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Abstract 

This study examines non-editorial news coverage in leading U.S. newspapers as a source of 

ideological differences on climate change. A quantitative content analysis compared how the 

threat of climate change and efficacy for actions to address it were represented in climate change 

coverage across The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and USA 

Today between 2006 and 2011. Results show that The Wall Street Journal was least likely to 

discuss the impacts of and threat posed by climate change, and most likely to include negative 

efficacy information and use conflict and negative economic framing when discussing actions to 

address climate change. The inclusion of positive efficacy information was similar across 

newspapers. Also, across all newspapers, climate impacts and actions to address climate change 

were more likely to be discussed separately than together in the same article. Implications for 

public engagement and ideological polarization are discussed. 
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Polarizing News? Representations of Threat and Efficacy in Leading U.S. Newspapers’ 

Coverage of Climate Change 

The global scientific community is in widespread agreement that climate change is 

occurring and that the majority of observed warming in the climate system is due to human 

activities (IPCC, 2013). In the U.S., recent reports indicate that climate impacts are already being 

felt across the country (Melillo, Richmond, & Yohe, 2014; Romero-Lankao et al., 2014); 

however, public opinion remains divided on the issue. These divisions increasingly fall along 

ideological lines, with liberals more accepting of and concerned about climate change than 

conservatives (McCright & Dunlap, 2011). Various explanations have been advanced to account 

for this polarization, prominent among them the media’s conflicting information flows on the 

issue (McCright & Dunlap, 2011). In a high-choice media environment that facilitates selective 

exposure to like-minded news, distinct cues about climate change can polarize attitudes of 

opposing partisans (Feldman, Myers, Hmielowski, & Leiserowitz, 2014). Scholars interested in 

how representations of climate change vary across U.S. media outlets primarily have focused on 

cable news organizations (e.g., Feldman, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Leiserowitz, 2011), such as 

MSNBC and Fox News, which are well known for their respective liberal and conservative 

orientations. However, these outlets tend to attract a relatively narrow audience of strong 

partisans (Levendusky, 2013) and therefore may not fully account for the media’s effects on 

opinion polarization among the broader U.S. population.  

Thus, this study instead focuses on representations of climate change in the straight news 

coverage of leading U.S. newspapers, including The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, 

The Washington Post, and USA Today. In addition to these newspapers being among the nation’s 

most read (Alliance for Audited Media, 2013), they differ from one another in the political slant 
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of their coverage and the partisan composition of their audiences (e.g. Gentzkow & Shapiro, 

2010, 2011; Groseclose & Milyo, 2005). This suggests that there may be disparities in their 

reporting on climate change, with implications for the ideological divides in U.S. public opinion. 

Although climate change coverage in U.S. newspapers has been widely studied (e.g., Boykoff & 

Boykoff, 2004; Boykoff, 2007a), the potential for differences between newspapers, particularly 

in non-editorial coverage, has received scant attention, a gap this study helps to fill.  

This study also advances a novel framework for analyzing representations of climate 

change in the press. Prior analyses of climate change coverage in U.S. newspapers have focused 

on claims of scientific uncertainty. For example, Boykoff and Boykoff (2004) found that 

between 1988 and 2002, the U.S. prestige press – which includes the newspapers we study here – 

diverged significantly from the scientific view on climate change by giving equal attention to a 

small group of skeptics who questioned human contributions to global warming. However, by 

2005, evidence for this false balance largely disappeared (Boykoff, 2007a; Nisbet, 2011). Thus, 

in the current study, which evaluates newspaper coverage between 2006 and 2011, we move 

away from analyzing claims of uncertainty about climate science and instead analyze how 

information about the threat of climate change and efficacy for actions to address it is 

communicated. Using content analysis, we examine threat and efficacy information both directly 

and indirectly, through the discussion and framing of climate change impacts and actions. To our 

knowledge, this is the first study to analyze representations of threat and efficacy in climate 

change news reporting in the U.S. prestige press.  

The current study builds on prior research (Authors, 2014), which analyzed the 

representation of threat and efficacy in U.S. network TV news coverage of climate change. By 

extending this work to newspapers, we can assess the generalizability of our earlier findings 
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across U.S. media channels and, importantly, evaluate whether representations of threat and 

efficacy vary between newspaper outlets in a way that reflects ideological polarization on 

climate change. The results indicate that representations of threat and efficacy indeed serve as 

sources of ideological differences in climate change coverage across news outlets. Moreover, the 

results signify that systematic differences in U.S. media coverage of climate change are not 

restricted to opinionated and editorial content, but also can be found in straight news reporting.  

Threat and Efficacy Information in the Context of Media Coverage of Climate Change 

Our conceptualization of threat and efficacy is informed by the Extended Parallel Process 

Model (EPPM), political science approaches to efficacy, and scholarship on media framing. 

According to the EPPM (Witte, 1992) effective risk communication requires information about 

threat as well as ways to reduce the threat (i.e., efficacy). Individuals appraise a threat on the 

basis of its perceived severity and their perceived susceptibility to the threat. Assuming that a 

threat is deemed significant and personally relevant, individuals who believe they have response 

efficacy (an action that can address the threat) and self-efficacy (the ability to carry out the 

action) will cognitively process information about the risk and adopt behaviors to avoid the risk. 

In contrast, if either self or response efficacy is low, individuals will attempt to manage their fear 

through maladaptive coping strategies. In the context of climate change, this may mean denying 

that climate change is a serious problem or relying on one’s partisan predispositions for 

interpreting information about the problem. 

The EPPM is often applied in health contexts, where risk reduction involves voluntary 

behavior change such as condom use. Although individual-level adoption of energy efficient 

behaviors may help reduce carbon emissions, widespread behavior change is constrained by 

modern society’s high carbon infrastructure and institutions (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & 
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Whitmarsh, 2007). Thus, the ability to mitigate climate change requires changes at the policy 

level and, as such, necessitates individual engagement in the political sphere (Ockwell, 

Whitmarsh, & O’Neill, 2009). In a previous study (Authors, 2014), we proposed merging the 

EPPM with political science approaches to efficacy, specifically incorporating concepts of 

internal efficacy (similar to self-efficacy), which captures one’s perceived ability to take political 

action, and external efficacy, which captures the belief that the government will respond to 

public demands (Craig, Niemi, & Silver, 1990). People who are high in internal and external 

efficacy are more likely to try to influence political decisions through voting, campaigning, 

protesting, and other forms of participation (e.g., Finkel, 1985; Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003). 

Response efficacy, as conceptualized in the EPPM, is also relevant to political engagement, in 

that it captures the perceived effectiveness of the political response to reduce the threat (Lubell, 

2003). Thus, a message that fosters political engagement with climate change should provide 

information about self (internal), external, and response efficacy, as well as threat. 

News stories can convey threat and efficacy information about climate change in three 

ways. First, a news story can do so directly by providing explicit details about the susceptibility 

and severity of a climate change threat and the likelihood of a personal or political action being 

successful in terms of self, external, and response efficacy. Although climate change lacks a 

simple or straightforward solution, there are nonetheless a variety of potential actions that 

individuals and policymakers can take to address the problem, and mediated information about 

the efficacy of these actions can help the public better understand what is at stake and how they 

can respond to the relevant risks. For example, a news story can describe whether individuals can 

easily take steps to address climate change, either in their personal or political behavior (self-

efficacy); whether government officials are likely to respond to public opinion or calls for action 



 Polarizing News 7 

 

(external efficacy); and whether the proposed actions are likely to be effective at slowing climate 

change (response efficacy).  

Second, news stories can communicate threat and efficacy indirectly, by depicting the 

impacts and actions to which they respectively relate. For example, O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole 

(2009) found that images of climate change impacts, such as devastating floods, increased the 

perceived importance of the issue but also made people feel powerless, whereas images depicting 

actions that address climate change, such as wind turbines, triggered feelings of efficacy but 

failed to evoke a sense of issue importance. This implies that representations of both impacts and 

actions are needed in order to encourage judgments of sufficient threat and efficacy.  

Finally, the frames used to discuss climate change impacts and actions, respectively, can 

serve as vehicles for communicating threat and efficacy. Framing is the process by which a 

particular aspect of an issue is granted special emphasis, relative to other aspects of that issue 

(Entman, 1993). News about climate change can highlight any number of different issue 

dimensions, including environmental, economic, public health, national security, morality, 

political conflict, and public accountability, and these framing choices affect how people 

interpret information about climate change (for a review, see Authors, 2014; Nisbet, 2009). Prior 

research suggests that certain climate change frames may be particularly well-suited for 

conveying threat. For example, framing climate change in terms of its public health impacts may 

help localize the issue and make it more personally relevant (Maibach, Nisbet, Baldwin, Akerlof, 

& Diao, 2010). Similarly, the way actions are framed can affect the communication of efficacy. 

For example, framing climate solutions in terms of political conflict may emphasize the self-

interested motivations of political leaders, thereby undermining efficacy (Cappella & Jamieson, 

1997). Thus, in order to fully understand how the media represent the threat of climate change 
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and efficacy for actions to address it, it is important to evaluate how climate impacts and actions 

are differentially framed.  

Our prior study of U.S. network TV news (Authors, 2014) found that although impacts 

and actions were each discussed in a majority of broadcasts, they were infrequently discussed in 

the same broadcast. Moreover, while news coverage regularly conveyed explicit information 

about the threat climate change poses to U.S. audiences, explicit discussion of efficacy 

information was relatively uncommon. Finally, climate change impacts were framed chiefly in 

terms of environmental consequences, whereas climate change actions were framed 

predominantly in terms of political conflict. This prior study, however, was restricted to network 

TV news and, given the homogeneity of broadcasts across networks, did not provide an 

opportunity to evaluate representations of threat and efficacy as sources of ideological 

differences in climate change coverage. Thus, the present study permits us not only to observe 

whether the aforementioned patterns generalize to newspaper coverage, but also to uniquely 

evaluate whether representations of threat and efficacy systematically vary between newspapers.  

How Journalistic Norms and Practices Influence Climate Change Reporting 

To guide their selection and presentation of news, journalists rely on professional norms 

and values, such as drama, personalization, and balance (Bennett, 2009), and these may have 

implications for how threat and efficacy are represented in climate change reporting. For 

example, privileging personalized stories and dramatic exemplars may skew climate coverage to 

focus disproportionately on sensational impacts, such as extreme weather events or collapsing 

ice shelves, or on the political conflict and strategy inherent in climate policy discourse. The U.S. 

policy process has become increasingly polarized, both in general (Layman, Carsey, & Horowitz, 

2006) and in the specific context of climate change (Guber, 2012), and this conflict is reflected in 
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news framing of the issue (Boykoff, 2007b). Journalistic norms of balance often lead to a he-

said, she-said accounting of divisive issues that relies heavily on official sources (Bennett, 

Lawrence, & Livingston, 2007). This especially may be true as news organizations reduce their 

science reporting staffs (Russell, 2010), thereby limiting the resources available to delve into the 

many facets of proposed climate solutions and their relative efficacy. Reliance on official sources 

also may lead journalists to focus on government actors at the expense of citizen-led action and 

the efficacy of those actions (Entman & Rojecki, 1993).  

 Recent research, based on interviews with environmental journalists, highlights how 

journalistic norms and practices influence reporting about climate change. For example, 

Brüggemann and Engesser (2014) find evidence for an “interpretive community” of journalists 

united around the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) consensus on climate 

change, such that climate journalists accept the main propositions of this international scientific 

body and use these as an anchoring point for their coverage. Among reporters who cover climate 

change, there is a sense that the science is settled; as such, the views of climate skeptics are seen 

as having no place in stories about climate science (Brüggemann & Engesser, 2014; Gibson, 

Craig, Harper, & Alpert, 2015; Hiles & Hinnant, 2014). However, when covering climate change 

policy – which invites debate and conflict – journalists still see a need for explicit balance that 

includes the views of climate skeptics (Hiles & Hinnant, 2014). Climate reporters view their role 

primarily as informational or interpretive, and they eschew an advocacy role (Brüggemann & 

Engesser, 2014; Gibson et al., 2015; Hiles & Hinnant, 2014). At the same time, the incremental 

and abstract characteristics of climate change defy journalistic values of newsworthiness (Gibson 

et al., 2015). As a way to make climate change seem more relevant to their audiences and their 

editors, reporters try to connect climate change to local impacts (Gibson et al., 2015; Hiles & 



 Polarizing News 10 

 

Hinnant, 2014). Journalists also point to the economic pressures faced by news organizations as a 

constraint on quality climate change reporting. As science reporters are downsized and coverage 

of climate change moves from knowledgeable specialists to generalists who are spread thin and 

lack expertise in climate science or policy, there is a concern among journalists that this will 

produce superficial reporting and possibly encourage false balance (Gibson et al., 2015).  

Newspapers as a Source of Threat and Efficacy Information about Climate Change 

In 2012, although the Internet was the most popular source of science information among 

Americans, the majority of those who cited the Internet as their top source reported that they 

primarily consulted online editions of print newspapers (National Science Board, 2014). In total, 

approximately one third of Americans said that they get their science news from newspapers, 

either online or in print (National Science Board, 2014). Although the provision of efficacy 

information in newspaper coverage has been studied in the context of health risks like infectious 

diseases (e.g., Dudo, Dahlstrom, & Brossard, 2007; Evensen & Clarke, 2012), ours is the first 

study to do so in the context of a risk like climate change that also has strong political 

dimensions. Also, prior studies have focused solely on mentions of actions that can be taken to 

address a health risk and not, as we do, on the likely effectiveness of these actions; in this way, 

our approach more closely approximates self, external, and response efficacy as conceptualized 

in the risk communication and political science literature. Nonetheless, these prior analyses 

found that personal efficacy actions receive scant attention in newspapers. Somewhat more 

prevalent was information about societal efficacy, or actions that government and official actors 

can take to mitigate a risk (Evensen & Clarke, 2012).  

In political communication scholarship, “mobilizing information” refers to the tactical 

and logistical information in news stories that allows people to act on pre-existing attitudes 
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(Lemert, 1981). This, too, has been found to be rare (Lemert, 1981), particularly in newspaper 

reporting about controversial political issues, ostensibly because journalists see such information 

as departing from objectivity (Lemert, 1984). Mobilizing information also has been 

conceptualized more broadly to account for “the potential of news discourse to shape the identity 

of a community and motivate it to act collectively” and has been found to vary appreciably 

across newspapers (Nicodemus, 2004, p. 174).  

Differences in Climate Change Coverage across News Outlets 

In today’s high-choice media environment, audiences increasingly can select news 

sources that cohere with their interests, values, and opinions (Stroud, 2011). This selective 

exposure, in turn, creates an incentive for competing media organizations, driven by market 

considerations, to slant their coverage in the direction of their audience’s existing beliefs 

(Mullainathan & Shleifer, 2005). Consistent with this trend, audiences of leading newspapers 

differ in their ideological make-up. For example, readers of The New York Times are more liberal 

than those of USA Today or The Wall Street Journal (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2011). And prior 

research suggests that the political slant of newspapers is related to – and may be a response to – 

the ideological composition of their readership (Gentzkow and Shapiro, 2010). It is widely 

understood that the editorial slant of The Wall Street Journal is conservative, while the editorial 

slant of The New York Times is liberal. However, Groseclose and Milyo (2005) also located the 

ideological slant of news coverage in The New York Times as far to the left of center and USA 

Today as closest to center, while Gentzkow and Shapiro (2010) found that The Wall Street 

Journal is more conservative in its news coverage than the Washington Post, New York Times, 

and USA Today. Moreover, although research has found that U.S. newspapers, in aggregate, do 

not exert a partisan political bias (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000), other studies have shown that the 
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tone of political news coverage in individual newspapers is colored by their editorial stance (e.g., 

Druckman & Parkin, 2005).  

The general ideological biases of individual news outlets may extend to the specific issue 

of climate change. In a study of the British elite press, Carvalho (2007) found that ideological 

perspectives were embedded in representations of scientific claims about climate change. In the 

U.S., a coordinated climate denial movement has relied on conservative media to disseminate 

claims that undermine concerns about and efforts to address climate change (Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011). A content analysis of cable news outlets showed that the conservative-leaning 

Fox News was more likely to challenge claims about the reality and human causes of climate 

change than either MSNBC or CNN (Feldman, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Leiserowitz, 2012). 

Nisbet (2011) found that major U.S. news organizations, including The New York Times and The 

Washington Post, overwhelmingly conveyed the “consensus” view that climate change is real 

and humans play a role. The one exception was The Wall Street Journal, which – predominantly 

in its editorial pages – often adopted a “falsely balanced” view that stressed climate change 

uncertainty, or a “dismissive” view that denied the reality of anthropogenic climate change.  

This prior research locates source differences in climate coverage primarily in opinion 

content; however, non-editorial news stories also may convey ideological standpoints but do so 

less overtly, such as in their representations of threat and efficacy. Thus, following from our 

conceptual framework, we analyze source differences in straight news reporting across three 

categories of variables: (1) discussion of impacts and actions, (2) discussion of threat, self, 

external, and response efficacy, and (3) framing of impacts and actions. We hypothesize that The 

Wall Street Journal – given its relatively conservative editorial slant and readership – will be less 

likely to emphasize climate impacts (H1) and threat susceptibility (H2) and will be more likely to 
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emphasize negative efficacy information (H3) than The New York Times, The Washington Post, 

and USA Today. Investigations involving actions, specific types of efficacy, and frames are 

considered exploratory; thus, we do not offer explicit hypotheses for these variables.  

Method 

Sampling 

We conducted a content analysis of news stories about climate change in The New York 

Times (NYT), The Wall Street Journal (WSJ), Washington Post (WP), and USA Today (USA) 

between January 1, 2006 and December 31, 2011. This time period provides a recent, multi-year 

view of how leading U.S. newspapers covered climate change and includes several newsworthy 

events, such as the release of the third Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

report in 2007, the award of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize to the IPCC and Al Gore, and the 2009 

UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen. This period also includes failed attempts to pass 

cap-and-trade legislation in the U.S. in 2009 and 2010, as well as organized protests, in 2011, 

against the Keystone XL pipeline. In order to locate this time period within the broader issue 

attention cycle, Figure 1 plots the total number of news articles that appeared each month in 

NYT, WSJ, WP, and USA between January 1, 2000 and September 30, 2014. The time interval 

for this study, represented between the two vertical lines in Figure 1, was a period of relatively 

heightened media attention to climate change.1 

--Figure 1 about here-- 

To cull the study sample, we used Factiva to identify news stories from the four 

newspapers that included the terms “climate change” or “global warming” in the headline or 

lead, excluding editorials, opinion columns, and book and entertainment reviews. The search 

yielded 3,274 articles after excluding 94 duplicates. We sampled every 5th article in 
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chronological order, regardless of source, yielding a systematic random sample of 654 articles. A 

graduate student scanned the articles and deleted 75 stories that did not qualify as substantive 

news about climate change. These stories were replaced by finding each deleted article in the 

original search results and sampling the next sequential article. During coding, an additional 12 

articles were disqualified from the sample. These were not replaced, and the final sample 

included 642 articles.  

Coding Procedure  

The coding procedure used a binary present/not present format to assess the discussion of 

climate change impacts and actions, inclusion of explicit threat and efficacy information, and the 

framing of impacts and actions. Three coders performed the coding. Coders were trained on the 

codebook and underwent several rounds of practice coding with sub-samples of approximately 

60 articles. Where discrepancies arose, the coders discussed the examples to resolve 

disagreement, and the codebook was refined as needed (e.g., by increasing the specificity of 

variable definitions or providing examples of when certain codes should or should not be 

applied). The full codebook is available by request. To assess intercoder reliability, all coders 

coded a random subset of articles comprising 20% of the sample. Krippendorf’s alpha for all 

variables ranged from .7 – 1.0. The variables are described below. 

Impacts and actions. Each article was coded for whether it discussed at least one impact 

of climate change and whether it discussed at least one mitigative or adaptive action that can be 

taken to address climate change. In order to provide a more nuanced understanding of the actions 

discussed, we also coded for action type, differentiating between individual behavior change 

such as installing energy-efficient lights, individual or group political action or advocacy such as 
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participating in a protest, business and technological innovation such as developing fuel-efficient 

vehicles, and governmental action such as regulating greenhouse gas emissions.  

Threat. Articles that mentioned climate impacts were coded for explicit information 

about the threat posed by those impacts. Typical news coverage of climate change generally does 

not offer a comparative level of threat severity that different impacts may pose. News coverage, 

however, often includes information about the location and timing of climate impacts, both of 

which bear on individuals’ perceived susceptibility. Thus, we assessed threat by focusing on the 

temporal and geographic proximity of climate change impacts, assuming a national audience. 

Specifically, we coded for whether climate impacts were discussed as occurring in the present 

day, past, or future, and whether the location of impacts was indicated as the United States, polar 

regions, developing countries, or non-U.S. developed countries. 

Efficacy. If an article mentioned climate change actions, we coded for whether it 

included explicit positive and negative information, respectively, related to self-efficacy, external 

efficacy, and response efficacy. Table 1 lists definitions and examples of each efficacy type. 

--Table 1 about here-- 

Framing. We coded impacts and actions separately for the following frames: 

environment, public health, national security, economic, secular morality, religious morality, 

public accountability, and conflict/strategy. Articles that mentioned climate impacts were coded 

for whether climate change was discussed as having effects on 1) the environment (e.g., melting 

glaciers, threats to plants and animals, etc.), 2) public health (e.g., asthma, allergies, infectious 

disease, etc.), 3) national security (e.g., displacement of populations, violent conflict, etc.), and 

4) the economy (e.g., financial costs to government or industry); no instances were found in 

which impacts were discussed in terms of morality, public accountability, or conflict/strategy. 
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Articles that mentioned actions to address climate change were coded for whether those actions 

were discussed in terms of influencing 1) the environment, 2) public health, 3) national security, 

4) the economy in a positive way (e.g., new green jobs), or 5) the economy in a negative way 

(e.g., economic stagnation due to greenhouse gas regulation). We also coded for whether action 

to address climate change was discussed in terms of 6) a secular moral responsibility 

(stewardship or an obligation to protect the earth), 7) a religious moral responsibility (invokes 

god or religion as a reason for action), 8) a need for greater public accountability (discussed as a 

matter of research or policy in the public interest or serving special interests; e.g., stories about 

government officials suppressing scientific information, the falsification of climate data, or the 

politicization of climate change), or 9) a conflict or power struggle between politicians or 

stakeholder groups (e.g., Democrats and Republicans battling over legislation, international 

disputes over climate policy, climate change as an election issue, etc.).  

Results 

Of the 642 sampled articles, 226 (35.2%) were from NYT, 134 (20.9%) from WSJ, 215 

(33.5%) from WP, and 67 (10.4%) from USA. 2 Thus, NYT and WP devoted the greatest 

coverage to climate change, and USA the least (see also Figure 1).3 Below, we first report on the 

discussion of climate change impacts and actions across newspapers. We next report on coverage 

of explicit threat and efficacy information. Finally, we present the results for how impacts and 

actions were framed. Newspaper source effects on each variable were assessed using a chi-

square test, and when a significant overall relationship was found, pairwise comparisons of 

column proportions were conducted using the Bonferroni correction.  

Impacts and Actions 
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 Impacts. Looking to Table 2, overall, 41.1% of articles mentioned at least one climate 

impact. Consistent with H1, WSJ was significantly less likely to discuss impacts than the other 

three papers, doing so in only 21.6% of stories – approximately half as frequently as in NYT, 

WP, and USA (see tables for chi-square statistics and pairwise newspaper comparisons).  

--Table 2 about here-- 

 Actions. Eighty-five percent of articles discussed at least one action that could be taken 

to address climate change (see Table 2). Of the four newspapers, WSJ was especially likely to 

discuss actions, doing so in 93.3% of its coverage, which was significantly higher than NYT 

(83.6%) and WP (82.3%). Government action, which was referenced in approximately two-

thirds of articles, was the most frequent action type discussed, followed by technological and 

business innovation. WSJ was significantly more likely than the other three papers to discuss 

government action. WP was the least likely to discuss technological innovation and did so with 

significantly less frequency than NYT and WSJ.  

 The co-occurrence of impacts and actions. Despite the large proportion of stories that 

discussed actions, impacts were more likely to be discussed without actions than with. 

Specifically, 36.4% of stories that discussed actions also discussed impacts, whereas 67.7% of 

stories that did not mention actions discussed impacts (X2 (1, N=642) = 32.95, p < .001). Overall, 

just 31% of stories discussed both impacts and actions. This pattern did not differ systematically 

between newspapers.  

Threat and Efficacy 

Threat susceptibility. Looking to Table 3, overall, 30.1% of stories discussed present-

day impacts. In support of H2, WSJ was significantly less likely to discuss present-day impacts 

than the other three papers, doing so in only 12.7% of articles; the other papers mentioned 
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present-day impacts at least twice as frequently. The U.S. was the most frequently discussed 

location of impacts, referenced in 14.6% of articles overall. Also consistent with H2, WSJ was 

least likely to discuss U.S. impacts, doing so in 6% of its coverage and significantly less than WP 

and USA.4 Overall, 11.5% of stories discussed both present-day and U.S. impacts.  

--Table 3 about here-- 

Efficacy. Of the positive efficacy types, response efficacy was discussed most frequently, 

appearing in 16.7% of coverage (see Table 3). Positive external and self-efficacy were rarely, if 

ever, discussed. These patterns did not vary significantly between newspapers. 

Of the negative efficacy types, response efficacy again was discussed most frequently, 

appearing in 21.5% of articles. Consistent with H3, WSJ discussed negative response efficacy 

most often (32.1%), and this was significantly greater than WP (15.8%).5 Mentions of negative 

external and self-efficacy were relatively rare, with no differences across papers. 

We also computed summary variables to capture whether articles included any type of 

positive efficacy information (i.e., self or external or response) and whether they included any 

type of negative efficacy information (i.e., self or external or response). One fifth of articles 

(20.2%) discussed positive efficacy, with no differences between papers. Similarly, 24.3% of 

articles discussed negative efficacy. However, as H3 predicted, there were significant differences 

between papers, such that WSJ was most likely to discuss negative efficacy and WP least likely.  

Framing 

 Impacts. As shown in Table 4, an environmental impact frame was used most often, 

appearing in 36.4% of stories. The next most frequently used impact frame was public health 

(12.6%), followed by economic (7.5%) and national security (4.4%). WSJ was significantly less 
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likely than the other three papers to use an environmental impact frame and was significantly 

less likely than USA to use public health and economic frames.6  

--Table 4 about here-- 

 Actions. Among action frames, a conflict frame was used most often, appearing in 42.2% 

of articles. WSJ was most likely to use conflict framing, doing so in 53% of its coverage, which 

was significantly greater than NYT. A negative economic frame was used next most frequently 

overall (20%), and was used significantly more often by WSJ than NYT and WP. Positive 

economic (15.9%) and environmental (10%) frames were used third and fourth most frequently, 

respectively. The remaining action frames (public health, national security, public accountability, 

morality-secular, and morality-religious) appeared sporadically, with none used in more than 8% 

of stories. Of these, only the secular morality frame manifested significant differences between 

newspapers: It was used significantly less frequently in WSJ than in USA.7  

Discussion 

This study analyzed how The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington 

Post, and USA Today represent the threat of climate change and efficacy for actions to address it 

and, in particular, whether systematic differences exist between newspapers in these 

representations. In aggregate, the results suggest that leading U.S. newspapers discuss climate 

change in ways that have the potential to leave readers feeling unconcerned about climate 

change, disempowered, or both. First, across all newspapers, impacts and actions were more 

likely to be discussed separately than together in the same article. Thus, audiences are provided 

with information about the impacts of climate change without information about how to reduce 

those impacts or – more often – are informed of actions to address climate change without the 

context to appreciate why those actions are needed. Less than half of coverage discussed the 
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impacts of climate change, and an even smaller percentage represented climate change as a threat 

that is immediate to the American public, despite evidence that climate change poses a current 

and increasing threat to the U.S. (Melillo et al., 2014; Romero-Lankao et al., 2014). In the 

absence of a strong perceived threat, individuals may fail to even process or respond to risk 

information (Witte, 1992).  

Although, overall, the newspapers strongly emphasized actions to address climate 

change, discussions of individual behavior change and political action and, correspondingly, of 

self-efficacy and external efficacy were mostly absent. These findings are consistent with other 

research that has compared coverage of individual versus governmental actors (e.g., Entman & 

Rojecki, 1993; Evensen & Clarke, 2012), and suggest that there is little readers can glean from 

these stories about what actions they, as individuals, can take personally or politically to address 

climate change. Even information about response efficacy – the most discussed type of efficacy 

– appeared in no more than a third of coverage. Moreover, rather than focusing on specific 

positive or negative consequences of taking action, the dominant action frame stressed political 

conflict and strategy, which research connects with high levels of cynicism toward government 

(Cappella & Jamieson, 1997) and likely portrays climate change as a seemingly intractable 

problem whose potential solutions are mired in the competition and self-interested motivations of 

dueling political elites. Absent a sense of efficacy, threat information is likely to encourage 

problem denial and other forms of defensive processing (Byrne & Hart, 2009).  

These coverage patterns may stem from a dearth of resources to report on science and 

environmental issues, a lack of specialized knowledge among reporters (Patterson, 2013), and/or 

inherent structural biases in the news that privilege drama and conflict (Bennett, 2009). The 

tendency to omit efficacy information and decouple information about impacts and actions may 
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arise from the perception among journalists that doing otherwise constitutes advocacy, as has 

been suggested in prior studies of “mobilizing information” in political reporting (Lemert, 1984).  

In comparing coverage between newspapers, we found significant differences for more 

than half of the variables studied, driven primarily by The Wall Street Journal. In support of H1 

and H2, The Wall Street Journal was least likely of the four papers to discuss the impacts of and 

threat posed by climate change. Although The Wall Street Journal offered the most coverage of 

actions, this was primarily in the context of negative efficacy and conflict framing, both of which 

appeared more frequently in The Wall Street Journal than in the other papers, consistent with 

H3. On the other hand, the inclusion of positive efficacy information was similar across 

newspapers. The Wall Street Journal also was least likely to frame climate change in terms of 

negative economic impacts and most likely to highlight the negative economic consequences of 

taking action. This is notable, given that the paper emphasizes business and financial news, and 

its discussion of economic issues is thus likely to be especially salient to its readers. Finally, a 

morality action frame, which prior research has found is particularly likely to promote 

engagement (Markowitz & Shariff, 2012), was used significantly less in The Wall Street Journal 

than in the other papers. To our knowledge, this is the first study to locate systematic differences 

in climate change news coverage across U.S. newspapers, differences that are relatively subtle 

but which may nonetheless have important effects on audience engagement. Moreover, given the 

relatively conservative readership of The Wall Street Journal, these differences could exacerbate 

ideological polarization on climate change (Feldman et al., 2014).  

Overall, these findings raise normative questions about both what is a sufficient amount 

of threat and efficacy information in news reporting about climate change and how realistic it is 

to expect this sort of coverage. Certainly journalists should not invent efficacy angles when none 
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exist; however, it is notable that self and external efficacy messages – both positive and negative 

– were limited during a time period that included extensive debate over cap-and-trade legislation 

in U.S. Congress, high-profile and arguably successful public protests against the Keystone 

pipeline, and an international climate summit that invited widespread citizen demonstrations. 

Further, in highlighting newspapers’ disproportionate use of conflict framing, we are not 

advocating for the removal of political debate from climate reporting, only pointing out that 

discussions of climate change actions tend to focus on partisan disagreement, strategy, and the 

“players” involved, rather than on the relative benefits and costs of various courses of action. 

Although a stronger focus on efficacy in climate reporting is unlikely to singlehandedly 

overcome the barriers to climate action in the U.S., an analysis of “solutions-based journalism” 

(see www.solutionsjournalism.org) has found that when news stories discuss responses to 

entrenched sociopolitical problems, this increases readers’ perceived efficacy, optimism, and 

interest, among other outcomes, relative to stories that focus solely on problems (Curry & 

Hammonds, 2014). 

As with all research, it is important to note the present study’s limitations. First, this 

study focuses on U.S. newspapers and cannot comment on the representation of threat and 

efficacy in newspapers from other nations; comparative studies using the current framework 

offer an important direction for future research. We also only sampled from national newspapers, 

which restricts our ability to assess threat susceptibility more precisely. This also excludes local 

newspapers, which may cover climate change differently. We also did not link claims about 

threat and efficacy to specific sources within news stories. This may be a valuable direction for 

future research, given ideological differences in public trust of scientists, politicians, and other 

institutional actors (e.g., Hmielowski, Feldman, Myers, & Leiserowitz, 2014). Finally, the nature 
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of content analysis necessarily constrains our ability to draw inferences about news effects. 

Although evidence from prior research is suggestive (Curry & Hammonds, 2014; Feinberg & 

Willer, 2012; Witte, 1992), the next step is to test effects on public opinion and polarization 

using experimental and survey methods. Another useful direction for future research is to 

identify the particular aspects of journalistic practice and newsroom culture that give rise to the 

patterns reported herein.  

The current study offers a unique marriage of the EPPM and political science concepts of 

internal and external political efficacy, which can be applied to studies of media content and 

effects not only in the context of climate change but also in the context of other risk issues that 

have a strong political dimension. Together with our previous findings (Authors, 2014), the 

current results continue to suggest that the U.S. mainstream news media cover climate change in 

ways that may be suboptimal for public engagement. Further, in an advance over prior research, 

the results point to sources of ideological differences in news coverage of climate change that 

may have otherwise gone unnoticed if not analyzed through the framework of threat and 

efficacy. On a practical level, considering that these differences appeared in non-editorial news 

coverage, this study offers insights for journalists who may not be aware of how their reporting 

choices affect the representation of climate change within the public sphere. 
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Footnotes 

1 Article counts in Figure 1 were based on a search in Factiva for news articles that 

mentioned “global warming” or “climate change” in the headline or lead. The search excluded 

editorials, opinion articles, book reviews, sports, obituaries, weather, and calendar events.  

2 Although the sample was not stratified by newspaper, the sampling procedure yielded 

sample proportions for each newspaper that were highly similar to their population proportions: 

NYT: sample - 35.2%, population - 39%; WSJ: sample - 20.9%, population - 19.3%; WP: 

sample - 33.5%, population - 32.1%; USA: sample - 10.4%; population - 9.3%. 

3 Although not a focus of this study, we also examined over-time changes in coverage 

patterns. Across all variables, only two significant over-time differences emerged. Discussion of 

positive response efficacy was significantly higher in 2008 than in 2009 and 2011, and the 

environmental action frame was used significantly less frequently in 2007 than in any other year. 

4 Given that WSJ was significantly less likely to discuss impacts in the first place, it is 

also informative to examine differences between newspapers when only including those stories 

that discussed impacts (N = 264). When analyzing this subset, WSJ was still least likely to 

discuss present-day impacts and impacts occurring in the U.S. but did not differ significantly 

from any of the other papers. Thus, the significant differences on these variables in the full 

sample may have been driven by WSJ’s less frequent discussion of impacts, in general. Still, it is 

important to see the small percentage of WSJ stories overall that discuss high threat impacts; 

thus, we focus our main discussion on those differences rather than on the differences only 

among stories that discussed impacts. 

5 The pattern of significant differences across newspapers was identical when confining 

the analysis only to those stories that discussed actions.  
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6 When confining the analysis only to those stories that discussed impacts, WSJ was still 

least likely to use all four types of impact frames, but there were no statistically significant 

differences between newspapers for any of these frames.  

7 When confining the analysis only to those stories that discussed actions, differences 

between newspapers in the use of negative economic framing and secular morality framing 

remained significant; however, the difference between WSJ and NYT in the use of conflict 

framing became non-significant. 
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Table 1 

Operational Definitions and Examples for Efficacy Variables 

Concept Operational Definition Example 

Self Efficacy - Positive Indicates that individual action 

to address climate change is 

possible, easy, simple, etc. 

“But even without government 

and industry making broad 

changes, Toor is showing that 

individuals and families can 

make a significant difference on 

their own.” – USA 6/1/06 

 

Self Efficacy - Negative Indicates that individual action 

to address climate change is 

impossible, difficult, hard, 

expensive, etc.  

“the restaurant's owner… 

acknowledged it was difficult to 

decide to spend 10 to 20 percent 

more for the containers, made 

from potato starch, while opening 

a business during the economic 

downturn.” – NYT 2/23/10 

 

External Efficacy - Positive Refers to the responsiveness 

of political or corporate elites 

to public opinion and/or calls 

for action 

Richmond's planning 

commission, which is vetting the 

project, is siding with activists 

who complained about the 

environmental impact of the 

dirtier fuel. – WSJ 6/12/08 

 

External Efficacy - Negative Refers to the failure of 

political or corporate elites to 

respond to public opinion 

and/or calls for action 

“Americans' growing awareness 

of global warming has yet to 

translate into national policy 

changes” – WP 3/21/08 

 

Response Efficacy - Positive Refers to the potential or 

actual success of a specific 

action or policy to address 

climate change  

“He says that even a relatively 

small-scale effort using such 

methods ‘could make a 

significant dent in emissions on a 

global level’.” – USA 2/11/10 

 

Response Efficacy - Negative Refers to the lack of potential 

or actual success of a specific 

action or policy to address 

climate change 

In recent months, however, U.N. 

regulators who administer the 

program have objected to dozens 

of these developing-world 

projects, ranging from 

hydroelectric plants to wind 

farms, questioning whether the 

projects would produce a real 

environmental payoff. – WSJ 

4/12/08 
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Table 2 

Discussion of Climate Impacts and Actions across Leading U.S. Newspapers 

 Total NYT WSJ WP USA Chi-sq. 

 % % % % %  

Impacts 41.1 40.3a 21.6b 48.8a 58.2a 34.44***  

Actions 85.0 83.6a 93.3b 82.3a 82.1a,b 9.22* 

Type       

Behavior Change 9.7 6.6 7.5 13.0 13.4 6.99 

Political Advocacy 13.6 13.3 13.4 14.0 13.4 0.05 

Government 67.3 66.4a 81.3b 60.9a 62.7a 16.71** 

Technology 28.8 35.4a 35.1a 17.7b 29.9a,b 20.38*** 

N 642 226 134 215 67  

Note. Chi-square tests were conducted with df = 3. Cell entries with different 

subscripts are significantly different from one another at p < .05 based on 

pairwise comparisons of column proportions using the Bonferroni correction.  

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.  
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Table 3 

Coverage of Explicit Climate Threat and Efficacy Information across 

Leading U.S. Newspapers  

 Total NYT WSJ WP USA Chi-sq. 

 % % % % %  

Threat        

Timing       

Present  30.1 28.3a 12.7b 39.5a 40.3a 32.08*** 

Past 11.4 8.0a 4.5a 16.7b 19.4b 19.37*** 

Future 22.0 20.4a 13.4a 22.8a 41.8b 21.48*** 

Location       

U.S. 14.6 13.7 a,b,c 6.0b 18.6a,c 22.4c 14.14** 

Polar 10.0 8.4a,b 4.5a 14.9b 10.4a,b 10.92* 

Developed 7.9 7.1a,b 3.7a 12.1b 6.0a,b 8.90* 

Developing 7.6 8.4 5.2 8.8 6.0 0.75 

Efficacy 36.1 33.6 44.0 34.0 35.8 4.68 

Positive 20.2 16.8 20.1 23.3 22.4 3.04 

Self 3.3 1.8 1.5 5.6 4.5 6.88 

External 2.6 1.8 3.0 4.2 0 4.53 

Response 16.7 15.5 17.2 17.2 17.9 0.37 

Negative 23.4 23.9a,b 33.6b 18.1a 17.9a,b 12.24** 

Self 0.3 0.9 0 0 0 3.69 

External 1.9 1.8 1.5 2.8 0 2.39 

Response 21.5 21.7a,b 32.1b 15.8a 17.9a,b 13.54** 

N 642 226 134 215 67  

Note. Chi-square tests were conducted with df = 3. Cell entries with 

different subscripts are significantly different from one another at p < .05 

based on pairwise comparisons of column proportions using the 

Bonferroni correction.  

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
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Table 4 

Framing of Climate Change Impacts and Actions across Leading U.S. Newspapers 

 Total NYT WSJ WP USA Chi-sq. 

 % % % % %  

Impact Frame       

Environmental 36.4 35.8a 16.4b 44.7a 52.2a 36.71*** 

Health 12.6 10.6a,b,c 4.5b 16.7a,c 22.4c 17.99*** 

Economic 7.5 7.5a,b 3.0a 7.9a,b 14.9b 9.34* 

Security 4.4 4.0 2.2 5.6 6.0 2.71 

Action Frame       

Environmental 9.7 9.3 6.0 11.6 11.9 3.48 

Health 3.4 3.1 1.5 5.6 1.5 5.36 

Economic - positive 15.9 13.3 20.1 16.7 13.4 3.40 

Economic - negative 20.4 18.6a 35.1b 14.0a 17.9a,b 23.98*** 

Security 7.3 8.4 9.7 4.2 9.0 4.89 

Conflict 42.2 38.1a 53.0b 42.3a,b 34.3a,b 9.69* 

Accountability 6.5 6.2 7.5 6.5 6.0 0.97 

Moral – Secular 6.4 4.9a,b,c 1.5b 9.3a,c 11.9c 12.76** 

Moral- Religious 1.1 0.4 0.7 2.3 0 4.81 

N 642 226 134 215 67  

Note. Chi-square tests were conducted with df = 3. Cell entries with different 

subscripts are significantly different from one another at p < .05 based on pairwise 

comparisons of column proportions using the Bonferroni correction.  

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
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Figure 1. U.S. Newspaper Coverage of Climate Change or Global Warming between January 1, 2000 and September 30, 2014 
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