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How Adversarial News Frames Limit Public
Understanding of Environmental Issues

MicHAEL KARLBERG

OST OF US LEARN about environ-
mental issues through the news, rather
than by direct experience. Because of
this, the news media, in environmen-

tal affairs as in other areas of public concern, is a “per-
vasive political and cultural force.”! Citizen’s experi-
ences of many environmental issues are mediated in
large part by the news media® and not surprisingly,
corporations, state agencies, citizens and diverse pub-
lic interest groups continually vie to influence the
media’s presentation of environmental issues. At
stake are public perceptions, and ultimately, political
significance.

In their efforts to engage the news media, however,
many citizens and public interest groups have be-
come frustrated and disillusioned by journalistic tra-
ditions, organizational and financial imperatives,
audience preferences, and political and economic
constraints. Many now realize that to raise public
awareness and transform society’s relationship with
the natural environment, it will also be necessary to
transform the modern communications environment.
As a contribution toward this end, this article exam-
ines the implications of one significant feature of this
environment: the adversarial framing of environmen-
tal news.

NEWS FRAMES

Contemporary studies of the news media are increas-
ingly employing the concept of news frames in their
analyses. The term “frame” was originally used in the
early 1970s as a psychological concept describing how
individuals include, exclude and organize experi-
ence.? The concept was soon imported into media
analysis by using it to examine how news media or-
ganize or “construct” reality.* Although different re-
searchers have since conceptualized news frames in
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slightly different ways, a useful summary definition
defines a news frame as “a central organizing idea for
news that supplies a context and suggests what the
issue is through the use of selection, emphasis, exclu-
sion and elaboration.” 8

Frames, of course, serve an unavoidable function
in news. They allow journalists and audiences alike
to organize and make sense out of an almost infinite
universe of potentially available information. But
they become problematic when they are highly ste-
reotyped and uniform throughout news discourse -
and a growing body of media research indicates this
to be the case. Rather than constructing contrasting
interpretive frames that offer diverse insights into
complex and subtle issues, different media outlets
tend to construct highly formulaic news frames “that
reconstitute the world in similar ways.” §

One widely replicated environmental news frame
is the disaster narrative which, for instance, dominated
media coverage of the Exxon Valdez oil spill. One
way in which the Valdez disaster narrative was con-
structed was by comparing the spill to an earthquake
that had hit the community 25 years earlier, and by
covering the daily spread of the oil slick in a manner
that resembled weather forecasts. The coverage
therefore:

[Nlaturalized the spill, effectively withdrawing from dis-
cursive consideration both the marine transport system
and the prospective pursuit of alternative energy sources.
The disaster narrative overtly moved discourse away
from the political arena and into the politically inacces-
sible realm of technological inevitability.”

Examples of other highly replicated environmen-
tal frames - identified in studies of the Canadian news
media - include ailing-planet frames that employ
metaphors such as “wounded earth” or “battered
planet” to describe the state of the environment; ac-






