of the high costs involved, and awareness that the cause of the
problem is in fact one that is presently benefiting society; (4) a gradual decrease in interest phase
that may result from a feeling of discouragement or suppressed attention out of fear or boredom;
and, (5) a post-problem phase where there is prolonged oblivion with the possibility of some off-

and-on attention.

In a decade-long empirical content analysis of U.S. newspaper coverage of climate change, Trumbo
(1996) observed the first three of the five phases of issue attention that Downs (1972) had
proposed. Further evidencing such cyclical coverage, a content analysis of climate change news in
The New York Times and The Washington Post from 1980 to 1995 by McComas and Shanahan
(1999) found a period of increased coverage which focused on the dangers and effects of global
warming; followed by a continuation phase that focused on scientific debates and the economic
entailments of dealing with the problem; and, finally a drop in attention. In their analysis of British
press coverage of global warming, Lacey and Longman (1993) observed that although coverage
peaked between the years 1989 and 1990, it soon dwindled away by the spring of 1991. They noted
that such trends were a cause of concern since it meant that despite increases in the seriousness of
the problem and no indication of decreases in public concern, the press ‘gatekeepers’ decided that
the issue was no longer newsworthy. Gaber (2000: 115) commented that “there is no doubting that
the media’s interest in the environment is cyclical.” Despite the nature of environmental
deterioration which is often an ongoing process, Gaber noted that media interest in environmental
issues “demonstrated dramatic shifts — moments of significant intensity, followed by, perhaps,
years of drift, and then, perhaps another surge of interest” (ibid: 116). This attention pattern,
however, is a poor indicator of the actual state of the environment (ibid.). In reasoning the cyclical
coverage, Gaber suggested that coverage may be determined by the activities of environmental
groups and scientists who are often key information sources; political power over the media
agenda; or public attention being diverted to other interests such as financial security in the face of

recession.
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In addition to Gaber’s reasoning, the media’s lack of consistency in attention given to a particular
environmental issue may also be explained employing Galtung and Ruge’s (1965: 67) seventh
hypothesis which was

the idea that once something has hit the headlines and been defined as ‘news’, then it will
continue to be defined as news for some time even if the amplitude is drastically reduced. The
channel has been opened and stays partly open to justify its being opened in the first place,
partly because of inertia in the system and partly because what was unexpected has now also
become familiar.

However, as Downs (1972) suggested, the attention may then shift to other new issues. Moreover,
issues often need to be “new” to make the news. As Harrabin (2000: 61) indicated, the troubling
“paradox is that the longer some problems persist [as environmental problems often do], the less
they hold the attention of the media.” Once a long-term potentially catastrophic consequence of
environmental change has been reported, it becomes “an old story”; it may be an issue of
monumental importance, but unlike “the latest cricket score”, people have already “heard it before”
(ibid: 50).

2.10.3 Sensationalism

Sensationalising of news appears to be another frequently occurring criticism of media coverage of
environmental issues, considering its effects on public knowledge and perception. This tendency
has led to a general critique of the mainstream media’s preferences for what has come to be termed
as ‘infotainment’ (SustainAbility, Ketchum and UNEP 2002).

One area of sensationalism concerns the media’s focus on disasters, catastrophes, crisis and
tragedies when covering environmental news. Allan et al. (2000) referred to numerous accounts
that reaffirm media preference for spectacular and sensational environmental disasters. For
instance, news on natural disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, drought or flood, are prioritised
over regular environmental hazards such as agrochemicals use, asbestos exposure or lead in fuel
(ibid.). Frome (1996: 219) commented:

It’s tragic that continued degradation of the environment gets such short shrift from the mass
media. It takes a catastrophe, like Chernobyl, Bhopal, or the Exxon oil spill in Alaska, to make
the nightly news, and then it is reported as a “story,” with scant attention to fundamental cause
or broad effect.

In her study of U.S. network coverage of Chernobyl, Gorney (1992) observed that the reports did
contain aspects of sensationalism. Analysing the quantity and content of U.S. newspaper coverage
of Amazon forest issues, Bendix and Liebler (1991) affirmed that coverage was “mainly a response
to crises and bad news.” In New Zealand, Dew (2001) found a common concern among scientists
was the media’s tendency towards sensationalism and the portrayal of the most extreme state of
affairs in their coverage of earthquake issues. In their study of news networks’ coverage of

environmental risk, Greenberg et al. (1989a) found that ABC, CBS, and NBC employed dramatic
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visual appeals in their coverage. They commented that the focus on catastrophes distorts the
public’s conception of risk as it leads to an overestimation of health risks resulting from acute
events and an underestimation of risks resulting from chronic risk issues. In addition, Shanahan and
McComas (1997) suggested that the media’s focus on the dramatic value of a story may mean that
highly risky issues may go ignored, if they do not entail dramatic characteristics. Smyth (1990)
cautioned that simply providing information about crisis rather than enhancing public knowledge
and understanding about it, may only lead to a rise in people’s tolerance levels towards crises.
Davis and McLeod (2003), by contrast, have provided an interesting evolutionary perspective of
media sensationalism. They argued that contravening the unworthiness of sensationalised news as
proposed by media critics is the high level of appeal of such news has to humans — its value
demonstrated by the number of people who are willing to pay for sensational news. They reasoned
that people were interested in sensational news concerning other people because “from an
evolutionary point of view, the emotional impact of these stories makes sense” (ibid: 214). They
explained:

Our ancestors would likely have increased their reproductive success by gaining certain kinds
of information about the world around them. Thus, stories about animal attacks, deadly
parasites and tainted food sources remain salient topics, even millions of years after their
likelihood of occurrence has become marginal in industriali[s]ed nations (ibid: 214).

Therefore, in the present era sensationalised “news stories may appeal to humans because they
trigger an evolved tendency to attend to information that could have increased a human’s

reproductive fitness” (ibid: 215).

For the media, catastrophic and crisis-centred events provide essential news values. A focus on
such events may be associated with Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) second hypothesis on news values
which they termed, “amplitude”. Amplitude refers to “the degree of amplification (or issue
threshold) that an event has to reach before being viewed as newsworthy”; for instance, the number
of deaths resulting from a natural disaster or the scale of an oil spill (Anderson 1997: 118). Such a
focus may also be associated with the fact that they are “unexpected” — Galtung and Ruge’s (1965)
sixth news determinant. “Events have to be unexpected or rare, or preferably both, to become good
news” (ibid: 67). Catastrophe, disasters and crisis also contain the news value of negativity —
Galtung and Ruge’s twelfth hypothesis: “The more negative the event in its consequences, the
more probable that it will become a news item” (ibid: 68). Sandman (1974) observes that while the
sensational element of a particular story in itself adds to its news value, the convenience and
objectivity that such news entails are also important factors for the news media. He exemplified the
convenience of covering the event of a death resulting from pesticide poisoning compared to
investigating cumulative pesticides effects; and, since the story on death cannot be accused of
being manufactured, objectivity is ascertained.
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Another form of sensationalism identified in environmental news stories is the focus on conflicts
and controversies. Harrabin (2000: 56) used the term “bi-polar conflict” to describe this tendency,
to emphasise that it is usually a two-sided debate. Anderson (1997: 7) maintains that
“environmental reporting tends to thrive on dramatic ‘events’ involving ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’.”
This is because, as Miller (2002) notices, conflict is itself a principal determinant of

newsworthiness.

The media’s focus on the conflict and controversies of S&E issues, however, has found itself to be
the subject for another array of criticisms because of its consequences on public understanding and
views. Evidencing this tendency, Barton’s (1988) analysis of American television news coverage of
acid rain found the focus to be on conflict and drama, at the expense of essential information.
Anderson (2002: 7) maintains that the news format preference for “confrontational dialogue”
between experts does not contribute to public understanding of issues, and offers “the public little
means of evaluating opposing viewpoints”. Moreover, Harrabin (2000: 56) noted that two extreme
bi-polar positions may not be an accurate portrayal of the actual debate since most debates “have
the majority of people grouped slightly to one side of a central position.” Voisey and Church
(2000: 200) maintained that the adversarial approach to news reporting becomes problematic in the
coverage of sustainability issues that entail consensus if journalists deliberately “look for conflict
and discord rather than the first small steps towards cooperative working.” Gee (2000: 212) pointed
out that a consequence of the media’s reliance on controversy to continually attract audiences “is
that once there is basic agreement on an issue...the media loses interest...This gives us the
paradox...of an issue becoming simultaneously more important, yet less newsworthy.”

This form of sensationalism has also been a cause for concern because too much focus on conflict
and controversy could mean lesser space devoted to context. In their content analysis of U.S
newspaper coverage of environmental news, Randazzo and Greer (2003: 123) observed “that when
conflict was a dominant theme in the article,” less “contextual information that could give readers a
deeper understanding of the issue” was provided. In a discourse analysis of environmental issues in
the Italian press, Triandafyllidou (1996: 385) observed that emphasis was on the conflict between
political personalities rather than on the details and consequences of the environmental problem in
question, or its urgency. Pawa and Krass (2006: 507) noted that in media coverage of the issue of
global warning, “when the focus is on who is gaining the upper hand in attacking whom in the
world of climate science”, essential scientific information becomes obscured.

The media, on the other hand, find conflict and controversies to be highly newsworthy aspects of
environmental stories. Conflicts (usually between two parties) provide the media with the essential
element of ‘balance’ in news reports. Since conflict usually involves people it may be associated
with the news value of ‘personification’ — Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) eleventh hypothesis.
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According to this hypothesis events that “can be seen in personal terms, as due to the action of
specific individuals” have higher news value (ibid: 68). In addition, conflict also entails the news

value of ‘negativity’ — Galtung and Ruge’s twelfth news value determinant.

In short, what many have perceived to be sensationalised news, in fact, contains a variety of
newsworthy values for the media. Friedman (1983) observes that the media’s inclination for
reporting conflicts and crisis is based on the perception that such coverage sells and that it is what
people want to hear. Likewise, Dunwoody (1999: 70) noted that editors often “encourage
journalists to recognize and highlight controversy” as their long experiences in journalism “has
made it clear that audiences pay attention to controversy.” Therefore, as Friedman (1983: 28) notes,
in spite of “complaints and unflattering analyses on the pages of both scientific journals and
journalism reviews, many media outlets persist in this approach” of sensationalising environmental

news.

If sensational news is seen from an evolutionary perspective as Davis and McLeod have suggested,
then this may mean that sensationalism in environmental news may very well be more of an
advantage, rather than a disadvantage, in mobilising public action. Sensationalism would be
particularly relevant to environmental issues that directly relate to human reproductive fitness; for
example, the effects of industrial chemicals on the endocrine system. In addition, Gee (2000: 220)
argued that “it would be wrong to conclude that the media’s interest in controversy prevents
progress in dealing with environmental issues. Both controversy and consensus have their part to
play in raising then resolving environmental problems.” Dunwoody (1999: 70) noted that audiences
do “pay attention to controversy” and “researchers have established that conflict can serve as a
powerful catalyst for learning.” Moreover, Miller (2002) observed that in an era of ‘infotainment’
and decreasing attention spans, the news media, by necessity, needs to engage their audiences on

much more than just at an intellectual level.

While this is not the place to raise such a debate, it is enough to say that criticisms of the media’s
tendency to sensationalise environmental stories may be regarded as a paradox in environmental
communication, considering that the objective of sensationalism is to attract audience attention.
News presented in an unsensational manner may not arouse public interest or curiosity, let alone

elicit an emotional reaction in the reader.

2.10.4 Exaggeration and inaccuracies

Sensationalism may have also led to exaggerations, inaccuracies, and alarmism in environmental
news. In order “to make a splash,” journalists may tend “to overemphasize the seriousness of risks
or disasters” particularly when breaking a new story (United Nations 2004: 142). Galtung and Ruge
(1965: 86) suggested that “the more dramatic the news, the more is needed to add to the drama.
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This may lead to...distortions. The more drama there already is, the more will the news media have

to exaggerate to capture new interest”.

In a study of the accuracy climate change news coverage in New Zealand print and broadcast
media, Bell (1994) found several cases of exaggeration and misinterpretation. In a content analysis
of news media coverage of the chemical Alar used on Apples, Smith (1998: 36) noted that a 60
Minutes report had included untrue statements about risk, and that it had “lived up to its reputation
for sensationalism.” Referring to examples such as a lack of references to scientific evidence,
misrepresentations of scientific assessments, omissions, exaggeration, misstatements of scientific
facts, undue generalisations, and other factors that limit the accuracy of media reports on
environmental risk, Wildavsky (1995) advised that media audiences would need to be wary when
making judgments about the environmental risk at hand. In Germany, Krénig (2002) noted how the
widespread of ‘alarmism’ contributed to a decline in environmental journalism. A constant array of
alarming articles and reports on “doom and gloom, [and] the prophecies about impending
ecological disasters...in the long run undermined the position of the Green movement and the

credibility of environmental journalism” (ibid: 7).

However, sensationalism to the point of exaggeration and distortion may be an exception rather
than the norm. For instance Smith (1998) observed that newspaper and television coverage of Alar,
following the sensationalised 60 Minutes report, did not contain an equivalent amount of
exaggeration or inaccuracy to deserve the label of irresponsible journalism. Likewise, through a
content analysis of thirteen U.S. newspapers, Friedman et al. (1996: 1) found “little to support the
degree of criticism applied by many people to media coverage of Alar.” Furthermore, in a survey of
U.S. environment reporters, Sachsman et al. (2006: 117) found that a majority “disagreed with the
statement that environmental journalists generally have overblown environmental risks, unduly

alarming the public.”

2.10.5 A focus on events

Another commonly held view among critics is that the media’s event-driven tendency is a
problematic factor in environmental news coverage. One identified problem was that there will not
be coverage unless there is an event. For instance, in relation to the coverage of an environmental
issue in the Japanese media, Ohkura (2003: 242) noted that the views of environmental groups
were that the press were highly “event-dependent and that they would not initiate reporting unless
either residents’ groups or government authorities took some actions.” Valenti and Crage (2003)
reported that U.S. media coverage of sustainability was minimal and mainly generated by major

global events — the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio being the event-driven peak of reporting.
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Another identified problem is that S&E issues often do not meet the criteria of being an ‘event’,
and as a result do not receive coverage. In their review, Allan et al. (2000) noted that studies on
environmental reporting have shown that certain environmental issues do not receive wide media
coverage even when they pose serious long-term threats partly due to their non-event qualities.
Howson and Cleasby (1996: 157) commented that as long as television remains “fixated with
events...the processes of sustainability will not feature in the news agenda.” Likewise, BBC
environment reporter, Roger Harrabin commented that since news often examines only short-term
consequence of issues this inevitably poses a barrier to the reporting of the long-term issue of
sustainable development (Harrabin 2000). Furthermore, he observed that environmental reporters
sometimes *“go to considerable lengths to overcome this obstacle by disguising reports of long-term
environmental change as news events” (ibid: 51). However, this review suggests that such attempts
may have only contributed to further criticisms concerning the media’s event-driven tendency.

A third identified problem associated with the media’s event-driven tendency is its consequences
on public awareness, understanding and opinions about related issues or the lack thereof. For
instance, a report by the United Nations (2004: 143) stated: “When events are reported in isolation,
the public receives disconnected and discontinuous messages about bits of the environment — the
opposite of ecological thinking.” Hannigan (1995: 65) commented that when the media focuses on
“discrete events rather than on the contexts in which they occur, the media tend to give news
consumers the impression that individuals or errant corporations rather than institutional politics
and social developments are responsible for these events.” In their analysis of the coverage of slow-
onset environmental risks such as acid rain, ozone depletion and the greenhouse effect, in five U.S.
newspapers, Wilkins and Patterson (1990: 21) observed that since the stories were often framed as
events, they seldom provided diagnostic information and seldom associated the hazards with causal
factors like individual lifestyles; consequently, individuals may “never be encouraged to take
personal steps in mitigation”. Musukuma (2002: 16) reported that a study by the Environment
Council of Zambia found that most environmental stories were coverage of “functions and
activities such as workshops, tree planting days and launching of projects” by environmental
institutions and the Government, and often “the guest officiating at the functions made the story
instead of the issue raised in their speeches.” Musukuma hence concluded that the media in Zambia
played a limited role in raising environmental awareness. In the case of risk associated with nuclear
power technology in North America, Allan et al. (2000) noted that the focus on events had
consequently led to journalists’ failure to report on the bureaucracy and decisions that had led to
the problem, on long-term risks to the public, and on alternative technologies; because of this, they
failed to provide the public with a clear understanding of the issue.

From the perspective of the news media, environmental reporting raises the question of how a

reporter is to cover “something that fails to happen or something that has always happened?”
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(Goodell and Sandman 1973: 50). Reporters are unlikely to investigate and expose issues since that
would call for “covering a non-event, newsmaking instead of news reporting” (ibid: 49). In
addition, events, unlike issues, fit better in the twenty-four hour news production cycles of most
media organisations, i.e. the news media’s ‘frequency’ as proposed by Galtung and Ruge (1965).
Furthermore, since events often involve people, it also provides the news value of “personification’

— Galtung and Ruge’s eleventh news value.

2.10.6 An inability to handle scientific uncertainty and complexity

Closely connected with the media’s preference for events is their lack of interest in uncertain and
overly complex issues. As Harrabin (2000: 50) commented, it is very “difficult to engage the
newsmachine with discussion of consequences that may or may not result in 50 years’ time”, which
is the case with many S&E issues. According to Galtung and Ruge’s (1965: 66) third hypothesis
*an event with a clear interpretation, free from ambiguities in its meaning, is preferred to the highly
ambiguous event from which many and inconsistent implications” could be made (ibid: 66).
Environmental information, conversely, often contains an element of uncertainty (Friedman 1983)
and some aspects are yet to be fully understood. For instance, on the issue of biological diversity,
species loss and its consequences are not easy to chronicle (Hamilton 1991). The fact remains that
scientists neither know the actual numbers of animal and plant species that exist, nor the precise
rate of extinction (ibid.). In addition, species values such as their medicinal properties, remains a
potential (ibid.). It is a norm in the scientific process to regard “scientific evidence and knowledge”
as “tentative and uncertain” (Friedman 1983: 24). Research and debate over environmental dangers
resulting from long-term exposure to materials such as asbestos serve as an example (Gee 2000).
Uncertainty is also common in other long-term “hazards, such as acid rain, ozone-layer damage,
global warming and nitrates or pesticides in groundwater” (ibid: 213). This causes two problems:
one, the lack of immediate damaging effects gives a false sense of security, and two, when
convincing evidence of damaging effects become apparent, it may be the case that too much is
already accumulated, rendering the damage irreversible (ibid.). As Maloney and Slovonsky (1971:
78) put it, although “doubts still exist as to the extent of the illness of the environment, definitive

proof might not be available until the autopsy.”

All the same, uncertainty and complexity continues to be difficult aspects for a journalist to cover.
Anderson (1997) suggested that the news value of unambiguousness may be the reason why
environmental reporting sometimes decreases when the complexity of the issues increases. When
“complex, slow-onset environmental problems are being covered”, Yang (2004: 99) observed that
there was a tendency among journalists to present these “in a monocausal frame that fails to
encompass the multifacetedness and interconnectedness of the environmental problems.” One
problem arising from this simplification process that Anderson (2002: 7) has noticed is “that by

simplifying complex scientific information one inevitably distorts it.”
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2.10.7 A lack of international / local aspects

The scope of environmental news coverage has also been the subject of scrutiny. While some have
noted a lack in coverage of local environmental issues, others observe a lack of international

aspects.

Following a content analysis of Estonian and Latvian newspapers, Gooch (1995) reported findings
that showed media tendency to focus on locally relevant environmental issues and regarded the
selection of issues to be geographically biased. Detjen (2002) reasoned that population as an issue
tended to be ignored in environmental news reporting in the U.S. media because it was perceived to
be an international topic; the media there tended to focus instead on local issues. In providing an
over view of environmental news coverage over a period of three decades following the late 1960s,
Canadian environment writer Michael Keating pointed out that since “most media are local in
scope, nearby problems dominate their coverage” (Keating 1997: 12). The focus on local aspects
may be attributed to Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) fourth news value hypothesis — meaningfulness —
which concerns its “cultural proximity” and ‘relevance’ to the reader or listener. This explains the
news media tendency to focus on local issues that people are familiar with or foreign events that
are perceived to have local relevance (Anderson 1997). In their review, Howson and Cleasby
(1996) reported that audience research in the U.K. have found that internationally oriented topics
attracted lesser viewers compared to local programmes. Such audience preferences and the high

costs of international programmes further justify the media’s focus on local issues (ibid.).

Others, in contrast, have observed that the press tend to cover international or national aspects at
the expense of more relevant localised issues. Mbuya (1992: 138) commented that because the
media in Botswana were underdeveloped, there was a tendency to “resort to foreign sources of
information which have little or no relevance” to local situations or to the immediate needs of the
public. Friedman and Friedman (1989) observed that environmental news coverage in Asian
countries tended to focus on international and national information. This, they say, creates a
problem, especially if it is the only information audiences see, as it leaves them believing that the
issues are remote and of little relevance to them. Friedman (1983) noted a similar trend of
international or national focus in environmental news reporting in the United Sates. She said that
such reporting “takes pressure off local environmental decisionmakers who aren’t kept on their toes
by the media” (ibid: 26).

2.10.8 Questionable media judgements of newsworthiness

Journalistic judgments of newsworthiness when covering S&E issues have also been a subject of

much criticism. Anderson (2002: 9) describes that characteristically journalists “operate with a
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number of unguestioned news values; a sort of ‘sixthsense’ about what is perceived as appealing to
the public”. However, some observations have indicated that journalistic judgement of
newsworthiness of S&E issues may not necessarily be in concurrence with the judgements of
experts or members of the public. Harrabin (2000) reported that a quiz on news values that
compared how BBC journalists and external experts assessed newsworthiness of issues pertaining
to the environment revealed that there was a broad difference between the two groups. He observed
that in contrast to sustainability experts, journalists regarded forest fire in Indonesia to be more
newsworthy then the one in Brazil. Although the Brazilian fire involved a larger area of forest loss
(therefore entailing a larger impact on global climate and biodiversity), journalists perceived it to
be less newsworthy, since it was confined to one state and was not something new. Harrabin
asserted that the disparity between how journalists and experts judge the significance of news,
raises the question if the media have got their “balance” right. He further asserted that journalists’
decisions on what is newsworthy about sustainable development is of extreme importance, as these
decisions, if made inaccurately, can distort the true picture of environmental problems and may

disadvantageously impact policy by influencing public opinion.

Valenti and Crage (2003) drew attention to research reports that have questioned editors’ capability
to make judgements about what the public perceives to be important. Based on his content analysis
of newspapers in Estonia and Latvia, Gooch (1995) found differences between journalistic and
public judgement about the significance of some environmental issues (ibid.). For instance, air
pollution was not given extensive coverage, despite the fact that it was regarded as the most severe
of environmental problems by both the public and governments of the countries. In their review of
previous studies on media coverage of environmental risk, Dunwoody and Peters (1992: 211)
remarked that although journalists often claim “an allegiance to audience wants and needs” many
studies have found “that journalists and their editors maintain a flawed image of their audience.”
This is because reporters have limited interactive contact with their general audiences and rarely
have representative background information about audiences. Instead, reporters rely on their
interactions with a few individuals and the occasional feedback from readers or viewers (ibid.).
This flawed image that media representatives have of audiences does have an influence “on news
decisions and may have a major impact on a journalist’s judgment about what information to

include and what to leave out of a risk story” (ibid: 211).

2.10.9 A lack of appropriate and diverse information sources

Critics have also focused on the information sources that journalists use in environmental reporting.
Noting the use of sources in Japanese newspaper coverage of environmental issues, Ohkura (2003:
243) concluded that the media were not fulfilling their role as watchdogs in the public interest,
since they did “not pursue their journalistic function of reporting news on the basis of their own

investigations” but instead simply took “the flow of information from government and industry”.
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Freedman (2004) commented that media coverage of environmental issues in Uzbekistan lacked
balance in the sense that views presented were predominantly those of its authoritarian government.
Corbett’s (1995) content analysis of newspaper coverage of wildlife issues in the U.S. found that
state wildlife officials were the most frequently cited news sources and that coverage lacked
alternative or counterpoint views. She cautioned that this trend may concentrate the power of
representing wildlife interest and its associated problem definitions within the hands of the
government. Anderson (2002: 8) suggested that media tendency to portray the authoritativeness of
particular “expert voices” as if they were self-evident, while portraying competing views “as non-
credible, irrational and partisan” can discourage “critical thinking and the brushing aside of lay

views.”

From the standpoint of the media, however, the contentions nature of environmental issues renders
source selection a difficult task. As Sandman (1974: 224) humorously noted, *“sometimes the only
available sources are a tight-lipped corporate official and a slightly hysterical activist — each with a
serious credibility problem.” Dennis (1991: 62) commented:

A special problem is the anti-business stance of much of the environmental movement, whether
real or a matter of appearances. As business and environmental interests are increasingly pitted
against each other, this natural contentiousness makes reporters and editors leery about whom
to use as a source of reliable news and information.

Moreover, as Anderson (2002: 7) pointed out, media personnel often face “great problems in
interpreting and explaining...competing claims” because relatively few have the relevant scientific
backgrounds to do this proficiently. Deriving from interviews with environmental journalists in
America, Yang (2004: 103) noted that “journalists’ lack of scientific knowledge and
training...often leads them to contact government agencies or their public relations personnel” as

they are perceived to be the most knowledgeable sources.

Furthermore, the sources that media rely on for information about S&E issues may be dependent on
the size of the media organisation and consequently their available resources. In their survey of
editors, Maloney and Slovonsky (1971) found that smaller newspapers tended to rely on wire
services as a major news source, while larger papers ranked government agencies and other sources

such as civic groups and universities ahead of wire services.

2.10.10 A lack of depth in coverage

On a positive note, in their analysis of how five North American newspapers covered the issue of
acid deposit, Kauffeld and Fortner (1987) found that the papers did provide adequate coverage of
the issue, and had even suggested solutions to the problem. They concluded that such coverage
could help enhance public understanding, and lead to responsive commitment and action. However,

the majority of studies and commentaries on media’s coverage of S&E issue appear to be
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consistent in noting their lack of depth — that coverage informs but does not educate, that coverage

lacks context, and that coverage lacks ‘empowering’ or essential information.

Environmental problems often entail long-term processes and cumulative effects. However, some
have observed a lack of these aspects in news reports. For instance, in terms of media coverage of
environmental issues associated with agriculture in the U.S., Jackson (1991: 146) commented that
although *“the media have informed the consuming public about immediate threats to their health”
they neglected “to examine and explain the long-term ability of the land to produce food” despite it
being a crucial factor for the well-being of future generations. Alexander (2002: 45) commented
that although most newspapers and newsmagazines do cover environmental problems, “stories
examining the interaction and cumulative effect of these problems are not being brought to public
attention in any big or consistent way.” He observed that even when reporting climate change, a
problem that can adversely impact on billions, journalists tend to focus only on current happenings,
and do not pay much attention to potential impacts of present human behaviour on the future
(ibid.).

Sustainability often entails long-term objectives and multidimensional factors; however, some have
noticed that these aspects are not evident in news coverage. Harrabin (2000: 53) pointed out that
although the concept of sustainability cuts across a variety of sectors, this multidimensional aspect
of sustainability is often not reflected in news coverage. A majority of journalists whom Voisey
and Church (2000) interviewed were aware that sustainable development encompassed much more
than the environment, but this knowledge was rarely reflected in their reporting. In the same way,
Keating (1994: 12) pointed out that most news reports on sustainable development dealt with its

environmental aspect but rarely analysed its economic and social aspects.

Another aspect of environmental news reporting that has spurred criticism is its failure to place
issues within a clear context. “Context, defined as coherent analysis that helps makes complex
topics understandable” is crucial to facilitate public learning about the issues (Randazzo and Greer
2003: 120). Bowman and Hanaford (1977: 164) concluded that mass circulation magazines in the
U.S. were “not placing relevant environmental news into context” since the stories, “rarely
incorporated principles of ecology into their reports, rarely discussed important long-range issues,
and rarely suggested how society and individuals can cope with environmental problems.” In a
content analysis of environmental news coverage in leading U.S. dailies in 2001, Randazzo and

Greer (2003) found that context was evident in only a few articles.

Although in an earlier report Protess et al. (1987: 181) suggested that “the simultaneous
presentation of problems and their solution” may reduce effects on public attitudes as it creates “the

impression that the danger [is]...under control”, conversely, others have stressed that clarification
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of underlying causes of problems, and the provision of possible solutions and preventative
measures to be essential aspects for mobilising public action. Such aspects were observed to be
largely absent in environmental news reports. A report by SustainAbility, Ketchum and UNEP
(2002) noted that news coverage of the environment in the OECD region between the period 1961
and 2001 have tended to be centred on incidents of pollution and ecological disasters, instead of the
underlying trends and their roots. Detjen (2002) upheld that while environmental journalists
reported well on indicators of environmental problems such as water and air pollution, relatively
few provided analysis of underlying causes of problems such as population increase or
consumerism, or on ways in which such problems might be avoided. Likewise, through a content
analysis of environmental news reports in daily newspapers in Pennsylvania, Major and Atwood
(2004: 18) found that although the news defined problems readers were “not being provided with
adequate information about possible solutions to environmental problems.” In his analysis of media
discourse on global warming issues in Science and United Press International, Williams (2001: 55)
found that proposed solutions “made up a very small portion of the overall debate about global
warming”. Valenti and Crage’s (2003) study of international and U.S. media coverage of
sustainability found that the reports did not offer empowering information that could motivate
readers to take behavioural actions. In her analysis on how air pollution was constructed as an issue
in the contents of U.S. newspapers, Kensicki (2004) found that coverage rarely clarified the causes
of pollution, its effects, or agents responsible for the problem, and, rarely suggested remedial
actions. She suggested that in this way, media content may be encouraging apathy towards
environmental issues as a social problem and reducing a sense of personal responsibility (ibid.). As
in the U.S., Freedman (2004) observed that media coverage of environmental issues in Uzbekistan
tended to be superficial and lacked explanation of underlying causes to problems. In the same way,
Triandafyllidou’s (1996) discourse analysis of press coverage of environmental issues in Italy
found that coverage lacked essential substance, in that the consequences of the problems or their
possible solutions were hardly discussed. In a survey of environment reporters in the U.S,,
Sachsman et al. (2006: 117) observed that many reporters themselves agreed that “environmental
journalists generally concentrate far too much on problems and pollution rather than writing stories

to help readers understand research or complex issues.”

Yet another area of criticism of environmental news has been its lack of depth in terms of its
provision of relevant and essential information that can help build public understanding of ecology.
In a content analysis of newspaper coverage of wildlife in the U.S., Corbett (1995) found that the
articles did not emphasise the importance of species diversity despite it being a significant aspect
for public understanding of natural ecosystems. She found the majority of media attention was

devoted to game animals rather than endangered or threatened species.
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As we have seen above, a lack of depth or oversimplification is seen as an impediment to the
enhancement of public knowledge and awareness about S&E matters. On the other hand, however,
simplification is almost necessary for the operations of the news media. As Miller (2002: 59) notes,
the complex and “inherently interdisciplinary nature of environmental issues does not easily
accommodate itself to the space and time limitations of media presentation, nor are audiences
prepared to give them the concentration they require, at least not when they are reading the

newspaper or watching television.”

2.10.11 Biases in news reports

While most media personnel would claim autonomy and neutrality, others have noticed various
biases in media reportage on environmental issues. Criticisms concerning such bias appear to be
two-way. While some have noted how environmental stories were framed in favour of industry and
economic growth, others observed media biases towards environmental groups and exaggeration of

environmental problems.

In a study that compared U.S. press coverage of the greenhouse effect with scientific literature,
Nissani (1999) found the coverage to be shallow and pro-corporate biased. Dispensa and Brulle
(2003) related the biased perspective of global warming presented in the U.S. media to the
influence of the strongly present fossil fuel industry in the country. In their content analysis of
media coverage of conflicts associated with the planning of a hazardous waste treatment facility
within in a small community in Louisiana, Taylor, Lee and Davie (2000) found that the way local
dailies framed stories appeared to be biased towards the industry and government. They reasoned
that the biases were due to the fact that local newspapers were dependent on advertising revenue
which in turn was dependent on the state of the local economy. Deriving from a qualitative content
analysis of five major U.S. newspapers, Lewis (2000) reported that representation of sustainable
development did little to show its various dimensions or alternative growth strategies, but,
supported instead the status quo, narrowly focusing on the economic growth paradigm that assumes
economic growth to be equivalent to development. In addition, Lewis observed that by framing
sustainable development as an international issue, the press provides northern agents a way to
evade their responsibility for environmental damage that they have contributed to throughout the

history of their industrialisation.

Conversely, Breen (1994) referred to previous surveys and other evidence that were indicative of
environmental journalists’ biases against business and their slipping into advocacy journalism. He
referred to a survey by the Foundation for American Communications in 1993, in which 36% of
five hundred environmental reporters admitted that many journalists were anti-business. Breen also

noticed how some journalists practised environmental advocacy in the guise of journalism, and
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referred to unbalanced news reports that single out a polluter, giving the polluter very little space to

plead their case, while presenting the opinions of environmentalists as facts.

However, in their review of previous research in the USA and Germany on media coverage of
environmental risk, Dunwoody and Peters (1992: 223) argued that the conception “of media bias
may itself be biased.” They noted:

Recent research posits the existence of a ‘hostile media phenomenon’, a tendency to perceive
media coverage as being biased against one’s own viewpoint. A German survey, for example,
revealed that proponents of nuclear power perceived a media bias against that technology,
while nuclear power opponents felt that media were too favourable to nuclear energy.

2.10.12 The inappropriateness of journalistic objectivity and balance

While objectivity and balance are longstanding journalistic traditions, they have been viewed as
somewhat problematic within the context of environmental journalism. Miller (2002: 60) pointed
out that according to the objectivity norm, journalists are obliged “to report fully, and without
editorial comment, what ‘both sides’ say and think, however responsible or irresponsible — or
isolated — a particular spokesperson may be.” Reporting in this way “protects the journalist’s claim
to objectivity, [and] provides an element of conflict as well. Thus, even on issues where the weight
of scientific opinion seems to be disproportionately on one side, conflicting versions of the truth are
afforded virtually equal coverage” (ibid: 60).

However, some have observed that when two sides of a debate over an environmental problem are
presented as equals, it can misinform news audiences. In Japan, Ohkura (2003: 242) found that in
covering an environmentally impinging land reclamation project, newspapers had “feigned
impartiality, and...avoided taking a clear stance advocating environment conservation by merely
balancing views and opinions from both sides.” Ohkura observed that the media’s “equivocating
stance” became particularly problematic when it began to raise doubts about scientific aspects such
as the significance of ecosystem’s functions. Ryan (1991: 86) commented that one of the problems
with the balance approach is its artificiality, as it becomes *“a matter of giving equal airtime or
newshole space to dissenting views of questionable merit.” Chris Mooney, senior correspondent for
The American Prospect, argued that some news articles on the climate issue can be so “artificially
balanced” that it results in an inaccurate and misleading account (Mooney 2004). He referred to
this as “a prevalent but lazy form of journalism that makes no attempt to dig beneath competing
claims” (ibid: 28).

Nelkin (1987: 96) pointed out that journalistic objectivity “is meaningless in the scientific
community, where the values of ‘fairness,” ‘balance,” or ‘equal time’ are not relevant to the
understanding of nature, where standards of objectivity require, not balance, but empirical

verification of opposing views.” It is perhaps for this reason that journalistic objectivity became
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particularly contentious in the case of news media coverage of global warming. For instance,
Boykoff and Boykoff (2004: 126) maintained that “when it comes to coverage of global warming,
balanced reporting can actually be a form of informational bias.” They found that despite
substantial evidence of anthropogenic causes of climate change provided by the scientific
community, a content analysis of U.S. prestige newspapers showed that in the majority of news
reports the climate issue was presented in a balanced manner, whereby approximately equal
attention was given to “the view that humans were contributing to global warming and to the view
that exclusively natural fluctuations could explain the earth’s temperature increase”; this, they
suggest, supports “the hypothesis that journalistic balance can...lead to...informational bias” (ibid:
129). Quite similar with Boykoff and Boykoff’s observation, Antilla’s (2005: 350) review of U.S.
newspaper coverage of climate change found “many examples of journalistic balance that led to
bias,” and noted that “some of the news outlets repeatedly used climate sceptics — with known
fossil fuel industry ties — as primary definers.” Likewise, Gelbspan (2004: 72-73) commented that
for a long time “the press accorded the same weight to the ‘skeptics’ as it did to mainstream
scientists...in the name of journalistic balance.” Gelbspan asserted that the while journalistic
balance was relevant for stories involving a conflict of opinion, it was unsuited for stories that
involve factual information. Gelbspan suggested that in covering climate change, journalists should

investigate where the weight of scientific evidence lies and reflect “‘that balance’ in their reports.

Another point of criticism of the media’s norm of balance is that, as Michaelis (2001) highlights,
balance is not equitably implemented in all reporting areas. Michaelis commented:
News programmes treat sustainability through bipolar interviews because the issues are seen as
still subject to debate. This is not true of all parts of the media — for example, motoring
correspondents are not tied by the same rules of balance as other journalists and behave more
like lobbyists (ibid: 42).
Building upon Michaelis’ point, it may be argued that a car review is not balanced because while it
highlights the technical and performance features of the car, it does not include information about
its environmental impacts. Car reviews are unlikely to provide any balancing information such as
the effects of increased private car ownership on fossil fuel consumption, traffic congestion and air
pollution. In addition to Michaelis’ example, sports reporting and entertainment news also appear

to be exempt from the ‘balance’ rule.

In spite of the above criticisms and concerns, the media are likely to continue to perceive
objectivity and balance as necessary for their profession. In an earlier study in the U.S., Goodell
and Sandman (1973: 52) reported that all newspersons in their survey “were unanimous in their
endorsement of objectivity...as the model of good journalism. Without exception they were proud
of their efforts to ‘bend over backwards to be fair’.” Dunwoody and Peters (1992: 210) referred to
the journalistic norm of balance as “a surrogate for validity checks.” This, they say, is because it is

a difficult task for journalists to make judgements about the validity of truth, especially when
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“confronted by sources with competing assertions, with all parties fervently attesting to the truth of
their own claims” (ibid: 210). Moreover, they observed that even with scientific training, typically
journalists have neither the time nor the expertise to perform validity checks themselves to judge

the relative merits of competing claims.

In light of the twelve points of criticism above, this research attempted to gain an understanding of
the news media’s perspectives by requesting their feedback and responses to some of these
criticisms and concerns. For instance, referring to the above identified problems concerning
objectivity and balance, and the suggestions for the weight-of-evidence approach to reporting,
newspersons in New Zealand were asked to provide their perspectives. They were also asked to
indicate if the expectation to strictly adhere to objectivity and balance posed a problem when
reporting sustainability issues. Considering the criticism of insufficient quantity of coverage of
S&E issues, newspersons were asked to indicate what factors might enhance coverage. Journalists’
judgement of newsworthiness of S&E issues in New Zealand was examined in Chapter 5 of this
thesis, where these judgements were then compared to those made by sustainability proponents and
advocates. Since source selection was a point of criticism in environmental news reporting, this
was addressed in Chapters 3 and 5 of this thesis, where journalists were asked to indicate the
sources they frequently used when covering S&E issues. Journalists were also provided with some
of the above aspects (identified to be educative and empowering) to find out if they included these

in reporting, and to find out their views of their importance.

2.11 Some unjustness in criticisms of media coverage of sustainability and the
environment

It is worth mentioning that there appears some unjustness in some of the above criticisms of media
coverage of S&E issues. A majority of criticisms and identified problems appear to be related to
either journalistic norms (that are required by the very nature of the journalism profession) or the
media’s commercialised orientation (which is inevitably essential to the very existence of their
establishment). Therefore, to the media, these criticisms are likely to be perceived as somewhat

undeserved.

Some have noted a lack of the media’s agenda-setting function in S&E issues — that the media
merely play a reactive role to issues. Sandman (1974), however, clarified that the media’s role as
agenda setters are weakened because of a prevailing doubt among newspersons about such a role.
He explained:

Editors are frightened of their power to determine what people will think about and talk about.
To use this power programmatically would be to “make news.” Instead, journalists rely on
public demand and implicit formulas for newsworthiness, thus avoiding both the responsibility
and the appearance of manufacturing news (ibid: 223).
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It would appear unfair if journalists or the media organisations they work for are singled out to bear
the blame for what many have perceived to be inadequate coverage of S&E issues considering that
news reports can only be as good as the information provided by sources. Even though the
problems arising from media tendency to focus on events and drama have been correctly
pinpointed, environmental groups and those who have aimed to influence the media agenda by
staging events are partly to blame for their contribution to this media tendency. For instance
Greenpeace officers have become progressively competent in supplying “the media with pre-
packaged material that accords with journalists’ taken for granted assumptions about what
constitutes ‘news’” (Anderson 1997: 35). Day (2000: 79) exemplified that members of Greenpeace
“climbed smokestacks to hang signs that draw attention to air pollution. Tired of bureaucratic
delays, another group...wrapped the Toronto City Hall with red tape and had reporters on hand
when the first employees came to work.” Such stunts fit “well with the news values of journalists
because they were considered novel and dramatic” (Anderson 1997: 39). More peaceable events,
Day (2000: 79-80) exemplified, “might include a press conference, a special lecture, a government
hearing, the first showing of an important documentary, or a major announcement of a scientific
finding.” Hence, it may be argued that while the media have a preference for covering events,

environmental groups and other parties as well have played a role in feeding this tendency.

Inadequacies have also been noted in terms of the representation of information sources in
environmental news stories. However, in some cases this may in fact be a result of inadequacies of
sources themselves. For instance, Bendix and Liebler (1991) attributed the lack of representation of
geographers in the coverage of Brazilian rainforest destruction in U.S. newspapers to a lack of
academic and scholarly publications on the topic. They pointed out the unjustness of blaming
journalists for the lack of representation since journalists tend to seek “sources who have
established expertise” (ibid: 483). Mbuya (1992) observed that in Botswana, environmental
journalist face the problem of access to relevant information. There is a tendency among experts to
fend off reporters and a frustrating thing for the media is when the same experts complain about the

poor quality of news when it does not measure up to their standards (ibid.).

While many have frowned upon the media’s focus on crisis in environmental news reports, Chase
(1973: 4) pointed out that ecologists as well rely on crisis oriented messages to “jolt their listeners.”
He illustrated his view: “According to the ecologists, population is not merely growing at an
excessive rate, but ‘exploding;” future industrial growth is not merely dangerous or unwise, but
borders on ‘extinction’...” (ibid: 4). Likening ecologists to anti-Communists, Chase asserted that
ecologists “use the same tactics and exploit the same media weaknesses in order to reach a similar
goal: the creation and populari[s]ation of a pollution, population or other crisis” (ibid: 4). In the
case of media handling of the Brent Spar incident in Germany, Kronig (2002: 9) noted how

Greenpeace contributed to the alarmism in media coverage by “feeding false information about the
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toxic content of the Brent Spar to journalists.” According to Miller (2002: 60), environmental
groups “whatever their honest appraisal of priorities, provide the media with a steady stream of
scare stories about possible or prospective catastrophes, and thus keep the environmental pot

boiling, as well as build their membership and contribution levels.”

Pressure groups are often well aware of journalistic norms such as objectivity and balance, and the
media’s news value criteria, and take advantage of them to push their agendas. For instance, Miller
noted that anti-environmental groups as well “exploit the media for their own purposes. They know
very well that reporters will present their opposing positions, however well founded, to balance the

coverage” (ibid: 60).

Journalists’ inability to evaluate scientific uncertainty was another observed inadequacy of the
media. In addition, the media have been criticised for exaggerating environmental risks and
consequently distorting public perceptions. However, environmentalists often favour such
overstatements since it provides publicity for their cause (United Nations 2004). Scientists as well
have a tendency to support overstatements “because if a hazard is widely thought to be immediate
and serious, research funds are more likely to flow” (ibid: 143). In addition, Gee (2000: 212-213)
noted that

the increasing dominance of market forces in the funding of scientific research...has
encouraged some scientists to leap into print with controversial hypotheses and preliminary
findings which may generate funding...but this creates problems for both journalists and the
public in evaluating the truth of scientific reports.

In brief, although the media have been the subject of a wide array of critiques, inadequacies in their
coverage of S&E issues appear to be a result of a variety of factors. This observation added to the
conviction of this research that a constructive approach for this research would be to identify other
interrelated factors that can have an effect on the news production process in relation to the three

broad approaches to improving media coverage of these issues.

2.12  The many constraints of environmental journalism

While criticisms of media coverage abound, and expectations of journalists are high, there appears
to be relatively little appreciation of the complexities of environmental journalism, the problems
journalists face, or the constraints within which the media operate. This review found very few
scholarly enquiries that have focused on the needs of environmental journalists; some exceptions
include, Witt (1974); Rubin and Sachs (1973); Archibald (1999); Detjen et al. (2000); Tabakova
and Antonov (2002); Yang (2004) and Sachsman et al. (2006). Most studies on the media-
environment topic, as Section 2.10 shows, have focused on media contents. The following sub-
sections will reveal some of the many constraints of environmental journalism and the problems

and limitations that environmental journalists endure.
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2.12.1 A journalism of complexity, ambiguity, and multidimensionality

Because of the complexities, diversities and the scientific nature of the subjects it entails, little
argument is required to assert that environment journalism is not a simple field. As, Patel (2006:
148), a New York-based environmental journalist, put it:
We’re expected to know too much. Journalists who specialise in science and the environment
have to grasp, communicate and synthesise scientific, political and economic issues. And we
have to do it on deadline with accuracy, authority and readability. Sometimes it can be
overwhelming.
Friedman (1983) maintains that even reporters with science backgrounds sometimes find it difficult
to interpret the technical information about environmental issues (ibid.). These technical details are
often jargon-laden making it difficult for reporters to distinguish the importance and significance of
facts (ibid.). The problem of science is made worse when we consider the fact that most scientific
information contains elements of uncertainty. Patterson (1979) and Tichenor (1979) had in fact

referred to science and environmental reporting as the ‘Journalism of Uncertainty.’

Environmental issues are highly complex in nature; more often then not there are more than just
two sides to an issue. They are often multifarious, with technical, financial, political and social
aspects (Friedman 1983). Therefore, environmental journalism “requires substantial preparation not
just in understanding fundamental scientific concepts but also in addressing social, political, and
philosophical questions concerning how we live in relation to the natural world” (Grossman and
Filemyr 1996: 175). Moreover, as Friedman (1983) maintains, addressing environmental problems
require an understanding of their effects on human health and an ability to evaluate entailed costs
and benefits. What is more is that environmental problems “don’t develop overnight” but “build up
over time” (ibid: 25). In addition, Grossman and Filemyr (1996) suggested that environmental
reporters would also need to be mindful of cultural differences and sensitivities; for instance, when

reporting issues involving indigenous people.

In comparison to environmental problems, sustainability issues are as complex if not more. For
instance, there is an expectation for sustainability to be addressed in an all-rounded manner that
includes social, cultural, economic, and environmental aspects while keeping in mind risks to
future generations. Because of its multidimensional nature, sustainability is often relevant to a
variety of news reporting topics (Harrabin 2000; Voisey and Church 2000; Keating 1994). For
instance, even a seemingly unrelated area such as entertainment reporting may have relevance to
sustainability when entertainment’s indirect relation to lifestyles and consumerism in considered.
Furthermore, sustainability issues often entail elements of uncertainty, and are often laden with
disagreements about causes and solutions; inter-relations between global and local aspects; and,
differences between developed and developing countries. Adding to the perplexity of the journalist

covering this topic, sustainability still remains a disputed concept with a variety of interpretations
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(see Section 2.3). Hence, one problem that journalists are likely to encounter when attempting to
define or explain sustainability would be its numerous interpretations. In addition, a journalist
would need to consider if the term is used in a ‘non-profit’ context for the purpose of
environmental conservation and societal betterment or if it is used for portraying conformity in a

“for-profit’ context.

In addition, to the complexity of the topics themselves, S&E issues often involve extensive policies
and legislation, both at local and international levels. Miller (2002: 59) maintains that
“environmental law is a huge and complicated labyrinth of statutes and regulations that is beyond
the grasp of the general public and all but the relatively few professionals involved in it.”
Therefore, explaining these aspects to the public in news reports would be a daunting task for the
journalist (ibid.).

While others have noticed how the complexity of environmental issues and lack of consensus
among experts make the topic a difficult one to cover, Spellerberg et al. (2006: 140), in contrast,
have debated that “there is no less complexity and no less disagreement between experts in
economics or social issues.” Even so, as will be further detailed in Section 2.12.2 below, it may still
be argued that the complexities of S&E issues pose a particularly difficult challenge for journalists,
considering that most journalists covering this area do not have the necessary training and
educational background. In addition, journalists themselves have indicated that the complexities of
environmental journalism were quite unlike other topics. For instance, Bruggers (2002), who has
been an environmental reporter in the U.S. for over twenty years, noted the changes he observed in
environmental reporting over the years which has made the field one that is ever more complex. He
described:

...1 find the environment beat more expansive, more complicated, more contentious, and more
difficult to manage than it has ever been (ibid: 37).

At the start of the 1990’s, when | was writing about recycling and endangered plants and
animals in California, | could not envision that my beat would eventually take in biotechnology
and then ultimately bioterrorism and biowarfare. Everything from bioengineered corn to
anthrax to West Nile virus is now part of the environment beat (ibid: 38).

In the same way, Harrabin (2000), Keating (1997), Patel (2006) and Rogers (2002), speaking of
their experiences as environmental reporters, have noted environmental journalism to be a field that
is exceptionally complex. Yang (2004: 96) reported that environmental journalists in the U.S.
indicated that the environment was unlike other news topics since “the causes and effects are

generally much more difficult to get at and to explain compared to crime, politics, and sports.”
Noting how the “slow rate of environmental change” has been attributed to its lack of coverage in
the news media, and how some have suggested “that journalists struggle to find something

newsworthy in an area where there is so little change from week to week and month to month”,
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Spellerberg et al. (2006: 140) argued that such a “temporal aspect [should present] an interesting
challenge, not a barrier” to environmental news. While on the one hand, the nature of
environmental change may be viewed as an ‘interesting challenge’, as suggested by the preceding
authors, on the other hand, it may be argued that the ‘challenge’ still remains an arduous one for
journalists. Even environmental communicators, despite having the necessary background
knowledge and often firsthand experience, struggle to come up with effective communication
messages. For example, Farrow (2000) noted that ‘communication specialists’ within
environmental organisations often face the dilemma of framing messages in a way that relates
issues to the public. Likewise, Spruill (2000) articulated the many difficulties that a US-based
organisation called SeaWeb faced in designing communication messages about environmental
problems related to marine ecosystems. Some of the obstacles Spruill identified include: the fact
that the problems were not readily visible; difficulty in personalising the issues; difficulty in
explaining the interrelations between problems; and, difficulty in framing an issue in a way that
provides the wider context of the problem. Although these constraints provided by Spruill referred
to the marine ecosystem, the nature of most other environmental issues is quite similar. In
describing the difficulty environmental communicators® face in formulating effective
environmental messages Day (2000: 79) noted:

[EInvironmental behavior is often a series of complex actions and opportunities. Is it realistic to
expect a short message to make a significant change? Publicly broadcast communications reach
the masses, but since the public usually holds a wide variety of beliefs and knowledge about
any one environmental topic, it is difficult to reach the right group with relevant information.
How can a message be crafted to communicate the right points to the proper audience?

Considering the above points, it is not an unreasonable assertion that because of the nature of the
subjects they cover, framing S&E stories in an effective manner (and in a manner that critics have
suggested) would be a vastly difficult task for the journalist. In what follows we will see how other
factors add to the difficulty of this task.

2.12.2 A lack of specialisation in environmental reporting

Another identified constraint to environmental journalism is the lack of journalists’ specialisation
in environmental reporting. Friedman (1983: 26) observed that environmental reporting is often
undertaken by general assignment reporters who are frequently moved from topic to topic by their
editors, and they “also tend to be young, relatively inexperienced, and have little scientific
background.” Too often, Keating (1997: 12-13) says, “experienced environmental reporters are
transferred to other posts and their successors take on their job with little or no training. This means
the reporter on the job is frequently still learning the complex issues while trying to explain them to
the public” (ibid: 12-13).
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Goodell and Sandman (1973) found that media organisations did not allocate specialist
environmental reporters based on the reasoning that the lack of local stories did not justify the need
for one or that the issue could be covered by a general assignment reporter. They hence suggested
that the “lack of a special reporter may reflect a philosophy about speciali[s]ation [and] not a lack

of commitment to ecology” (ibid: 39).

The employment of full-time environmental reporters may also be dependent on the size of a media
organisation. Maloney and Slovonsky (1971) found that in comparison to smaller newspapers,
larger newspapers in the U.S. tended to have reporters who were regularly assigned to the
environment beat, sometimes on a full-times basis. Likewise, Friedman and Friedman (1989)
observed that in smaller news organisations in the U.S. and in most news organisations in Asia
there is often a lack of specialist environmental reporters. Sachsman et al. (2006) reported a
similar trend — that the engagement of an environmental reporter was dependent on the size of the

newspaper’s circulation.

2.12.3 Environmental journalists’ lack of training and education

Because of the very nature of S&E issues, scientific and technical knowledge appears necessary for
their reporting. However, the majority of journalists assigned to covering environmental issues do
not have such background in training or education. LaMay (1991: 110) noticed that most
journalists who cover environmental issues are “generalists whose specialists, if any, are gained
through seat-of-the-pants experience rather than formal education”. Educator and media critic,
Everette Dennis pointed out that since environmental stories are often “extraordinarily complex”
the media “may not be able to cover the territory any other way than superficially” largely because
of the lack of training and knowledge among journalists (Dennis 1991: 61). Friedman (1994: 12)
observed that even experienced environmental journalists are often “not well trained in science and
scientific risk assessment...Even if they are trained in science, they cannot be specialists in” all the
required fields to comprehend the multidimensional aspects of environmental issues. Friedman
further reported that in a 1993 survey by American Opinion Research, seventy-two percent of
reporters in the print media indicated “that reporters, in general, lacked the training and background
to cover stories on technical and environmental issues” (ibid: 14). In a another survey of 506
environmental reporters in newspapers, magazines, newsletters, television and radio stations in the
U.S., Detjen et al. (2000: 10) found that only forty-five percent had undergone “specific training to
cover the environment.” Friedman and Friedman (1989) reported that environmental journalists in
Asia lacked not only training in environmental science but also in general journalism skills. In
Botswana, Mbuya (1992) observed that journalists who report the environment often lack training,
making it difficult for them to write about its technical and complex aspects. Yang (2004) found
that not only did environmental journalists in America start work with little background

knowledge, but they were also left to learn on their own and to figure out for themselves how to
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cover a