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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The study of climate change communication has become a vital research field. It has evolved 

into being an essential translator between the scientific community and the public. The 

Conference of the Parties (COP) met in December 2015 to discuss the basis of a 54-page 

document on how the world will proceed with the challenges of climate change in the future. 

Throughout the conference the media was an important tool in spreading opinions and 

information about the on-going negotiations. This study analyzes how the COP21 was 

framed by the British newspaper the Guardian. Therefore, the empirical material consists of 

online newspaper articles from the period of the conference. A qualitative research approach 

was used to identify four frames and formulate themes. The findings mirror the central 

discussion points from the past 20 years of climate change negotiations: mitigation, 

adaptation, leadership, scientific proof of climate change and the urgency of change. In 

addition, the study identifies the politics of climate policy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The last three decades have seen the field of Climate Change Communication (CCC) evolve 

into an important translator between the scientific community and the public. The 

Conference of the Parties (COP) met in December 2015 to discuss the basis of a fifty-four-

page document addressing how the world will proceed with the challenge of climate change 

and the consequences of the future. The media played an important role during the 

conference, spreading opinions and information about the on-going negotiations. News 

media used certain frames to deliver their message to the public, strongly influencing the 

opinions of their readers. Depending on certain formulations and the intensions of the 

journalist, this process of framing sees the objective reader being challenged. This is referred 

to as the mediated reality (Shoemaker and Reese 2013, 39), a concept defined as the ‘view of 

the world that the media portray’ and the dependence of journalists on ‘culture, power and 

ideology’. As the media becomes more diverse in the ever-evolving technological landscape, 

the original dissemination concept of ‘one sender (a media organization) transmitting 

information to many receivers (the public)’ is changing, to now encompassing characteristics 

in which consulting information comes from ‘many senders’ (Shoemaker and Reese 2013, 

40). Therefore, this process of framing becomes an ever more essential point of analysis in 

the apparent increasingly urgent call for tackling climate change. 

Climate change is a present state of the Earth. As a result of Earth being in a constant state of 

change, we, as individuals living on this planet have experienced it throughout the centuries. 

Scientists can prove that the changes that are happening at an ever-increasing rate, especially 

in the last century, are anthropogenic. The United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) explains climate change in Article one of the Convention text as 

follows (1992, 7): 

 

“Climate Change” means a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly 

to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in 

addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods. 

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) are consortium of leading scientists 

and evaluate in regular reports, the role human intervention has played in contributing to 

these changes of climate on earth. In their last report from 2014, IPCC Fifth Assessment 

Report (AR5), mentions at the beginning of the synthesis report that human behaviour has 
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already affected global temperature (2): 

 

Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions 

of greenhouse gases are the highest in history. Recent climate changes have had 

widespread impacts on human and natural systems. 

 

The report goes on to address the main driver of climate change and the results show that 

human intervention in the natural cycles of the earth has serious effects (4): 

 

Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions have increased since the pre-industrial era, 

driven largely by economic and population growth, and are now higher than ever. 

This has led to atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous 

oxide that are unprecedented in at least the last 800,000 years. Their effects, together 

with those of other anthropogenic drivers, have been detected throughout the climate 

system and are extremely likely to have been the dominant cause of the observed 

warming since the mid-20th century. 

 

The findings mentioned in the AR5 were the basis for negotiations during and in preparation 

for the annual Conference of the Parties (COP). This conference is part of the UN Climate 

Conference – the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

The historic outcome the 21st COP held in Paris, December 2015 was the ‘Paris Agreement’.  

 

The IPCC not only synthesizes the science, but also plays the role as a ‘translator’ between 

hard science and the public. In their role as a translator, the IPCC struggles continually in 

getting the necessary public attention. Furthermore, the media also has a hard time at 

reflecting on all the outcomes shown in the assessment reports. Even with increasing media 

attention and public interest around the publishing dates of those reports, journalists still use 

the ‘IPCC-language’ to communicate the outcomes and often frame it in an abstract manner 

(O’Neill et al. 2015, 308). This consequently makes these milestone events less accessible to 

the broader public. O’Neill (et al. 2015, 381) found in a study on ‘framing the AR5’, that the 

‘UK broadcasters spent five times more airtime on reporting the IPCC than US broadcasters 

and in general ‘the prominence of the IPCC reports was fairly low, particularly in the US’. 

Subsequently, the IPCC had an Expert Meeting on Communication in Oslo on February 9th -

10th 2016, where future communication strategies were discussed and improved. Further 
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confirming the wider recognition on just how important a role communication plays in 

communicating climate change on several different levels. Presenting climate change 

communication as a persisting issue demanding reform, particularly in a media climate 

heavily driven by shaping public opinion serving different agendas. 

 

On the basis of the findings from the AR5, annual COP meetings now take place in order to 

discuss how human influence can be changed. The fundamental interest of COP is to stop the 

drastic climate change trajectory. The IPCC is a main organ in facilitating the necessary 

scientific results, and therefore play an imperative role in the politics of climate change. 

However, their communication approach to the mass audience is not visible enough yet, with 

framing tactics by the media skewing public perception. This is problematic considering 

these scientific results are the basis for communicating climate change on several different 

aspects. These results show the degree of climate change at an alarming rate, therefore is an 

aspect where action is inevitable. Simultaneously, they provide the ‘proof’ for the public and 

stakeholders to see, that the planet is in fact warming as a result of human intervention in the 

natural cycle of the planet. Therefore, how these results are framed in the media will either 

evoke or supress action and either foster or dismantle public pressure. The intended results of 

this thesis will help shed light on this matter and further suggest how to frame climate 

change more accurately.  

 

1.1. RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

This study is an attempt to address the issue of framing climate change, specifically during 

COP21. The focus lies mainly on news media, especially on digital media. The research 

question deals with the perception and the information transfer of media outlets. It means that 

all the news provided in that case will show, that some frames can be identified while reading 

and analysing online newspaper articles. The following research question (RQ) will be 

addressed: 

 

RQ: Through which frames did the Guardian use to cover the COP21 in their 

online articles? 

 

To portray and analyse the stated issue, online news articles will be the main source used to 

identify frames and elaborate which message got transported through the various articles. To 



 

 

10 

answer the RQ, the British newspaper the Guardian was selected in order to provide 

empirical data. The focus lies more specifically on the news frames itself and how they 

evolved during the two-week period the conference took place, rather than how different 

media outlets framed the COP21. 

 

1.2. AIM 
 

Climate change communication is a growing academic research field, which on one hand 

deals with translating scientific results into daily language, and on the other, deals with the 

reporting and highlighting of the global discussion surrounding climate change. Thus far, the 

UNFCCC and the IPCC have had trouble communicating climate change in popular culture. 

However, occasions like the COP21 helped acquire more media attention, attention that 

notably began before the conference and continued after the event too. 

 

This study will evaluate how climate change and its connected fields are communicated 

through a media channel during the period of COP21. Raising awareness of this topic is one 

of the main drivers of the author. Greatly acknowledging the significance of how 

information gets translated to the public, especially regarding topics dealing with such global 

matters. The main focus lies on how the media framed climate change during the time of the 

climate change conference in 2015. 

 

1.3. ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 
 

Following the introduction, the second chapter will focus on previous studies about media 

representation and public awareness of climate change. That will be followed by the third 

chapter, which will present the theoretical approaches to framing and framing analysis. The 

fourth chapter offers a method section and thorough analysis surrounding the data collected. 

The discussion will put the topic in different perspectives and end with the final conclusion 

and an outlook will be provided. 
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2. BACKGROUND 
 
The discourse about climate change led to several institutions building. In this chapter the 

main actors and institutions under the UN umbrella which deal with the politics of global 

climate change will be highlighted and explained.  

2.1. UNFCCC 
 

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change was established in 1944 and 

has 197 nation-states as members, called Parties to the Convention (COP). An important 

issue is mentioned in the preamble of the Convention text from 1992 (2): 

 

Noting that the largest share of historical and current global emissions of greenhouse 

gases has originated in developed countries, that per capita emissions in developing 

countries are still relatively low and that the share of global emissions originating in 

developing countries will grow to meet their social and development needs (,) 

 

 As stated above, developed countries have a historic responsibility concerning global 

emissions and need to take the lead in combating climate change. The rest of the world does 

still not meet the living standard that the West has established throughout the centuries. To 

guaranty social and economic growth in developing countries the Paris Agreement was 

formulated in 2015 where all 197 members of the Convention agreed. Some are still in the 

process of ratification, acceptance, accession, or approval. The 22nd of April was a very 

significant day. At the UN headquarters in New York more than 170 representatives of 

States and members of the Convention signed the Paris Agreement to further implement, on 

the state level, each country’s agreement following authorization by each country’s 

government through whatever method is needed to bring it into force as soon as it gets 

through each country’s own legislative or executive process. With signing the global 

agreement each state has declared to fulfil certain responsibilities in their proposed pledges. 

Those intended responsibilities must be transparent and adequate to stop the earth warming 

less than 2 degrees above the pre-industrial level, and preferably 1.5 degrees. By August 14th 

2016, 22 Parties to the Convention so far have ratified the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 

2016). 
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2.2. THE IPCC 
 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a consortium of leading scientists, 

evaluates in regular reports how human intervention changes the climate on earth. 

The IPCC is in charge of analysing and commenting on scientific reports and findings, which 

have been released in their assessment reports, five of which have been published since its 

creation in 1988. It was created by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) ‘to provide policymakers with regular 

assessments of the scientific basis on climate change, its impacts and future risks, and 

options for adaption and mitigation’ (IPCC 2014).  

 

2.3. THE PARIS AGREEMENT- COP21 
 

In December 2015 the world had an eye on Paris, where the global leaders pledged their 

contribution to slow down anthropogenic climate change and adopted the Paris Climate 

Agreement with consensus on 12 December 2015. All 197 UNFCCC member states 

including the European Union agreed on a 12-page document. On April 22, 2016 the process 

was put to another level, 175 countries signed the Paris Agreement during a ceremony at the 

UN headquarters in New York City. The next step is the accession in the national 

parliaments which most of the countries pledge by the end of 2016. ‘The agreement will 

enter into force after 55 countries that account for at least 55% of global emissions have 

deposited their instruments of ratification’ (UNFCCC n.d.). 

From November 30 till December 12, 2015 the Conference of the Parties (COP) took place 

for the 21st time. During the conference several topics were addressed and further mentioned 

in the agreement. For example, key points like mitigation, global stock take, adaptation, loss 

and damage, and finance are significant parts which were negotiated. The UNFCCC (n.d.) 

summarises them as follow: 

 

• Mitigation – reducing emissions fast enough to achieve the temperature goal 

• A transparency system and global stock-take – accounting for climate action 

• Adaptation – strengthening ability of countries to deal with climate impacts 

• Loss and damage – strengthening ability to recover from climate impacts 

• Support – including finance, for nations to build clean resilient futures 
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In keeping with a regular evaluation of the progress made, all countries need to submit their 

climate plan in five-year intervals also called nationally determined contributions (NDCs). 

The NDCs also consider a long-term focus, which is an essential part of the whole climate 

change discussion. Further, the agreement addresses international cooperation on climate-

safe technologies and capacity-building in developing countries. The Executive Secretary of 

the UNFCCC Christiana Figueres pointed out (ibid): 

 

One planet, one chance to get it right and we did it in Paris. We have made history 

together. It is an agreement of conviction. It is an agreement of solidarity with the 

most vulnerable. It is an agreement of long-term vision, for we have to turn this 

agreement into an engine of safe growth. 

 

Strengthening developing nations is a key element to balance the inequality caused mainly 

by the developed countries. Therefore financial parameters are important, too, for example 

the Green Climate Fund as well as transfer of knowledge and technology. 

The Paris Agreement is not the only mechanism established in 2015. The Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015 

under the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (UN 2015). Together with other 

agreements on air and ocean transport, and biodiversity, an interlocking set of agreements 

are being created that can help assure equitable and sustainable development. 

 

2.4. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS  
 

From 25 to 27 September, 2015, heads of state and governments gathered for the annual 

session of the General Assembly, where the United Nations celebrated its seventieth 

anniversary and adopted the 17 sustainable development goals under the ‘2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development’. It is a follow up to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

which were a result of the UN Millennium Summit in 2000. The SDGs are a strong message 

for a new global agenda. The goals with 169 targets reflect topics like the planet, prosperity, 

peace and partnership. Goal 13 focuses on climate action: ‘Take urgent action to combat 

climate change and its impacts’ (ibid, 14). There is a strong will from the UN to highlight the 

urgency of transforming towards a sustainable future. This means that all UN member states 

are encouraged to narrow down the goals for their national demands and adapt them in the 

most efficient and sustainable way. 
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This chapter summarizes the institutional background of the climate change discussion and 

results in the climate year 2016. Not only COP21 with the Paris Agreement as the outcome 

also the SDGs are milestones to take step further in combating climate change and prevent 

the planet from major climate catastrophes. Within the UN there are more institutions which 

are connected to the global climate agenda, but those chosen are mainly linked with the 

COP. 

 
  



 

 

15 

3. PREVIOUS RESEARCH  
 

For several decades scientific findings and concerns about our changing climate have been a 

part of the news agenda of various news outlets. The attention specific news gets varies 

between countries and continents. In the US, climate concerns have been on the agenda since 

the climate expert James Hansen spoke about his scientific findings in front of Congress. On 

June 23, 1988 James Hansen, at that time director of the NASA’s Goddard Institute for 

Space studies, testified to a Senate committee. He declared with a 99 percent confidence an 

anthropogenic evidence for global warming (Hansen 2009, 19-epub): 

 

Earth was being affected by human-made greenhouse gases, and the 

planet had entered a period of long-term warming. Combined with an 

unusually hot and dry summer and the attention global warming was 

getting nationally and internationally. 

 

In that same year the IPCC held its first session in Geneva, Switzerland (IPCC n.d.) and 

‘hundreds of scientists and policymakers held the historic World Conference on the 

Changing Atmosphere in Toronto, where the first emission reductions were discussed.’ 

(Klein 2014, 175). The events mentioned above also helped to raise awareness in the public, 

‘by the following year, 79 percent of Americans had heard of the greenhouse effect – a leap 

from just 38 percent in 1981’ (Klein 2014, 175-epub). Climate change and topics connected 

to climate change, like greenhouse gases, sustainable development, education; …seem 

challenging to transmit over the media.  

 

3.1. CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 
 

This chapter will focus on how climate change frames evolved throughout the last decades 

and what changed since the beginning of climate change communication. Different scholars 

looked at the topic from various perspectives, which show that the interpretation of a fairly 

exclusive topic, still gives a lot of room for interpretation. 

How climate change gets framed in the media, depends on how journalists (or gatekeepers) 

interpret scientific results, use metaphors and examples, which ‘trigger a new way of 

thinking about the personal relevance of climate change’ (Nisbet 2009, 15). Journalists are 

the key holder of the information, deciding how to translate, scientific knowledge and 
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findings to the public. But as climate change is still not a popular topic in the news agenda, 

Geoffrey Lean (1995, 2) Britain’s longest-serving environmental correspondent, identified 

three forces which have an impact on environmental news coverage: 

 

1. We are very good at covering events, for example, but rather poor at reporting 

processes. So we can handle a Chernobyl or an Exxon Valdez quite well. (…) 

But we are very poor at reporting such ongoing.  

2. We are much better at presenting images than arguments, even in the written 

media. (…) The Antarctic ozone hole – something people felt that they could 

easily envisage – was the catalyst that sparked coverage of ozone depletion. 

3. We are also much better at reporting conflict than the process of reaching 

consensus. 

 

Therefore ‘event-driven reporting’ is easier to cover than environmental issues, which are 

mainly dominated by their social – economical- or political impacts (Anderson 2014, 55). By 

transporting a message through a picture, the reader’s attention can be drawn to 

environmental issues. For example in 2006 the Time Magazine covered a polar bear on a 

melting ice sheet on their front page with the headline ‘Be worried. Be very worried.’ (Time 

2006). Solutions or public agreement seen as common sense get less attention than problems 

connected to climate change.  This further can have a negative impact on public perception 

on environmental issues; a strong ‘focus on negative impacts without effective emphasis on 

solutions’ can have the side effect of ‘turning audiences off rather than engaging them more 

actively’ (Moser & Dilling 2011, 165). 

Further, Moser and Drilling (2011, 162) point out why climate change communication has 

not yet produced the expected effect: 

 

• Inspiration with information 

• Motivation by fear 

• One size fits all 

• Mobilization through mass media 

 

The four points mentioned above indicate the obstacles:‘ lack of information and 

understanding explains the lack of public engagement’ (162). If people would understand the 

urgency which the scientific results refer to, more people would be willing to act. This leads 
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to a more fear-based communication about catastrophes and disasters, which are happening 

now and in the future. But this would have a negative effect on people’s perception and 

could lead to the opposite, especially when no solutions are provided. The readership can 

even avoid the topic due to the negative message. Hence the readership should be 

considered: ‘Who is my target audience?’ In the past, information about climate change was 

mostly communicated through scientific approaches or from the scientific community. Now 

the question on ‘How climate change gets communicated?’ gets into the spotlight. First the 

audience is identified, then the way the message gets transported and through which frames 

it is delivered: ‘Once the relevant audience is identified, communicators must try to 

understand what people care about, what they value and how they think about climate 

change related matters (e.g. energy and environment).’ (166). The final point indicates that 

mass media is the key to spreading information that makes the topic ubiquitous. Mass media 

helps to raise public awareness about environmental topics, therefore the channel the 

audience uses differs between age groups (168).  

For example the Reuters Institute for Journalism conducted a study where they elaborated 

the ‘sources of news from 2012-2016’ in the US. Social Media as a source of news nearly 

doubled since 2013, while printed newspaper lost almost half of its readership (Newman et 

al. 2016, 8). This reflects an increased usage of digital media usage compared to the 

traditional ‘old media’ like printed newspaper. The study further indicates, in time data 

provided from 26 countries, that the main news sources used by the audience are split by 

age: ‘more 18-24s say they prefer social media to TV News’ whereas 55+ rely on TV as 

there main news source (Newman et al. 2016, 9). When it comes to online news (websites, 

online news sites) 64% of the 18-24s get the news on line followed by 57% of the 25-34s 

(Newman et al. 2016, 9). The mobilization through mass media is as important as the choice 

of the news source while analysing climate change communication, especially with 

consideration of the target group.  

 

3.2. STUDIES BY COUNTRIES 
 

As climate change has been communicated through the past several decades, the manner in 

which this topic has been represented in the media differs from media outlet depending on 

which country is addressed. A study about American think tank websites conducted in 2011 

shows that the usage of global warming and climate change differs by the political 

background of the website. Mainly conservative think tanks use global warming whereas 
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climate change is associated with liberal think tanks. Further it was acknowledged that 

Republicans less likely affirm climate change as a threat when it was introduced as global 

warming (Schuldt, Konrath & Schwarz 2011, 115). Later the US administration proclaimed 

the usage of the more neutral term climate change, instead of the too alarming phrase global 

warming, which now became ‘dominant at the institutional and legal levels, as well as quite 

common in the media’ (Carvalho 2005, 7). 

Climate change denial was and still is part of the media representation about climate change, 

although it is scientifically proven that human influence on the environment has global scale 

effects.  

In the past while balanced reporting or considering both sides of the same coin was analysed 

as problematic within the American prestige press (Boykoff & Boykoff 2004, 134), the 

British ‘quality’ press remained within the governmental discourse about climate change and 

avoided criticizing any social, economic or political parameters which could address/lead to 

anthropogenic impacts (Carvalho 2005, 21; Smith 2005, 1480). Further studies within the 

European media sphere showed that the French media uses ‘elements of journalistic culture 

(e.g. the French journalistic ideal of “opinion” vs. the US “objectivity” in reporting) were 

clearly reflected in the coverage and may have influenced the themes covered and the 

sources cited’ (Brossard, Shanahan, & McComas 2004, 374). On the contrary in Germany 

‘scientists politicized the issue, politicians reduced the scientific complexities and 

uncertainties to CO2 emissions reduction targets, and the media ignored the uncertainties and 

transformed them into a sequence of events leading to catastrophe and requiring immediate 

action’ (Weingart, Engels & Pansegrau 2000, 280). The analysis of three Swedish 

newspapers by Olausson (2009, 433) includes all four European newspaper studies 

mentioned above and summarizes that ‘the importance of the European political setting for 

European national media’s construction of global environmental risks is rising’. Young and 

Dugas (2011, 20) point out that ‘Canadians are reading more about climate change in their 

nation print news than ever before’ but the focus still lies more on ‘everyday political and 

business issues’ rather than mentioning the anthropogenic effects on the climate. In the 

Finnish media sphere climate change reporting was dominated by four phases. Between 1990 

and 2010 the periods from the Kyoto meeting (COP3) in 1997, ‘ a maturation phase’ after 

the Kyoto meeting, the ‘climate hype during 2006-2008’ and a levelling off around the 

meeting in Copenhagen (COP15) in 2009, each lead to increased reporting about climate 

change (Lyytimäki 2011, 658). Further Lyytimäkki (2011, 659) mentions that: 
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In liberal democratic countries with a free press, media coverage is a key 

factor for creating such an overarching climate agenda. Broad-based media 

coverage of climate change can provide promising building blocks for the 

mainstreaming of climate policies. 

 

Few studies show a cross-cultural comparison (Boykoff 2007; Brossard, Shanahan & 

McComas, 2004; Zamith, Pinto, & Villar, 2012). The first study about India (Billet 2009. 

Boykoff 2010) shows that the interpretation of climate change and especially the argument 

about historic responsibility concerning CO2 emissions gets stronger emphasis than in 

western newspapers. In Russia (Poberezhskaya 2014, 11) climate change barely got 

mentioned by the state press. As in cases before, the topic received more public attention 

during COPs or natural disasters. Poberezhskaya (2014) mentions the Kyoto Conference 

(COP3), the Copenhagen Conference (COP15) and the Russian heat-wave of 2010. Those 

three events were decisive factors that increased the media coverage of climate change in the 

last 20 years.  

 

The situation in Turkey is slightly different. The transition from global warming to climate 

change as a frame started only in 2010 (Uzelgun & Castro 2015, 734). One year after Turkey 

signed the Kyoto Protocol, the press coverage over almost two decades (1997-2014) showed 

the objective perceived by the public as ‘(a) an image of scientific knowledge about CC 

[Climate Change] as uncontested and unproblematic, and (b) a disconnect between the global 

problem and its local impacts and implications’ (Uzelgun & Castro 2015, 748). 

 

3.3. THE ONLINE WORLD  
 

This chapter focuses on observations of climate change communication in the online world. 

As information and communication technologies (ICT) are ubiquitous, our behaviour 

changed regarding how we absorb and perceive information. As a result of the fast 

technological progress of the last century, the Internet connects information with a simple 

click and shows us web pages, while in the background, the information as protocols interact 

with each other on the basis of different algorithms (Hands 2011, 78). Therefore a computer 

or digital handheld cannot express an action.  It can only transmit a request (p. 89). Requests 

can be decisions, actions and moral frameworks, which are ordered by humans (p. 93). 

Hands further mentions that “the history of technology is the history of human development” 
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and ‘[t]echnology as a product of human society and culture’ (p. 23). Fuchs (2008, 123) 

points out that “the Internet consists both a technological infrastructure and communicating 

human actors”, and therefore this is an output of human agency. Whereas Habermas (in 

Hands 2011, 100) sees technology ‘as a tool for the purposes of manipulating things, and as 

a purely material object’. 

These technological developments have greatly increased the growth of online climate 

change communication. This point is also sustained by the work of Schäfer (2012, 529), as 

scientist and scientific institutions play a rather important role in the ‘climate blogosphere’ 

next to NGOs, where the latter have so far a bigger impact: ‘[c]limate and environmental 

NGOs seem to be the champions of online climate communication’ (530). Nevertheless their 

main goal by using the Internet is to ‘educate the public, create weblogs for the discussion of 

new ideas and [findings]’ and finally ‘to allow for public participation in science’. Blogs, 

social media platform, website, in general outlets of the World Wide Web, allow scientists 

‘to communicate directly with the general public’; moreover, through that ‘[t]hey are 

capitalizing on the way the Internet is changing science news and journalism’ (Thorson 

2013, 87).  

 

Having considered the increasing importance of the Internet, it is also reasonable to look at 

increasing social media usage. In the last decade social media, as a platform to share and 

interact with each other, is growing as a tool for activism (Segerberg & Bennett 2011; Hands 

2011; Wolfsfeld et al. 2013;). The study by Segerberg and Bennett (2011) elaborates on 

Twitter usage during COP15 and emphasizes that Twitter is mostly used as an organizational 

tool and is integrated ‘in the surrounding protest ecologies in which [it] operates’ (200). 

Despite this, the importance of social media within online media is increasing during events 

on a global level. As we are connected more than ever before the value of information is 

defined by its accessibility. In addition to that, the next chapter will focus on the how events 

become news. It can be seen from the above analysis that environmental coverage increases 

during events like COPs or summits (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004; Anderson 2012) this study 

will also focus on a special event, COP21 in Paris. 

 

3.4. EVENTS BECOME NEWS 
 

According to Brossard et al (2004, 366) media coverage about global climate change ‘started 

to be noticeable’ in 1987, whereas in the US in 1962 the Natural Research Council firstly 
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uses the Environment to refer to our natural surrounding (Schönfeld et al. 1979, 42). Further, 

it gets mentioned that ‘the environmental message did not appear on the agenda of the daily 

press very extensively until legislative acts, staged events, and accidents lent it salience’ 

(52).  

Nevertheless climate change communication is dominated by event - driven reporting 

(Olausson 2009; Boykoff & Boykoff 2004; Brossard et al. 2004), which was observed as 

waves when news-coverage about climate change appeared (Anderson 2009; Lyytimäki 

2011; Young & Dugas 2011). Especially around COPs the news coverage tends to increase. 

COP3 which took place in Kyoto in 1997 and COP15 in Copenhagen 2010, both events, had 

a strong impact on news-coverage. 

Each of these theoretical positions make an important contribution to our understanding of 

climate change communication but it is worth mentioning Downs (1972, pp. 39-41) “issue-

attention cycle” in this context. He identified fives stages which can differ in length, 

actuality, occasion and public interest: 

 

1. The pre-problem stage 

2. Alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm 

3. Realizing the cost of significant progress 

4. Gradual decline of intense public interest 

5. The post-problem stage 

 

The first stage is considered the pre-problem stage where awareness of the problem is only 

known in particular communities which are dealing with the problem before it reaches public 

attention. If dramatic events happen then, within the community it will be satisfactory as 

they are expected. In the second stage of alarmed discovery, public context will lead to 

‘solve this problem or do something effective’ (ibid, 39). The third stage is dominated by the 

solving process itself and the connected costs of the solutions. The topic still gets public 

attention and a changing process is readily visible. During the fourth stage a gradual 

pessimism takes place as the solutions turn out to be too costly and too difficult to 

implement. Thus the issue or problem will vanish from the main public attention and will 

rise again as discussed above (Downs 1972, pp.39-41). 

 

Analysing climate change coverage in an international context is important, 

given the global nature of the issue and the vulnerability of much of the world 
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to its potential effects (Zamith, Pinto, & Villar, 2012, 338). 

 

While the discussion in the preceding paragraph can be identified for climate change issues, 

not all social problems go through this ‘issue-attention cycle’. These points are also 

sustained by the work of Hall (1973). He analysed three basic criteria of news: a) an 

interesting, unusual, and /or significant b) event, c) occurring in the past 24 hours. Topics 

reflected in the news are dominated by their uniqueness, which challenge environmental 

news especially when they are pervasive. 

 

While nonjournalistic weblogs and other forms of online information have 

become more important contributors to the public life of the climate change 

issue, they cannot match the breadth of reach still enjoyed by mainstream 

media outlets (Young & Dugas 2011, 3). 

 

An equally significant aspect of why events become news is illustrated in the study by 

O’Neill et al. (2015, 382), which identified three factors, leading to news coverage of climate 

change, specifically the news coverage of the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (AR5). They 

analysed how UK and US media outlets framed the AR5, including Twitter. Why the results 

of the report were ‘newsworthy’ was summarized in three factors (ibid): sequential release of 

the WG [Working Group] reports, translation of technical writing into media narratives, 

availability of compelling narratives [human interest stories]. 

 

What gets in the news and whose voices gain most prominence or legitimacy 

is the outcome of a complex series of internal and external factors (Anderson 

2014, 60) 

 

The Internet as an important platform in the climate change communication sphere, gets used 

to educate people and to inform the public, sometimes even in real-time. Further it helps to 

raise awareness and provides people with tools to organize themselves which can be vital 

during public protests and activist actions. 

3.5. FROM SCIENCE TO MEDIA 
 

Previous studies showed that framing climate change is rather difficult, due to the 

complexity of the topic. On this basis Peters and Heinrichs (2005, 151) point out that 
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presenting scientific results in the media is challenging, as the ‘message’ changes from 

translating scientific results into a media-based outcome. Scientific findings loose their 

original meaning. This can then result in too high expectations of the scholars towards the 

journalists and trying to effect political impact. Moreover they elaborated biased news 

reporting on climate change, only a few experts got chosen to communicate a certain 

message, especially if the message consisted of a political message as well. 

More evidence supporting biased news may lie in the findings of Entman (2007, 163). He 

defined three ways that news bias appears. Hence he distinguishes between ‘distortion bias’, 

‘content bias’ and ‘decision-making bias’. The first is a significant distortion in news media 

about reality, second less consideration of objectivity ‘[n]ews that favors one side rather than 

providing equivalent treatment to both sides’ (163). And finally journalist can produce 

intentionally biased content. 

 

‘Accuracy’ is widely seen as necessary but not sufficient for good journalism, especially with 

complex scientific, economic, and political issues such as climate change (Boykoff & 

Yulsman 2013, 362). 

 

The consensus view seems to be that the interrelated communication about climate change 

between scientific and political actor dominates the media coverage about the issue. 

Consequently the integration of scientific expertise in the public discourse is essential for the 

development of an objective, adequate societal response to the challenges of climate change 

(Peters & Heinrichs 2005, 202). 

 

This chapter concludes how climate change communication was conducted around COP21 

and outlines the different methods how climate change is communicated to the public and 

further how climate change is communicated in the news. As communicating climate change 

is mostly linked to scientific results, which one of the main challenges of the field. The thesis 

investigates how the Guardian communicates the issues during the respective conference. 

Some scholars dealt already with the topic framing in connection with climate change, but so 

far analysis was conducted as quantitative research rather than qualitative. This study focuses 

on a qualitative approach and elaborates on the details how the newspaper used frames and 

worked with them throughout the selected period. The methodology used is rather unique and 

shows a new interpretation form of journalistic material (Simons forthcoming). Only a small 

amount of research has been carried out studying climate change perception with qualitative 
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methods or in-depth qualitative studies because ‘small scale studies, by virtue of focusing on 

a small and particular subset of larger audience segments or populations, provides insights 

into the particular understandings, perceptions […]’ (Wolf & Moser 2011, 550). 
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4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

As the paper deals with the question on ‘How does the Guardian frame the climate 

conference COP21?’, this chapter is concerned with theoretical material on framing (framing 

theory). The main theoretical premise behind framing is that it depends on which side you 

stand, or through which channel you get the information. The frames depend also on the 

intensions of the journalist, how she portrays the topic and the situation. Therefore 

Tuchmann (1978, 1) provides a useful window metaphor about framing: 

 

The view through a window depends upon whether the window is large or small, has many 

panes or few, whether the glass is opaque or clear, whether the window faces a street or 

backyard. The unfolding scene also depends upon where one stands, far or near, craning 

one’s neck to the side, or gazing straight ahead, eyes parallel to the wall in which the window 

is encased.  

 

4.1. FRAMING 
 

Scientists in cognitive and brain science found out that ‘we think in terms of typically 

unconscious structures called ‘frames’ ‘ (Lakoff 2010, 71). Lakoff assumes that ‘[all| of our 

knowledge makes use of frames, and every word is defined through the frames it neurally 

activates’ (71). So, words are not frames per se but they can ‘activate the right frame so that 

the truth can be understood’ (73). Single words can activate a certain frame followed by 

straight connection to the emotional regions of our brain. Hence the synopsis in our brains 

gets stronger the more often it gets activated through certain words (language) or 

impressions (visual imagery). As a consequence ‘language that is repeated very often 

becomes ‘normal used’ language’ (72). In summary, it can be stated that ‘[o]ne cannot avoid 

framing. The only question is, whose frames are being activated – and hence strengthened – 

in the brains of the public’ (72). 

Noting the compelling nature of this evidence, the message which the media provides not 

only informs the audience about the event or the happenings itself. It further transports a 

‘meta-message’ (Van Corp 2007, 65; Bateson 1972, 289;). Therefore ‘[w]e may may 

conceive a news media frame as a cognitive device used in information encoding, 

interpreting, and retrieving’ (Pan and Kosicki 1993, 57). 

 



 

 

26 

The role of media in the social construction of reality (Tuchman 1987, Gamson et al. 1992), 

which Tuchman (1987, 184) explains ‘news does not mirror society. It helps to constitute it 

as shared social phenomenon, for in the process of describing an event, news defines and 

shapes that event…’. This said, news is considered as one of the main sources of knowledge 

and power in society (Entman 2003, Tuchmann 1978). 

 

Robert M. Entman (1993, 56) called framing a ‘research paradigm’, which made it possible 

to use framing for studying public opinion and voting behaviour in a scientific context. 

Framing in his opinion is dominated by selection and salience (52): 

 

To frame is to select some aspects if a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described. 

 

The selected information will be ‘translated’ and interpreted by journalists to make it 

accessible for the public. Some information will be more recognizable by the reader than 

other. Salience makes ‘a piece of information more noticeable’ and it is further a result of 

‘the interaction of texts and receivers’ (ibid, 53). Further Entman (55) stresses framing in 

political news. Political communication is part of the dialog between politicians and the 

audience through the media ‘the frame in a news text is really the imprint of power – it 

registers the identity of actors or interests that competed to dominate the text’. 

 

In summary to frame is to (Entman 1993, 52): 

 

• Define problems 

• Diagnose causes 

• Make moral judgements 

• Suggest remedies 

 

A similar approach is also sustained by D’Angelo (2002, 873), he divides news framing in 

‘four empirical goals’:  

 

(a) to identify thematic units called frames, (b) to investigate the antecedent conditions that 

produce frames, (c) to examine how news frames activate, and interact with an individual’s 

prior knowledge to affect interpretations, recall of information decision making, and 
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evaluations, and (c) to examine how news frames shape social-level processes such as public 

opinion and policy issue debates. 

 

Further Entman (1993, 52) simplifies by stating that ‘Frames have at least four locations in 

the communication process: the communicator, the text, the receiver, and the culture’ 

moreover ‘the concept of framing consistently offers a way to describe the power of a 

communicating text’. 

 

4.2. FRAMING AS A CONCEPT  
 

Framing as a concept considers ‘the simplification of complex natural and human systems’ 

and ‘[specifies] general normative principles as to their relevance to particular policy 

contexts’ (Miller 2002, 222). Goffman (1974, 22), who first started to work on framing, on 

the other hand distinguishes between two ‘primary frameworks: natural and social’. The 

natural framework is uncontrolled, ‘undirected, unoriented, unanimated, unguided, ‘purely 

physical’’ (ibid). As an example, Goffman refers to the ‘the state of the weather’, which is 

unpredictable; the outcome or a solution unsure and hard to grasp for the people. In contrast, 

social frameworks can be set into a scene, they are traceable, hence their appearance can be 

explained and set into context. They ‘provide background understanding for events that 

incorporate the will, aim, and controlling effort of an intelligence [human being]’ (ibid). 

Here Goffman gives the example of ‘the newscast reporting of the weather’ (23), the weather 

is set into context and by making sense of the weather an ‘intelligent agent’ tries to ‘entrance 

into the natural order’ (ibid).  

Gamson and Modigliani (1989, 2) identify an alternative approach, they distinguish between 

the ‘media discourse’ and the ‘public discourse’ while talking about interpreting and 

structuring news: ‘media discourse is part of the process by which individuals construct 

meaning, and public opinion is part of the process by which journalists and other cultural 

entrepreneurs develop and crystallize meaning in public discourse’. They define frames as 

‘media packages’, which ‘[makes] it possible to display the packages as a whole with a deft 

metaphor, catchphrase, or other symbolic device’. Subsequently Scheufele (1999, 106; 

Entmann 1993, 53) points out two concepts of framing ‘media frames and individual frames’ 

both schemes are ‘presenting and comprehending news’. Scheufele (1999, 114) further 

created a Process Model of Framing, where he focused on ‘frame building; frame setting; 

individual-level effects of framing; and a link between individual frames and media frames;’. 
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Those four processes should help ‘to address systematically unresolved issues in framing’ 

(118).  

 

Framing is an unavoidable reality of the communication process, especially as applied to 

public affairs and policy. There is no such thing as unframed information, and most 

successful communicators are adept at framing, whether using frames intentionally or 

intuitively (Nisbet 2009, 15) 

 

In addition, framing is also a tool to keep track of ‘policy attention’ and political decision-

making (Nisbet 2009, 7). Frames identify power relations between public stakeholders and 

make opinions visible. This argument is supported by the evidence that media in a 

democratic society has to fulfil certain duties, especially in controlling the state in its 

decision making processes, therefor the information which reaches the public should be 

objective, valid and independent. Independence is always harder to reach as ‘economic 

pressures and ownership structures have impacted news production’ (Boykoff & Yulsman 

2013, 361; Herman & Chomsky 1988, 480). Policy making in the context of climate science 

is influenced by how the media portrays certain issues even ‘in nonlinear and dynamic ways’ 

(Boykoff & Yulsman 2013, 368), with consideration that ‘frames should not be confused 

with positions for or against some policy measures’ (Gamson &Modigliani 1989, 4). 

Frames and framing widely gets used as the same concept of understanding nevertheless it is 

important to note that they differ in their meaning. This counter argument is supported by the 

evidence from Vliegenthart & van Zoonen (2011, 102) ‘claiming that many authors fail to 

differentiate between content features of news (‘frames’) and process or contextual features 

of news making and receiving (‘framing’)’. Despite this criticism, ‘framing’ as field of 

research, remains important. The authors present this sophisticated research and identified 

‘sociological axioms’ about frames (2011, 105): 

 

• That frames are multiple and can be contradictory or oppositional; 

• That frames are part of a struggle for meaning between different actors that have unequal 

material and symbolic resources; 

• That news frames are the result of situated social and routinized processes in which the 

agency of the individual journalists is relative; 

• That frames used by audiences are the result of socially situated articulations between 

particular issues, individual and collective differences, experiential knowledge, popular 

wisdom and media discourse. 
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The literature suggests that while identifying frames and their message conveyed, it is 

however important to note, that the public perception and opinion formation can differ 

between audiences. As the Guardian and its readership is more left wing situated their 

opinion formation will be perceived also left liberal. Hence public opinion is socially 

constructed, which means that governments, media and everyday conversation ‘influenced 

by governments and the media’ form opinions of the public (Edelman 2001, 53). 

Hences D’Angelo (2002, 876) states that ‘frames that paradigmatically dominate news are 

also believed to dominate audiences’. An equally significant approach was made by 

Valkenburg, Semetko & de Vreese (1999, 551). At that time they prioritized four schemes of 

news frames: The ‘conflict frame’, which highlights a struggle between parties or 

individuals. Secondly the ‘human interest frame’, the human individual and the aligned 

emotions are dominantly framed. Moreover news frames can also emphasize responsibilities 

or ‘blaming certain political institutions or individuals’, which is called the ‘responsibility 

frame’. And finally by emphasizing the ‘economic consequences frame’. Hence they tried to 

generalize the frames from earlier studies and summed them up as outlined above. 

 

New frames of meaning emerge initially in collective storytelling. As multiple frames 

emerge, they then become subject to societal processes of modelling, testing, and evaluation 

that help differentiate alternatives and connect them to issues of perceived relevance and 

importance in society (Miller 2002, 229). 

 

4.3. SETTING THE MEDIA AGENDA 
 

In this context, theories of setting the media agenda and its function will elaborated in short. 

The media decides which topics are part of their daily agenda/programme by mentioning that 

not every topic will get space in the media sphere, or considered to be ‘important enough’ to 

share with the public (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Jenner 2012, 276, Tuchman 1972). Hence 

Jenner (2012, 274 pp.) simplifies as followed: 

 

An agenda is understood as the finite hierarchy of issues that a collective or organization 

considers important, and as the name implies, research on agenda setting is concerned with 

the general hypothesis that one group may influence, i.e., “set the agenda,” of another and 

thereby prioritize the problems that society and ultimately the polity will address. 
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Nonetheless, the number of articles addressing several topics indicates the rating of the topic, 

how often and to what extend news journalist elaborate on the daily appearing news.  

 

This theoretical framework (specific rules of selectivity and specific time horizons for 

research, policy making, and news coverage) led us to assume that the issue of climate 

change has been treated quite differently in the three spheres in question, especially regarding 

the timing, the amount of attention paid to the issue, and how it is framed as a problem. Thus, 

separate discourses on climate change can be observed in science, politics, and the mass 

media (Weingart, Engels & Pansegrau 2000, 263).  

 

It is important to note however that research about agenda setting has been taken over by 

framing theory lately. Evidence for in support of this position can be found in Van Corp 

(2007, 60), which reports that communication scholars are doing research on the concept of 

framing, as framing has it roots in cognitive psychology and anthropology (ibid). But agenda 

setting differs in two aspects from framing, first it ‘only’ refers to topics, which get assigned 

as being important by media representatives whereas framing ‘takes also into account the 

role of diverse levels of the journalistic production process and of an interpreting audience’ 

(70). Secondly topics can be framed from various perspectives or one frame can be adjusted 

for several topics, consequently ‘the media can take up an issue from the (political) agenda 

but use an opposite frame to cover it’ (70). Agenda-setting theory misses out on that, despite 

these criticism, agenda-setting still plays a crucial role to transport news and social issues 

over television and mass media (Hands 2011, 76). 

 

The consensus view seems to be that climate change news is mainly event-driven or framed 

through the lens of global catastrophic happenings. As the thesis itself focuses also on an 

event-driven perspective, the next chapter will show that climate change communication is 

communicated largely through reporting on key events, as the COP21 in Paris.  

 

4.4. FRAMING CLIMATE CHANGE 
 

For the past three decades climate change appears in the news media, with a rather irregular 

constituency. Several frames dominate climate change communication in the daily press. It is 

important to note however, that most of the frames are science driven, which emphasize that 

climate change is driven mainly by anthropogenic causes (Good 2008, 238).  
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The foregoing discussion implies that issues become news when they are ‘important enough’ 

to be covered. Hence climate change is not yet a prominent topic in the mass media, 

therefore the current debate revolves around how to make the topic more prominent so that it 

gets covered on daily basis. As this turns out to be more of a ‘marketing’ question rather than 

a scientific or theory-based question, this will not be included in the study. 

 

In this paper the discussion centers on which frames were used by the media during COP21 

to emphasize on climate change. In addition to that a closer look on how previous research 

dealt with a similar question is provided. Given the centrality of this issue, the author would 

like to elaborate on the issue of ‘how events become news’ as this will ground the discussion 

in the ‘analysis’ section. Key events, like conferences, presentations or government 

statements or in this case also environmental catastrophes/ extreme weather events, can yield 

news articles (Hall 1973; Scheufele et al. 1979; O’Neill et al. 2015; Boykoff & Boykoff 

2004; Olausson 2009; Lyytimäki 2009; Anderson 2012; Aykut et al. 2012). This leads to 

‘[t]he activation of alternatives frames in the media, certainly if the events become part of 

our collective memory’ (Van Gorp 2007, 68). Van Gorp (2007,68 pp.) further describes ‘the 

distinction between framing by the media and framing through the media’. The difference 

lies in creation of the message; either the journalist gives one’s interpretation of an event, 

which is then ‘framing by the media’ or the frame was placed by an actor, for example an 

interview with a politician, which would be called then ‘framing through the media’.  

One communication form to better understand scientific results in the media is, if a journalist 

conducts and interview with an expert of a particular field and embeds the interview 

outcome within the context of the news article (Peteres & Heinrichs 2005, 91).  

 

This chapter was introduced through the main representative of framing theory and further 

elaborated on concepts within the field. Theories of agenda setting were also considered as 

they play an important role on how we perceive the agenda of news media. Towards the end 

of this part, framing climate change was discussed.  

Framing as a concept is rather complex and can influence the reader on certain levels. The 

chapter dealt mainly with how frames are constructed and how they can be identified. 

Frames can easier be identified if the reader is familiar with the topic, as certain words, 

phrases or metaphors can indicate a frame and as mentioned before it is the meta-message 

which gets conveyed over the written text. Those meta-messages are of importance as they 

dominate the articles and let the reader form an opinion about a topic. The concept of 
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framing further shows how the media deals with the central issue and which opinion they 

want to convey and influence their audience. 

  

5. METHODOLOGY 
 

This chapter introduces the methods used to analyse how climate change is framed in the 

online media. Further the data selection and the limitations of the study will be discussed.  

 

Frames seem to become perceptible in all shapes and sizes. Research approaches that analyse 

message content in order to ascertain how the media represent a certain topic are regularly 

referred to as frame analysis, although sometimes they distinguish no frame at all (Van Gorp 

2007, 61). 

 

This paper focuses on the annual meeting of the United Nations Conference of the Parties 

(COP), which is a ‘critical moment in the climate change debate’ (Carvalho and Burgess, 

2005: 1461) the media coverage of climate change ‘is not a simple collection of news 

articles’ it ‘rather [represents] signify key frames derived through complex and non-linear 

relationships between scientists, policy actors and the public, often mediated by news stories’ 

(Boykoff & Roberts 2007, 9). 

 

5.1. QUALITATIVE RESEARCH/FRAME CREDIBILITY 
 

Content analysis/frame analysis as the research method used in this study will be introduced 

and explained in this section. As scientific research requires reliability and validity, 

Krippendorff (2004, 18) states that ‘[c]ontent analysis is a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their 

use’. He further proposes that ‘qualitative researchers’ consider various interpretation of a 

text by interpret ‘diverse voices (readers), alternative perspectives (from different ideological 

positions), oppositional readings (critique), or varied uses of the texts examined (by different 

groups)’ (88). The focus of this study explores frames that were used to highlight the topic 

climate change. As frame analysis allows the study of environmental issues linked to 

environmental policies, it will be used to identify the media material (Blasio & Sorice 2013, 

62). The study does not focus on quantitative analysis, so it is not the frequency of the frames 

that will be analysed rather the content of the frames, or how the narrative is constructed. 
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Only small amount of research has been carried out studying climate change perception with 

qualitative methods or in-depth qualitative studies because ‘small scale studies, by virtue of 

focusing on a small and particular subset of larger audience segments or populations, 

provides insights into the particular understandings, perceptions […]’ (Wolf & Moser 2011, 

550). Moreover small-scale studies can highlight cultural differences and ‘can reveal 

culturally resonant framings’ (ibid). Therefore reduced data ‘serves analyst’s need for 

efficient representations, especially of large volumes of data’ (Krippendorff 2004, 84). 

 

To identify frames Vreese (2005, 53) distinguished between two methods, the ‘inductive’ 

method where ‘[f]rames emerge from the material during the course of analysis and the 

‘deductive’ method where frames are defined a priori, and compared with the analysed 

content. Correspondingly, it should be considered that ‘any issue, including climate change, 

can potentially be interpreted in terms of multiple frames’ (Asplund 2014, 31). Furthermore 

the credibility of frames depend on ‘three factors: frame consistency, empirical credibility, 

and credibility of the frame articulators or claimsmakers’ (Benford & Snow 2000, 620). 

Frame consistency means the articulated beliefs and claims which frames result in actions or 

get visible through events. Empirical credibility refers to the identification of a ‘claim 

embedded in the framing’. The third factor, which indicates the credibility of frames is the 

‘perceived credibility of the frame articulators’ (ibid) in this case the media is chosen as the 

frame articulator. The authors further state that ‘the greater the status […] of the frame 

articulater […], the more plausible and resonant the framings or claims’ (621).   

 

In conclusion the inductive method will be used to identify frames and with further 

consideration of the credibility of frames mentioned above. The frequency of similar frames 

will likely dominate the results as an overall summary of just a few frames. 

 

5.2. DATA SELECTION 
 

As the aim of the thesis is to analyse how the media frames the discussion on climate change 

around the Climate Conference COP 21, 2015 in Paris, the empirical basis of the analysis 

consists of digital media material of the British daily newspaper the Guardian. 

A quality newspaper was chosen for two distinct reasons. First ‘because [it is] an interesting 

source of communication on climate change usually giving more elaborate information than 

other media outlets (Sparks, 1992: 38–9), and second in order to increase the comparability 



 

 

34 

of the data as most previous content analyses on climate change analyzed this type of 

newspaper (e.g. Boykoff and Boykoff, 2004; Brossard et al., 2004; Carvalho, 2007)’(Dirikx 

&Gelders 2010, 735). A quality newspaper implies ‘quality’ journalism which means that the 

information ‘required for the smooth operation of the public sphere and of governmental 

party politics. It is a generalised knowledge of policy – of broad social events and movements 

that is distanced from the materiality of everyday life’ (Fiske 1992, 49). This can also be 

applied for climate change politics and communication. 

Earlier studies identified that the Guardian intensively covers environmental issues and 

events (O’Neill et al. 2015; Anderson 2014; Boykoff 2012; Boykoff and Mansfield 2008) in 

several ways, such as setting up a webpage covering in particular environmental events. For 

example, during, during the Rio+20 summit they ‘publish[ed] a live daily blog that updated 

things as the happened and provided Twitter hash-tags and video links’ (Anderson 2014, 

pp.74). Finally the Guardian has leftist political leanings and is more likely to cover climate 

change news. 

 

The timeframe for the analysis is the two weeks of the COP21, inclusively one day before 

and one day after. As the conference started on November 30th and lasted until December 

12th, the period from November 29th until December 13th is considered. It is important to note 

that the conference was intended to last only until December 11th but as the negotiations 

continued overnight into the early hours of December 12th, the last day of the conference is 

considered to be the 12th. 

 

Subsequently the content analysis is guided by a research question. To answer the research 

question a limited set of data was chosen due to the intensively news coverage of the COP21 

by the Guardian. Systematic sampling helps to narrow down the number of articles: ‘the 

researcher selects every kth unit from a list after determining the starting point of the 

procedure at random’ (Krippendorff 2004, 115; Deacon et al. 1999, 46).  

 

As the Guardian works with ‘topics/hashtags’ on their webpage (www.theguardian.com), the 

search began with the phrase ‘climate change’ first, which led to 18,144 results. The page 

showed yielded ‘topics/hashtags’ including ‘COP 21: UN climate change conference | Paris’, 

which led to 748 results. Those results contain articles, videos, blog entry, comments and 

pictures. To narrow down the results, a time limit was chosen and applied to the research. All 

media content produced between November 29th till December 13th was considered, which 
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resulted in 262 different news forms (see ‘Figure 1’). The results were manually checked and 

counted. 

 

 
Figure 1 News Coverage of COP21 

 

‘Figure 1’ shows the six different news styles on how the Guardian covered the COP21 

during the period of the conference. With the start of the conference there was extensively 

coverage, on the first 36 different news styles were used and uploaded on the website1; 8 

videos, 2 picture series, 7 opinion articles, 2 blog entries and 17 news articles, all cited under 

the Guardian’s hashtag ‘COP 21: UN climate change conference | Paris’. They were divide 

between ‘articles’, ‘opinion articles’ and ‘blog’, as the opinion articles mostly written by 

experts and scientists of the field or guest journalists. Blog entries from different activist 

groups or cooperation with NGOs were also published during this period. Those news styles 

are not considered in the analysis, as there is likelihood of a biased news outcome. That is 

even though they would also likely show a certain dominance of the editorial - politics of the 

Guardian.  

The focus of this particular study lies on the ‘articles’ (dark blue bar in ‘Figure 1’, which 

frames can be identified and further what messages do they convey. Throughout the selected 

period the average amount of items was 11 (n=10,5) articles per day. In the articles, the 
                                                
1 The Guardian 2015, 30 November 2015. Available from: 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-change?page=39. [14 Auguste 2016] 
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Guardian also uses the term ‘Paris climate summit’ to refer to COP21, so that term was also 

searched. The next step was to identify all the ‘articles’ written during that time, which let to 

the result of n=158. Due to the scale of this research, the number of items will be furthered 

limited to one article per day, which will be selected in a manual reading process. ‘This [will 

involve] the articles by relevance (the articles [need] to relate specifically to the exact 

incidents and to contain elements of some of the following’ (Simons forthcoming, 10): 

‘countries’, ‘world’, ‘leaders’, ‘climate talks’, ‘gobal warming‘, ‘emissions’, ‘4 C, 1.5 C’, 

‘IPCC’, ‘the Guardian view’. This implies that ‘each of the articles was analysed in terms of 

the nature and style of its rhetoric that was being used’ (ibid).  

A closer look at the date indicates a particular significance. The articles on the website are 

ordered by publishing date and time. A first impression shows the headlines of the articles 

and also how many comments an article has so far (see ‘Figure 2’). 

 

 
Figure 2 The Guardian Webpage 

 

It can be assumed that the comments deal with the content of the article, as this shows an 

engagement of the environment community and the Guardians readership. Further, it 

indicates that messages of different backgrounds were conveyed. The comment section is not 

considered in the analysis, as this would go beyond the scope of discussion.  

Therefore 15 (+2) articles will be chosen to answer the research question and identify frames, 

by further interpreting them with the help of frame analysis. The data is reported in ‘Figure 

3’. 
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Figure 3 Articles published Online 

The figure shows that more articles were published in the beginning of the conference. Even 

when the big news came out, that the Paris agreement was adopted (December 12th) 11 

articles were written, and 7 videos (see ‘Figure 2’) were uploaded, which showed mostly the 

celebration of the reached agreement. 

 

5.3. CODING 
 

As the coding process started with choosing articles for each day, the first categorization was 

enacted. Next the collected data was uploaded in ‘NVivo’ qualitative data analysis software. 

It is one possibility to ensure consistency with the research questions. The articles were 

further divide into ‘Nodes’ which contain the data. The data appears to suggest a timely 

order, which helps to analyse the material. Krippendorf (2004, 128) points out: 

 

In order to read and interpret texts, or even observe visual images, coders need a level of 

familiarity with what they are looking at that usually cannot be made explicit by any 

instructions. 

 

In support of the position outlined in the previous paragraph, it is important to mention that 

the author’s participation during the first week of the COP21 was the reason to choose this 
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topic of this study. Therefore, it is applicable that some concluding remarks are pointed out 

and examined due to unique personal experience in Paris. 

After ordering by time, coding started with identifying dominant themes (see ‘Figure 4’). 

 

 
Figure 4 Coding with the Qualitative Data Analysis Software NVivo 

Paragraph after paragraph was labelled with a specific theme, and soon some certain frames 

were identified (see ‘Figure 4’). 

For example: “The loss of the human rights language from article 2 is extremely 

disappointing and follows the earlier loss of references to gender equality and just transition 

to a clean economy” (A11), this paragraph was labelled in the theme ‘Agreement’ and 

‘leadership’. This indicates not only an interrelation between the themes, but also shows that 

messages can convey more meta-messages. On the one hand the agreement gets judged and 

criticized by a company representative and on the other it shows leadership to raise critique. 

The Guardian gives space for this critique. Catch phrases and metaphors were labelled 

separately and will help to interpret the material as well, especially to answer the RQ.  

A closer look at the data indicates that various themes could be identified (Annex 1). The 

themes consist of the message searched for, they represent certain opinions, the 

interpretations of the event and its connected news coverage. Those themes were further 

organized in categories indicated a certain consistency throughout the media material. The 

categories are the established frames, which will be elaborated in the chapter ‘Analysis’. 

Throughout the reading process further keywords evolved, which made the reading easier, as 
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they were used in several articles as well. The table of keywords connected to the themes, 

which led then to the is shown in the ‘Analysis’ section as well.  

 

5.4. LIMITATIONS 
 

There is a rapidly growing literature on framing and climate communication, which makes it 

difficult to even briefly summarize all works done on those two issues. It was decided to 

choose a special interest topic to limit the literature and theory connected to climate change 

communication during event-driven reporting. 

The analysis focuses primarily on news about climate change during the COP21, which is a 

major limitation. For the analysis, only those media reports were selected which had an 

explicit reference to COP21 and the politics of climate change. 

A potential weakness is the absence of public perception of consumers of those 

environmental news (for example the comment section). The inductive study was limited to 

frames that are related to the representation of the politics of climate change during the 

COP21. The author is aware that this is a primary limitation but the focus lies in the 

perceived message not in the quantity of different frames. The scope of the thesis do not 

allow to give further recommendations on how to improve climate change communication 

and especially not why the media does not identify climate change as newsworthy issue. The 

author also could not identify the agenda building power of the news source, as the scope of 

the study doe not allow to reflect on that. 

 

The case and the empirical material was explained and elaborated in this chapter. At the 

beginning the sample contained more than 200 online articles, through further limitations it 

was possible to conclude with 17 articles. Those articles were chosen by their relevance and 

dominance of the topic covered. Through coding the material in could be divided into 

themes, which were further put in categories. Those categories were indicated for four 

specific frames constructed by the content and the conveyed messages of the newspaper 

articles.  
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6. ANALYSIS 
 

This chapter provides the reader with the outcomes of the coding and labelling process 

mentioned previously. This section will describe how the identified frames were constructed 

and used to convey a certain message and information to the readership of the Guardian. The 

frames were identified through a qualitative research approach which made sense of the 

chosen data collection.  

Four major frames resulted from the themes. The themes indicated a certain consistency 

throughout the media material. Reading through the material some further keywords could be 

identified to provide a better understanding. In this section all the references of the analysed 

material, are labelled with abbreviations, as it helps to provide fluency for the reader. The 

articles (A) will refer to the publishing date, for example A2 will refer to the article of 

December 2nd, A29 and A30 will refer to November 29th and November 30th. The 

bibliography of those specific articles will be mentioned in the section ‘References’ and also 

in ‘Annex 1’. 

 

6.1. THE PARIS AGREEMENT FRAME 
 

Throughout the weeks of the conference, the media framed the conference as one of the 

solutions for the global climate change. Reaching consensus and having a document as an 

outcome was the most important premise of this annual meeting of the parties (COP).  

The agreement itself was labelled in various ways: Paris agreement, new global agreement, 

final agreement, climate agreement, draft text (before it became an agreement), deal, a global 

deal, global climate change agreement, final draft agreement, outcome of the Paris meeting, 

“Paris Outcome”, treaty and UN climate agreement.  

The language certainly changed at different stages. It was labelled with attributes that 

indicated opinions of different interest groups. Those were mapped out as well to show how 

negotiations evolved throughout the two weeks of discussion: 

a weak agreement, any agreement, minimalist agreement, intense disagreement over the 

agreement, a lasting treaty, an agreement that would seek to keep warming at around 1C, 

more ambitious agreement, still gaps in the agreement, the Paris agreement would be 

“seriously flawed”, a very good robust climate agreement, a strong and equitable agreement, 

sweetening the deal, ambitious climate agreement, the current draft failed, the final 

agreement will be a politic trade-off, a strong agreement, an agreement that is good for the 



 

 

41 

US and bad for the developing world, a universal and ambitious agreement, strike a deal, last 

push for an agreement, historic agreement, “extraordinary achievement”, the agreement is not 

perfect, a “landmark” agreement, stronger agreement than expected.  

This small summary of attributes used to frame the agreement in certain ways, show that 

there was uncertainty especially in the beginning of the negotiations These attributes evolved 

to a more positive outlook for the second week but by the end, several voices criticized the 

political leadership, which overruled the negotiations. Notwithstanding such criticism its 

popularity remains largely undiminished. 

This is just an excerpt which shows out of the context that the Agreement itself is seen in 

different ways. And further it will show that those attributes connected to the ‘Paris 

Agreement’ imply a certain frame (Lakoff 2010, 71). 

 

This subchapter will be divided in two sections, COP15’ in Copenhagen and COP21’ in 

Paris, which were the two categories evolved from the themes identified. The two 

conferences were the most outstanding conferences in the last 20 years of climate change 

negotiations. Some articles refer to Copenhagen to emphasize the importance of the outcome 

of COP21. In the section ‘COP21’, it will be further shown how the Guardian gave the 

reader some help to understand the ‘rules’ of a conference in UN manner. 

 

Copenhagen – COP15 

 

The COP15 in Copenhagen took place in 2009. It was considered ‘as a failure because 

countries would not sign a full treaty’ (A13). In contrast the French Presidency ‘put massive 

diplomatic effort into the last year of [COP21] preparations’ (A2) and ‘hosts are determined 

not to repeat the mistakes made there [Copenhagen]’. Not only did diplomatic issues 

overshadow the process of finding consensus, but also negotiators were confronted with ‘a 

300-page text and a pervasive sense of despair’ (A5) at COP15. ‘In Paris we’re down to a 

slim 21 pages and the atmosphere remains constructive’, observed by Martin Kaiser from 

Greenpeace (A5). Throughout the coming days the Guardian used a more political frame 

while referring to COP15. States were blamed for the failure of 2009: 

 

China was widely blamed for the failure of the 2009 Copenhagen meeting, but in Paris Fabius 

[Laurent – President of COP21] said China “so far played an extremely positive role” (A4) 
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One day later (A5) there was again a reference to China, but remarkably ‘[d]ifferences on this 

issue between China and the US were central to the breakdown of the Copenhagen talks’, 

which clearly indicates blame on both global superpowers. Other country representatives also 

argue that the COP21 ‘is more cordial and efficient than Copenhagen’. Even negotiators 

supported that argument and ‘felt reasonable optimistic for a strong outcome at the Paris 

meeting. In contrast to previous climate meeting – which deadlocked early (with reference to 

Copenhagen)’ (A6). The Guardian further observed that ‘[u]nlike earlier climate 

negotiations, there was a strong concerted push from the US, Europe and some of the world’s 

least wealthy countries to try to strike a deal’ (A6).  

In business perspective a former chairman of the council involved in Copenhagen mentioned 

‘when I used to talk to business they always used to talk about the cost, now when they talk 

about the opportunities. That mind set has changed.’ (A29). He refers to the cooperative 

stakeholders, which are also represented at the COPs along with representatives from the 

public, like NGOs, NPOs, RINGOs (researchers), students and YOUNGs (youth 

representatives).  

In conclusion the negotiations in Copenhagen were not successful because ‘world leaders 

arrived at the end and could not save it from failure’ (A30). 

 

Paris – COP21 

 

As opposed to Copenhagen, the COP in Paris was presented in a much better position. In the 

beginning especially voices of hope were dominating the news.  

Those voices of hope were visible through certain messages like ‘COP21 talks in Paris could 

achieve strong binding targets’ (A29) or the global warming activist, Tim Flannery 

forecasted “people are now looking for solutions, and seeing that they can be found”. But 

also the political leadership and negotiators got addressed ‘the global climate negotiations are 

critical for a world without hunger’ (A1) or assumptions like ‘political will is there from all 

parties’ (A5) and ‘the climate meetings in Paris could decide the fate of the world’ (A2). The 

Paris Agreement also consisted hope for change of the current anthropocene ‘Paris Climate 

summit that tackling air pollution and global warming in tandem will reduce mortality in 

developing countries’ (A2) or ‘a new global agreement on greenhouse gas emissions that 

would kick in from 2020’ (A4). And finally Laurence Tubiana, the French envoy for the 

talks, assured “Nothing is decided until everything is decided” (A5). 
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But voices of criticism were raised as well during the first week of negotiations. Due to the 

outcomes of past negotiations some parties had low expectations towards an outcome ‘a 

weak agreement could still be hailed a success in two weeks time because the bar has been 

lowered’ (A30) or also ‘there is a risk that progress will be smothered by old sticking points’ 

(A30). Some major concerns were also raised that the deal could be ‘watered down’ (A4), 

this could result in ‘a weak agreement’, which was mentioned as the ‘biggest danger for the 

climate talks’ (A4). Certainly some gender issues were highlighted as ‘the climate change 

talks going on in Paris are too dominated by men’ (A8). And finally some future tasks for the 

global community ‘the climate deal will not be the end of the story, more work needs to be 

done’ (A8). 

 

Those two themes (hope and criticism) where also observable by the author at the conference 

itself. Young people were especially disappointed by the slow progress of the negotiations in 

the first week. For example consensus in text-wording over a single paragraph can last for 

several hours. But the second week turned out to be more productive and less talking over old 

arguments. People who attended the conferences before where not surprised by the 

difficulties communicated and rather expected an agreement, but a ‘weak’ one. 

 

Throughout the two weeks the Guardian gave the reader the chance to dig deeper in UN 

negotiations procedures and UN conference ‘rules’.  

 

Note by the author  

There are closed and open formal meetings in general. Closed meetings are restricted to party 

members (negotiators + staff) and open meetings are for the public as well (observers). Those 

meetings have several agendas, but just to mention the main protocol bodies and meetings of 

the convention. These are the major divisions of bodies of negotiators: 

 

o Conference of the Parties (COP) 

o Conference of the Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol 

(CMP) 

o Subsidiary Body for Implementation (SBI) 

o Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice (SBSTA) 

o Ad-Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced Action (ADP), which 

has been replaced by the Ad-Hoc Working Group on the Paris Agreement (APA) 
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The meetings of the bodies and the convention take place on a daily place and are 

accompanied by several ‘side events’. Here the latest scientific results get presented or 

institutions from different background hold informative events. Also almost every country is 

represented with a booth. Some are bigger (US, India, China, Germany), some are smaller 

(Austria, Panama, Taiwan).  

 

Another form of interaction between negotiators are the ‘informal informal’ meetings, ‘[i]n 

huddles in corners, sitting on the floor in corridors, crowded around smartphones at café 

tables around the sprawling conference centre in Paris where crunch climate change talks are 

ongoing, a new form of meeting is taking place’ (A2). Almost every day had a theme and on 

Saturday, December 5th the “high level action day” was held. It was ‘the culmination of a 

process to get emission reduction commitments from bodies other than governments.’ 

Therefore businesses, local authorities, NGO and individuals were formulating ‘more than 10 

000 pledges’ (A5). 

The president and his entourage of the COP have a certain role throughout the conference. He 

is not only diplomatic leader and communicator, but the leadership can also pressure states to 

come to an agreement. As it happened during the COP21 ‘they (presidency) recruited a team 

of ministers and officials from 14 countries to help put together a deal’ (A6).  

 

Finally, on December 12th delegates reached ‘agreement on the final text’ (A12). As already 

mentioned the conference was extended by a day ‘as negotiations ran into overtime’, and as 

the president of the conference, Laurent Fabius ‘allowed a more high level lobbying behind 

closed doors’ (A12) Some quotes from the grand final of the COP21: 

 

Ø We will never find a momentum as favourable as in Paris (Laurent Fabius, French 

foreign minister, A12) 

Ø ‘major leap for mankind’ (A13) 

Ø a historic, legally binding climate deal that aims to hold global temperature to a 

maximum rise of 1.5C above pre-industrial levels. Staving off worst effects of 

catastrophic global warming has been secured (A13) 

Ø 20 years of fraught UN climate talks has all countries agree to reduce emission (A13) 

Ø formally adopted in Paris by 195 countries, the first universal climate deal will see an 

accelerated phase-out of fossil fuels (A13) 
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Ø We will not be judged on a word, but on an act (Francois Hollande, French president, 

A13) 

Ø This is a historic moment, not just for us but for our children, our grandchildren and 

future generations (Lord Stern, Economist, A13) 

Ø A step in the right direction…the work begins now (A13) 

Ø We had to get balance of being totally inclusive (A13) 

Ø The deal shows what is possible when the world stands as one (Barack Obama, 

president of the United States, A13) 

Ø The world has now a shared vision (Phil Jennings, UNI global union, A13) 

 

But voices of criticism were raised as well: 

 

Ø “The text is not bold enough as it stands” (Miguel Arias Cañete, EU energy 

commissioner, A9) 

Ø The deal remains in a state of limbo (A9) 

Ø Some key political issues remain to be resolved (A10) 

Ø Groups representing development, environment, young people, indigenous peoples, 

trade unions, women, and others, have all reacted angrily, calling the move “highly 

contentious” and “cynical” because it deliberately penalised the most vulnerable 

(A11) 

Ø The cuts promised by countries are still insufficient (Corinne Le Quere, scientist, 

A13) 

Ø The power of fossil fuel industry is reflected in the agreement (Bill McKibben, 

350.org, A13) 

Ø More financial support is needed to ensure poor countries are not left paying the price 

of a climate crisis that is not of their making (Kevin Watkins, scientist, A13) 

Ø The deal would be a landmark step but was not enough to ensure that a rise of 3C 

could be avoided (Oxfam, A13) 

Ø The outcome was a compromise that was hard to swallow for some countries (Indian 

negotiation, A13) 

 

In conclusion the Paris Agreement Frame was identified through Entman’s approach (1993, 

52). In retrospect as ‘defined problem’ Copenhagen (COP15) was used to point out the 

urgency to act and avoid negotiations problems as they were happening at COP15. The 
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‘diagnosed caused’ where mainly the disagreement within the political leadership. Within the 

frame the Guardian covered several opinions, which refer to the ‘moral judgements’ and 

finally the ‘suggested remedies’ are the will to come to an agreement and propose solutions 

for the future of the planet. 

As the sample is just a small excerpt of the whole media coverage, it still shows that civil 

society or indigenous people are rarely mentioned. In general the ‘Paris Agreement Frame’ 

shows that there was a lot of pressure on the French presidency, especially after the attacks 

that happened just one month before. The Paris deal was a needed to be successful, even 

though as some opinions showed, it is not enough to prevent us from dramatic temperature 

rise during this century. Notwithstanding such criticism, the popularity of the Paris 

Agreement remains largely undiminished. 

 

6.2. PROSPECTIVE CHANGE AND ACTION FRAME 
 

To analyse this frame on prospective climate changes and the action required, this section 

will firstly elaborate on the implied changes from the conference. Secondly, the discussion 

will proceed with the agreed changes and outcomes of the agreement, and will conclude with 

the potential scenarios which will happen if agreed changes are not attained.  

 

IMPLIED CHANGES 

 

Climate change is already affecting people and natural habitats around the world. The Paris 

agreement is one step in the future to prevent major natural disasters and help people in need 

that will be affected by climate change. As mentioned above, the Copenhagen climate 

summit was a failure, but in Paris “people are now looking for solutions, and seeing that they 

can be found” (Tim Flannery, climate scientist, A29). Due to the complexity of climate 

change, the Guardian mentioned only a few solutions in the sample chosen. Those solutions 

mentioned above refer to the agreement, but also imply changes and actions, which 

governments, organisations and various interest groups are willing to take. 

In the agricultural sector a very important factor is weather conditions, as this helps to plan 

the harvest, ‘better forecasting’ through new technologies ‘allows communities to prepare 

ahead of failed harvest, but also gives governments more time to prepare food stocks and 

relief (A1). The air pollution in the atmosphere should be lowered by ‘greening cities’ 
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especially in poorer countries (A1), which ‘will reduce mortality in developing countries’ 

(A3). 

But a main factor to prevent global warming is that emissions must be cut especially by ‘the 

world’s biggest polluters’ (A7).  

A strong emphasis on that topic came from corporate representatives. For example Jochen 

Zeitz, former chief executive of Puma calls for ‘net zero by 2050’ which “would at least get 

us to 2 degrees, leaving the door open for further reduction to 1.5, which should be 

something we should be looking at in the future” (A6). Other corporate leaders like Richard 

Branson (founder of Virgin Group), ‘showed their support for a strong agreement’. The US, 

as one of the dominant economic players on the globe, ‘has blocked action on climate 

change’ in the past (Kyoto, Copenhagen) and a long history of climate change denial, but 

representative of business believe now that ‘the economy had reached a tipping point in terms 

of moving towards greener sources of energy’ (A6).   

The financial aspect of the agreement, which is also one main premise in how to tackle 

climate change was mentioned in several ways in the observed articles. 

On the first day of the conference several countries pledge financial aid for the future, but 

China got a lot of attention for pledging ‘US$3.1 billion’ (A4). Shortly before the agreement 

got to its final phase the US pledged ‘$860m in climate aid to poorer countries, a doubling of 

its existing commitments’ (A9). 

 

The world now has a shared vision. Governments and investors around the world now 

understand that fossil fuels are no longer a safe option for the global economy and look 

forward to a future powered by renewables (Phil Jennings, the secretary general of the UNI 

global union, A13) 

 

The whole global approach ‘needs to be changed’ (A8). With the beginning of 2016 we enter 

‘a new era of sustainable development’ (Mary Robinson, President of Ireland, A8). In 

reducing emissions and overcoming poverty (A11), the core question still needs to be 

addressed: ‘how industrialised countries and the rising economies should divide 

responsibilities for dealing with climate change’ (A12). An the answer follows by Kevin 

Watkins, executive director of the Overseas Development Institute: “More financial support 

is needed to ensure poor countries are not left paying the price of a climate crisis that is not of 

their making” (A13). 
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FUTURE SCENARIOS 

 

Through scientific consensus, the world is already aware that weather is changing drastically 

and newspaper headlines are repeating themselves with annually announcing that ‘this is year 

is the hottest year since modern record-keeping started in 1880’ (Northon, 2016). The 

Guardian published an article, which referred to the same phenomenon ‘2016 set to be 

world’s hottest year on record’ (Reuters, 2016). One reason is the warm and cold temperature 

cycles at the oceans El Niño or La Niña. This leads to ‘droughts and extreme weather 

[conditions]’, which ‘could cause a semi-permanent food disaster’ and would affect millions 

of people, especially in developing countries (A1). Resulting in ‘approximately 250,000 

additional deaths due to climate change every year between 2030 and 2050’ (A3). 

Another central concern is the steadily increasing sea-level rise, caused by global warming: 

‘Small island states say the current temperature goal of 2C would bring doom, drowning low-

lying areas, and forcing mass migration’ (A7). 

To put more emphasis on the topic, the Guardian let science speak, “We would reach the 

level where the Great Barrier Reef would begin to die [if reaching an agreement fails] said 

the climate scientist Tim Flannery (A29). Even the UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon 

used an urgent tone “the clock is ticking towards a climate catastrophe” (A7). 

Resulting from that John Kerry, Secretary of State of the USA, states “…Climate change is 

an existential threat today. We have a moral responsibility today to adapt and prepare for 

those impacts” (A9).  

The so called ‘media packages’ are sometimes connected with catchphrases and metaphors in 

this case ‘semi-permanent food disaster’ as a catchphrase or ‘the clock is ticking towards a 

climate catastrophe’ as a metaphor help individuals to construct meaning’ of the displayed 

content (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, 2). Furthermore Entman’s definition of a frame 

(1993, 55) can be applied here as well.  

 

Whilst the discussion in the preceding paragraph was concentrating on the Prospective 

Change and Action Frame, the people cited were mostly main actors in the whole climate 

change discussion. Those main actors are representatives of state, economy, science and 

interest groups. The voice of civil society was not covered again, especially in the ‘scenario’ 

theme whereas the people who are living in critical areas are most affected by future climate 

changes. Corporate stakeholders were also framed as having a clear stand, they support a 

fossil free future and urge governments to act, even when they need to reformulate their 
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business models. Financial aid was one of the prominent action frames, as it was an 

important signal from states, especially from the West, to show help and understanding. 

Money is a central issue in the whole global discussion, but how it gets addressed is rather 

questionable. During the conference throwing around number of k billions of $ was part of 

the ‘good tone’, but also indicated that money does not solve everything. The poor/rich frame 

is not explicitly elaborated as its own theme but lies on the surface of the whole discussion. 

Above all, celebrities also played an important role in conveying a ‘wake-up call’, the most 

prominent voice was Leonard Di Caprio at COP21, he urged governments to act and change 

their attitude towards a common goal (DiCaprio and Krupp, 2016). 

The frame also consisted of several message concerning future scenarios, what if we fail to 

come to an agreement and further if we not act now and change things drastically many 

people will suffer from the consequences of climate change. It mostly referred to natural 

disasters, which indicates future struggles for many people on the globe.  

 

6.3. GLOBAL LEADERSHIP FRAME 
 

The narrative of leadership got supplied in different contexts, particularly in 

multidimensional levels. This refers to the analysis of leadership from different levels but 

also breaks down the hierarchical system of leadership, by placing emphasize on those 

contributing leaders at the micro level. Likewise the analysis is not restricted to those of 

status quo, it analyzes contributing leaders on all levels. Entman (1993, 55) explains, that 

political communication is part of the dialog between politicians and the audience through 

media. He further states that ‘the frame in a news text is really the imprint of power - it 

registers the identity of actors or interest that compete to dominate the text’. This is congruent 

with Nisbet (2009, 7) where frames identify power relations between public stakeholders and 

make opinions visible.  

This section is divided into three themes ‘political actors’, ‘negotiators’ and ‘global 

perspective’ and will consider them. 

 

POLITICAL ACTORS 

 

One day before the conference, news reports were are already indicating the high 

expectations which lies on these two weeks of negotiations ‘Paris [is] a vital, and almost 

final, chance for global leaders to commit to binding targets’ (A29). At this stage the 
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communication was still focusing on the two degree level: ‘world leaders and the UN have 

posited that global warming must be limited to two degrees above pre-industrial levels by 

2100’ (A29). The opening ceremony started with the ‘Leaders Event’, where all heads of 

state were invited to give a speech of maximum 3 minutes. Even though there were more 

than 150 leaders present and speaking, the Guardian just mentioned a few of them: US 

(Barack Obama), China (Xi Jinping), Canada (Justin Trudeau), Germany (Angela Merkel) 

and further the small island states, but with a rather biased tone: 

 

The leaders of small island states pleaded, as they always do, for the world to think about 

what it [feels] like to face inundation (A29). 

 

The session continued until late that evening, for example the Austrian chancellor was not 

speaking until 9.30 pm. Every single representative of state got the chance to convey their 

message of concern and hope for the future2. But the author had a similar observation as the 

Guardian (A30): 

 

But even though the mood was optimistic and the words were full of purpose, the attention of 

the 40,000 assembled officials and media drifted a bit when each leader got down to the 

details of exactly what their country was actually doing – even at the beginning when there 

were still plenty of them watching. And that’s the danger.  

 

Throughout the first week the articles mostly called on the political leadership in cutting 

emission and pledge financial aid. A surprising change happened at the end of the week, 

Canada (Climate Change Minister Catherine McKenna) put forward that ‘the world should be 

aiming to limit global warming at 1.5 degrees’, very unpredictable as Canada ‘was regarded 

as the climate villain for the last decades’ (A7). This was welcomed by most of the states 

‘US, China, Canada and EU among big carbon emitters (…), supporting 1.5C target to 

protect most vulnerable countries such as small island states’ (A7). The Alliance just 

mentioned got even one step further and ‘declared that they were now on board with 

demands from African countries to adopt an even more ambitious goal to limit warming’ 

(A7). An alarming message came from the foreign minister of the Marshall Island, where 

sea-level rise is already a daily reality ‘Put it simply, I refuse to go home from Paris without 

being able to look my grandchildren in the eye and say I have a good deal’ (A5). People on 

                                                
2 All statements made during the Leaders Event at COP21: 
http://unfccc.int/meetings/paris_nov_2015/items/9331.php (Accessed: 14 Auguste 2016) 
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islands and people in ‘low-lying countries like Bangladesh and the Philippines’ would be 

strongly effected (A6). 

Only Saudi Arabia and India ‘flatly refus[ed] attempts to even “reference” a UN study saying 

a 1.5 degree target was safer than 2 degrees’ (A4). Further in the article there was even 

stronger reference to the ‘behaviour’ of those two countries: ‘[t]his time Saudi Arabia is 

taking its traditional hard line stance and India is playing what one negotiator described as a 

“blocking role”’ (A4). Especially the Paris Agreement Frame was in strong connection with 

the leadership frame of global dominant countries. US and China were mainly causing the 

failure at COP15, therefore the success of Paris put some positive light on them during 

COP21.   

 

Moreover business leaders challenge the 2C climate change target as well: 

 

[C]hief executives of companies such as Virgin, Marks & Spencer, L’Oreal and Unilever said 

it was critical for governments to reach for stronger targets that would free the world’s 

economy from carbon emissions by 2050 and avoid dangerous warming. 

 

They urge governments to find consensus soon and ‘set some rules’. Those rules should be 

part of ‘long-term goals’, which would give companies the sign to start ‘[g]ive us the goal 

and we will make it’ (A6).  

On the other hand strong criticism was shown from civil society representatives when the 

paragraph about human rights was deleted from article 2 of the agreement, ‘it was traded 

away by governments out of necessity in the last hours international negotiations’. A 

representative from Oxfam called the ‘loss of human rights language from article 2 (…) 

extremely disappointing and follows the earlier loss of references to gender equality and just 

transition to a clean economy’ (A11). A further blockade was made by Britain, Norway, the 

US and a view more developed countries (A11) to keep in ‘differentiated responsibilities’, 

which refers to the historic responsibilities. It would hold rich countries accountable for the 

historic damages done in the past centuries (e.g. effects from the industrial revolution, 

exploitation of resources through colonialism). As well as in Article 8 where it clearly states 

‘[the agreement] does not involve or provide a basis for any liability or compensation‘ 

(UNFCCC, n.d.), which means that ‘rich countries [are not] accountable for irreversible 

damage done by climate change’ (A11). 
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Further leadership was taken by the US, Australia and some developing countries that ‘all 

countries will need to account for and report their emissions in similar ways, with regular 

reviews of national commitments’.  

In the final stage of the conference negotiators handed the responsibilities over to the heads 

of states. Throughout the whole night from Friday, 11th to Saturday, 12th phone calls were 

done, compromises were made and deals were accomplished but everything behind closed 

doors – ‘even with Obama’s efforts to call in political favours with the Chinese president3, 

sharp divisions remained on Friday between the US, India and China’ (A12). 

Finally with the announcement that global leaders found common ground on Saturday 

morning, the media showed different positions, as already outlined in the Paris Agreement 

Frame section ‘COP21 – Paris’. The political leadership was very satisfied with the outcome, 

whereas representatives of civil society had mixed feelings about the agreement, they were 

hoping for the pledges and actions promised. 

Despite this, civil society showed strong leadership on December 12th as ‘peaceful protests 

[were] planned by climate activists’ and civil society across Paris (A12): 

 

On the day the talks ended, 10,000 people were back in the streets of Paris to have the last 

word. They formed a red line with their bodies, with giant banners, and with 5,000 red tulips 

— a line representing both the victims of the climate crisis past and present, and our 

collective commitment to keep fighting for the things we love. Activists in Paris were echoed 

by thousands more around the world who gathered for solidarity events (350.org, 2015). 

 

NEGOTIATORS 

 

Negotiators played an essential role in leading towards the outcome of COP21. The Guardian 

put it this way:   

 

Once the leaders are on their jets back home, sorting out the details will be the job of the same 

negotiators who have been talking about them for the past 21 years at scores and scores of 

these conferences (A30). 

 

                                                
3 ‘Earlier, Barack Obama had phoned the Chinese leader, Xi Jinping, in a last-ditch effort to 
thrash out a climate change agreement to curb carbon emissions beyond 2020, when current 
commitments run out’ (A12). 
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Every country has at least one negotiator, if there are more the ‘head of delegation’ is mostly 

present in the negotiations. The negotiators mostly got portrayed as the ‘power station’ to 

provide the necessary electricity for a successful outcome. In the sample the negotiators 

frame was often connected to their duties, but also important to note, a negotiator represents 

the opinion of the country and is completely dependent on the country’s stand in the 

negotiations. The chairs are responsible to provide a fair and diplomatic discussion.  

 

[N]egotiators have [a] broad oversight of the whole package of details that will make up any 

agreement, attempting to steer it through to a deal, and [they] are [also] working on some of 

the important issues that will make up the package, such as financial assistance for poor 

countries, commitments on greenhouse gas emissions, and mechanisms for ensuring countries 

are accountable for meeting their targets in a transparent way (A2). 

 

During the ‘Leaders Event’ which was held on the first day of the conference, ‘negotiators 

met in the back rooms’ to work through the draft. Most of the their meetings ‘carried on later 

into the night, with some ending only at midnight’ (A3). At the end of the first week a draft 

was handed over to the French team, to be ‘examined’ over the weekend and further ‘the text 

should be released [on Monday] again for the negotiations to continue’. At that stage the draft 

contained several ‘brackets’, those brackets ‘denote phrases or issues over which agreement 

has not been reached [yet]’ (A3). At the beginning of the COP ‘1,609 sets of brackets’ were 

counted, one week later ‘only’ 361 areas of disagreement were left for further discussion 

(A11). 

Todd Stern, the United States special Envoy for Climate Change, was pointed out several 

times and especially his opinion of the situation was highly relevant, as observed in the 

articles e.g. ‘We were working with other countries in some formulation that would include 

1.5C’ (A7).  

In summary the UN Secretary - General Ban Ki-Moon observed that ‘the talks were the most 

complicated and difficult negotiations he had ever been involved in’. 

 

The Global Leadership Frame was created through dominance of certain main actors, the 

purpose of this wording was chosen to emphasize on the multidimensional levels of 

leadership. All leaders operate in different environments and contexts. From global political 

discourses over economic strategic objectives to essential work on the ground, leaders of 

different background met in the halls of Le Bourget, to work towards one goal.  
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Within the leadership frame the discussion surrounded mainly the strategic goal settings by 

the main superpowers the US and China, whereas India, Brazil and Saudi Arabia had a 

secondary role but of not less importance. 

The work of the negotiator should not be underestimated as they work closely together with 

their heads of state and as they are experts in their field, they are able to direct conversation 

towards particular issues. Nonetheless their diplomatic performance during the negotiations 

is of high importance, especially in this COP, where the pressure to achieve an agreement 

was never before greater.  

Grass root movements, researchers and civil society have also an important leadership 

function, as they are affected by climate change or know the effects through scientific 

research, which provides negotiators and heads of state with valid information. They are 

helping, working and bringing in their ideas to put the Paris Agreement in practice. Moreover 

activism in peaceful form can send strong statements as well. So far civil society is not as 

present in the media as the other ‘leaders’ mentioned above. 

 

6.4. CLIMATE SCIENTIFIC FRAME 
 

This concluding frame will analyse the Guardian's framing of specific climate change results 

and realities, which have been categorised into further themes. These scientific themes under 

discussion concern: rising sea levels, emissions, global warming and the increased 

temperature of 1.5C post industrialisation.  

In making scientific knowledge accessible, it is of high importance that the journalist is 

familiar with topic. How much information is recognizable by the reader depends on how the 

selected information is ‘translated and interpreted by the journalist (Entman 1993, 53). 

Consequently, ‘one of the principal skills all journalists have to develop is that of finding the 

sources of knowledge; climate science reports require this perhaps more than in most fields’ 

(Mcllwaine 2013, 53). 

 

But once data from the IPCC’s fifth assessment report on climate change is factored in, the 

map turns darker and it is possible to see which countries will be most affected by 

temperature increases and extreme weather over the longer term (A1). 

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a consortium of leading scientists, 

evaluates in regular reports how human intervention changes the climate on earth. Their 
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findings as mentioned in the AR5 are the basis for negotiations during and in preparation for 

the annual Conference of the Parties (COP). In the coded sample the IPCC was only once 

mentioned but their outcomes were largely communicated through the scientific themes 

mentioned above. This outcome reflects the opinion stated by Good (2008, 238) frames 

within the climate change field are mostly science driven. 

 

EMISSIONS, SEA-LEVEL RISE 

 

A question of central concern was how to best cut global emissions in the highest and most 

efficient way. This led to controversial discussion, as the interest of several countries are 

splitting far apart. The topic was of high importance already at COP3 in Kyoto, where ‘a 

number of rich countries’ were required ‘to cut emissions marginally [but it] it was rejected 

by the US ‘(A13) - under the Bush administration, whereas the Paris agreement ‘applies to all 

nations’ (A13). Even though the big global ‘carbon emitters’ are in favour of a 1.5C target 

but the discussion around how much emissions need to be cut to hinder global warming, still 

ends in big divides within the global community (A7). The global south sees their developing 

process in danger (e.g. India, China, Brazil) and the global north wants to avoid heavy losses.  

Voices like ‘free the world’s economy from carbon emissions by 2050 and avoid dangerous 

warming’ or ‘zero by 2050’ come mainly from economic and civil society representatives 

(A6). As Paris conference ‘aimed at drawing up a new global agreement on greenhouse gas 

emissions that would kick in from 2020’, the Guardian especially framed the willingness of 

heads of states in cutting ‘air pollutions to save lives in pour countries’ (A2, A3). 

Overall the agreement is also framed as, ‘the cuts promised by countries are still insufficient’ 

(A13). 

Sea-level rise was mentioned in seven articles (A29, A30, A1, A9, A10, A12, A13), where it 

referred as one of the climate changes effects, which would cause floods, drowning of low-

lying areas and further would lead to mass migration.  

 

Nearly 200 governments homing in on a deal to fight climate change have set lofty aspirations 

for protecting vulnerable countries from rising seas, but delegates said there were still gaps in 

the latest draft of the agreement (A9). 

 

In summary the themes ‘emissions’ and ‘sea-level rise’ where mostly a reference for 

implying change or showing possible future scenarios, which may not be avoidable, if the 

global community does not react to that. As science is the basis of the negotiations, the 
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argument over whether climate change exists or not was not relevant anymore in Paris, in 

contrast to past COPs. The IPCC is one of the main stakeholders in the whole climate change 

discussion, as they provide scientific material with sometimes shocking outlooks. The 

Guardian avoided covering deeper scientific results or outcomes of the AR5. It is well 

known that the mass media tries to avoid causal relations in the field of climate change, even 

though the IPCC is trying harder to make their message more usable for public 

understanding. 

 

1.5C, 2C, 4C 

 

There was a lot of throwing around numbers when it comes to global temperature rise. 

Throughout the two weeks it started from 4C all the way down to 1.5C, even 1C was 

mentioned but in a different context ‘[s]cientists estimate the world has already warmed by 

1C since the industrial revolution’ (A6). To clarify 1.5C and 2C were mostly used during the 

negotiations to find common ground, whereas 4C or even 5C were used to frame alarming 

message:  

 

If temperatures rise by only 2C, then millions more people would be affected across Central 

America, Africa and Asia. If temperatures were to rise between 4C and 5C, the map becomes 

covered in hotspots – suggesting a semi-permanent food disaster in many parts of the world 

(A1). 

 

The discussion about limiting global warming to 1.5C caused major divides within the global 

community ‘Saudi Arabia had been blocking the negotiations on several fronts’. Also India 

jumped on their side, but through diplomatic sensitivity they finally agreed. China was before 

the conference, considered as a main challenger for the temperature - level discussion, but it 

turned out that these uncertainties between Obama and Jinping were solved already at an 

earlier stage of the year (White House 2015). 

As mentioned before Canada came with the breakthrough of 1.5C, whereas in the first week 

of the conference the discussion surrounded the 2-degree level ‘the plans [are] to regularly 

review and ratchet up the pledges to contain global warming to 2C or lower’ (A30). 

Also ‘corporate leaders in sync with small islands and poor countries that are most vulnerable 

to climate change’ used the 1.5C frame to put pressure on the negotiations. Furthermore, a 

strong language was also used by African countries, stating the urgency to act now: 
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Trinidad and Tobago’s delegate warned the Paris agreement would be “seriously flawed” if it 

did not stick to an ambitious 1.5C target to limiting warming. Barbados offered even stronger 

language, warning: “We will not sign off any agreement that represents a certain extinction of 

our people (A9). 

 

When all states agreed upon the resolution, the media kept on with the 1.5C frame:  

 

A historic, legally binding climate deal that aims to hold global temperatures to a maximum 

rise of 1.5C above pre-industrial levels, staving off the worst effects of catastrophic global 

warming, has been secured (A13). 

 

It can be seen that the above analysis discussed the nuances of specific climate change 

results. The scientific themes under discussion concerned: rising sea levels, emissions and 

global warming with connection to the main frame of 1.5C. As those themes root in the 

scientific approach of the IPCC, the overall frame is called Climate Scientific Frame, which 

indicates a certain reference to scientific results, but as language in the agreement within this 

context is kept incomplex. The media as well was using the self-explanatory scientific 

frames, with rather less consideration of conveying deeper scientific knowledge. 

During the two weeks, political leaders set the global warming frame with the 1.5C, or at 

beginning into 2C theme. 

 

6.5. THE GUARDIAN VIEW 
 

The media outlet the Guardian was chosen to answer the three research questions, as it 

intensively covers environmental issues and events (O’Neill et al. 2015; Anderson 2014; 

Boykoff 2012; Boykoff and Mansfield 2008). Therefore editorial policy was visible 

throughout the data but also dominantly present in the two articles further chosen (G29, G7). 

The abbreviations again indicate the publishing date. This section will be split in two themes, 

the view of the Guardian on the process of the Paris Agreement and their perception of 

climate change. 
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ON THE PROCESS 

 

At the beginning of the conference the prospected outcome of Paris, was not framed in a very 

optimistic light: 

 

The process of UN talks was first developed in 1992, when the UN Framework Convention 

on Climate Change was signed, and the emphasis is on consensus and transparency. This 

process can seem arcane and unwieldy, but the task of forging a lasting treaty on the climate 

among all world governments is so complex that little can be done to change it (A2). 

 

A further perspective about the whole climate change discussion was mentioned in G29 ‘it is 

easy to forget that this [COP21] is an unprecedented attempt at global cooperation, one which 

has not only moved from event to process, but from protest to movement’. This implies the 

growing number of green activist and non-governmental groups worldwide, who help to save 

the environment. An agreement like that strengthens the work to operate and coordinate 

globally but it needs to ‘grow from nation and local interest’. The Guardian goes even one 

step further and calls for the awareness of every individual: ‘self-interest demands solidarity’ 

(G29). 

Further emphasize is taken on the global understanding, which the agreement contains as 

well: 

 

For Paris is not only about world leaders trying to find an agreement acceptable to nearly 200 

countries for whom the consequences of global warming will be existentially different. It is 

now also about the place of non-state players, from the indigenous peoples of South America 

to the world’s most sophisticated cities, and from the individual decisions that each of us 

makes to the clean energy initiative (G29). 

 

At this stage the particular media outlet (G29) is also still referring to the 2C level of global 

warming, the negotiations, which are leading towards this goal were called ‘this week’s 

jackpot’. The use of the term stands for the urgency to keep global warming under 2C of pre-

industrial level. Furthermore in the Guardian’s opinion climate change communication 

experience a ‘dangerous tendency (…) to present climate change as a story of loss and 

sacrifice rather than one of potential gain’ (A29). 

In this part of the sample there is no strong dominance of any country observable, unless the 

western countries, which dominate the global leadership frame anyways. 
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ON CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

As Great Britain experienced some major floods in past already, the Guardian referred in his 

second opinion piece to potential results of climate change, which would affect the British 

Islands: 

 

The first thing we need to learn is to stop talking about once-in-a-century risks. Many of the 

worst affected areas in the current floods are places that have already been through bad floods 

in the past few years (G7). 

 

Evidence for in support of this position, can be found further down in the article, where it is 

pointed out what happens to households, when they get hit by a flood: 

 

When a house is flooded, the consequences are awful: physical dangers, damaged homes, 

written-off possessions and insurance claims are just the start of it. (...) Those who have 

experienced one flood will often live in fear of another whenever the heavy rains come. They 

should not have to do so (G7).  

 

This kind of awareness can save lifes and further educating people about climate change, 

there is a bigger chance that actually change can happen. In this manner long term solution 

are from high importance ‘[t]hat has to be the government’s priority, not just while the floods 

are still on the bulletins and front pages, but right through until the job is done’ (A7). 

There is a strong call for the government to invest in future projects that guarantee safety for 

their citizens, e.g. infrastructure, rather to wait until natural disasters are knocking on the 

door. 

 

Although much more must be done on the ground, the fate of homes in these islands is also 

umbilically linked to the fate of the climate change talks in Paris. A treaty will not stop the 

rain. But a treaty will play its part, over time, in shaping climate change so that threatened 

communities do not have to look so fearfully and so often at the rising waters and say to 

themselves: “No, not again.” (A7). 

 

In implies the long-term view, which global governments need to attain. But in a still 

capitalist driven world it will be hard to change, unless leadership on the microlevel starts to 

grow exponential. 
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It might be concluded, that the Guardian shows strong sympathy with the positions by 

climate science, civil society and climate activists. Emphasizing on a rapid change in political 

mindset and suggesting solutions, which could last for more generations, because short-term 

solutions proved already to be insufficient. A certain critique on the political leadership, with 

regards to past decision making and policy approaches in the context of climate change was 

also identified through the frames.  

 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

The four frames outlined above and analysed are: 

 

1) The Paris Agreement Frame 

2) The Prospective Change and Action Frame 

3) The Global Leadership Frame 

4) The Climate Scientific Frame 

 

At the end of the chapter the The Guardian View was also considered, as this implies deeper 

understanding of the editorial policy of this respective media outlet. The used keywords and 

also the sequence of words will be illustrated in ‘Figure 5’. 

 

 
Figure 5 Word Cloud 
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As the figure shows the frequency of the keywords, this implies that the frames are defined 

through the analysed content. ‘Climate’ was the most cited word in the sample with a 

frequency of 271 times, followed by ‘countries’ with 173 times, which refers to the Global 

Leadership Frame, whereas the word ‘leaders’ was counted 41 times. As the city of ‘Paris’ 

was also 160 times mentioned, it is a strong indicator for the geographical importance, which 

is connected with the Paris Agreement Frame, e.g. ‘climate meetings in Paris could decide 

the fate of the world’ (A2). The word with the fourth highest mentioning was ‘change’, 

which stands for the Prospective Change and Action Frame. After the keyword ‘climate’, 

’emissions’ was used 82 times and belongs also to the Climate Scientific Frame. The 

complete list of all keywords is attached in ‘Annex 1’.  

The analysis is followed by a discussion part, were the frames put into context and 

interrelations between frames are highlighted. Further public perception and the influence of 

media will be discussed. 

 

7. DISCUSSION 
 

The analysis above showed the outcome of a two-part methodology. The content analysis 

was implied by a coding process, in which framing theory was applied on top of and showed 

certain frames as an outcome. In this section of the paper, the frames will be discussed, with 

emphasis on how they can influence the opinion formation of their readership.  

Four frames have been identified in this study, the Paris Agreement Frame, the Prospective 

Change and Action Frame, the Global Leadership Frame and the Climate Scientific Frame. 

All are resulting from the same media material. 17 articles were chosen to elaborate how the 

newspaper the Guardian framed COP21 in November/December 2015 in their online 

version.  

 

Specific interrelations and parallels between the frames are visible. The first example draws 

on the links between the Paris Agreement Frame and the Global Leadership Frame, due to 

there being leaders from several backgrounds chosen as representatives in guiding the 

process towards the agreement and to influence certain stages of the negotiations. Hence the 

reader could interpret that without a certain leadership the Paris Agreement was not possible. 

The representation of different levels at the conference was noted and communicated by the 

media, but the leaders actually then presented in the media were mostly from political and 

economical level, placing no significance, platform or voice to those from grass root levels. 
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Providing the opinions of the more ‘powerful’, and consequently presenting a less rounded 

picture to the public. As mentioned throughout the analysis, civil society and NGOs were 

given considerably less space in the newspaper coverage, which indicates the dominance of 

leaders on the macro level. Additionally, both the frames mentioned above also mirror the 

power of global politics, which is not new to climate change policymaking. This only 

reinforces how the grassroots movement or voices of civil society are not heard in the halls 

of the climate change elite. Therefore, these groups’ participation could be argues as more of 

a symbolic gesture. If contrary, this is then not yet visible in the media-sphere. Blasio & 

Sorice (2013, 61) argue that ‘the rhetoric of environmental communication is responsible for 

building issues in the mediated political and public space, involving a variety of social actors 

and representing a discursive legitimation for the rise of environmental policies’. This can be 

seen as example of best practice but does not yet reflect the reality. 

 

The interrelation that can be drawn between the Prospective Change and Action Frame and 

the Climate Scientific Frame is dominated by scientific results and predictions of the future. 

It should not only make people aware, but also inform them on how the climate on the globe 

will change if humans keep on staying on the path of capitalism and borrowed prosperity. 

The media also tries to bring more attention to the topic by conveying alarming messages, 

which is not always the most productive way for raising attention, as this tactic can develop a 

rejection towards the topic.  

Not only event-driven reporting could lead to more attention ‘the media must [also] identify 

climate change as a newsworthy issue’ (Weingart et al. 2000, 263). This said Mike Shanahan 

(in Anderson 2014, 77) concluded six barriers of ‘climate change coverage in non-

industrialised countries’. At first glance, these barriers could indicate that it is only relevant 

for developing countries, but one gets the impression that some of them could be held 

accountable to the West as well. For example, journalists ‘lack training to make climate 

change relevant and interesting’ or that the relationship between media and national political 

leaders is ‘too cosy’ that challenging the news media agenda would cause to big of 

differences in their relationship (politics-media). Finally ‘unsympathetic editors who do not 

see the importance of the story compared to other more pressing or popular concerns’, which 

emphasizes that the agenda-setting function plays an important role in choosing topics for 

the daily media reporting.  McNair (2007, 47) argues that: 
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The media not only provide cognitive knowledge, informing us about what is happening, but 

they also order and structure political reality, allotting events greater or lesser significance 

according to their presence or absence on the media agenda. 

 

The news media should more rigorously fulfil their democratic role in the way ‘journalists‘ 

adhere to the professional ethics of objectivity in reporting the facts of public affairs [climate 

change]’ (ibid, 46). As mentioned before, there are several reasons why climate change is 

mostly event-driven and not part of the agenda-setting process of the media. If and when 

climate change gets space in the media, and in this case space in a quality newspaper, the 

frames which were used to influence public perception were frames that have already been 

observed throughout the last three decades. Therefore, this dated blueprint needs new 

approaches on how to tackle climate change in the media. However, as stated above, the one 

problem that remains is that the media do not see climate change as newsworthy issue, which 

deserves to be present on a daily basis in the news-cycle. The salience of the topic must be 

set at another level, in particular on the public agenda. 

 

How the media influences and shapes public opinion could not be analysed, as it would 

exceed the scope of the thesis. Nevertheless, assumption will be taken on how the identified 

frames can influence the audience and further lead to a public perception that can be 

influenced by framing. The Paris Agreement Frame was mainly connected to the success of 

the global community in finding agreement on a document, which implies future change on 

‘mitigation’, ‘adaptation’, ‘loss and damage’, ‘global stock-take’ and ‘support’ (including 

finance). As consensus was reached and all parties agreed on signing the document, COP21 

was clearly framed as a success, even though the 12-page agreement misses out on major 

points like human rights or historical responsibility of the global north. In the newspaper 

only a few critical voices were mentioned, which the reader can consider in her assumptions, 

but nevertheless the positive connection that finally a global agreement was reached will be 

the main conclusion of the COP21.  

 

The Prospective Change and Action Frame implies the drastic future changes needed in 

order to avoid catastrophic climate disasters. A matter greatly under reported and 

emphasized in the media, that change must be done now. That global leaders are in charge to 

propose change with strong legislation and policies, which could ultimately lead to a fossil 

free future. It seems that the dominance of the fossil fuel industry is still ubiquitous, with no 

visible willingness to change an old system to a new renewable system. This was mentioned 
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in some stages of the news coverage but in a very soft tone. The media is not yet ready to 

address radical change in their news agenda. The Prospective Change and Action Frame 

could be used as an effective tool in raising awareness and influencing people to get ready 

for change. 

The Climate Scientific Frame is valuable, as the negotiations are based on the results from 

the IPCC. It is common sense nowadays that climate change is anthropogenic. Therefore the 

Climate Scientific Frame should not only give us proof about the changing climate, but it 

should even provide solutions on how we can adapt in the future and emphasize how we can 

change individual behaviour that could lead to collective behaviour change. Scholars from 

social science should get more attention in the whole discussion, especially on the news. 

People could relate more easily to climate change then, if they get the effects translated into 

what could actually change on daily basis for every human. It can become an accessible, 

approachable and tangible subject to the wider public, which is essential for action.  

The Global Leadership Frame deals with the tasks of main actors within climate change 

policy formation. The media specifically highlights the top of the hierarchy in global 

leadership. But the emphasis on global leadership should not only lie on those of status quo, 

but global leadership to apply to leaders from micro levels too. This implies individuals, 

grass root movements and civil society organisations. In the sample, the focus of global 

leadership was mainly on political leadership, but also negotiators got in the spotlight, as 

they are representing parties in the negotiation process. 

The leadership that is needed should be a bottom up approach from micro to macro level, or 

even multidimensional and simultaneous. The other way round is status quo, but yet not 

enough to stay under 4C temperature rise compared with pre-industrial levels by 2100. 

 

The next chapter will conclude the qualitative research study in answering the research 

question and giving further research suggestions. 
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8. CONCLUSION 
 

The research reported in this thesis has investigated online articles about the climate change 

conference COP21 in Paris from the British newspaper the Guardian. Annually global 

leaders from different levels are meeting to discuss and work on the defined problem ‘climate 

change’. This chapter also mentions the conclusions drawn from the event driven reporting 

and in answering the research question by summarizing the results for the analysis. 

 

8.1. REASEARCH QUESTION REVISITED 
 

The research question is the initial reason for this study. It was guiding the whole process of 

analysis. Therefore, this section will elaborate further on the research question proposed.  

 

RQ: Through which frames did the Guardian use to cover the COP21 in their 

online articles? 

 

Through a keyword search the sample was established. It showed an extensive collection of 

media material. In the second step the time frame was set and the data was narrowed down 

around 300 articles. As there are were different types of news presented (e.g. videos, blogs, 

opinion pieces…) the section ‘online-articles’ was chosen. Those articles ‘[were] analysed in 

terms of the nature and style of its rhetoric’ (Simons forthcoming). Resulting from this a 

sample of 15 articles was selected +2 ‘The Guardian View’ articles. By using the inductive 

approach four frames could be identified and several themes within those frames. The frames 

are: the Paris Agreement Frame, the Prospective Change and Action Frame, the Global 

Leadership Frame and the Climate Scientific Frame (‘Figure 6). 
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Frames Themes Keywords 

 

Paris Agreement Frame 

• Agreement 

• COP21 

• Past COPs 

Deal, meeting, historic, 

draft, process, 

Copenhagen, Kyoto 

 

Prospective Change and 

Action Frame 

• Climate Change 

• Imply Change 

• Scenarios 

• Economic 

Pledges, change, global, 

goal, business, future, 

damage 

 

Global Leadership Frame 

• Leaders 

• Negotiators 

• UN 

• Global Understanding 

Countries, world, global, 

negotiations, 

commitments 

 

Climate Scientific Frame 

• Greenhouse gases 

• Global warming 

• IPCC 

• Sea-level Rise 

Emissions, degree, air, 

floods, zero, carbon,  

 

Figure 6 Climate Change Communication Frames 

 

The Paris Agreement was framed throughout the two weeks as contract of hope, even though 

critical voices accompanied the process from the beginning. Political leaders from the global 

north particularly praised it as the solution for future generations. But the civil society and/or 

NGOs rarely got voiced; with consideration that the sample was limited to one online article 

per day. The ‘Paris Agreement’ not only reflects the connection to the French presidency but 

also mirrors the importance of place, as it already shows historic importance throughout the 

centuries and now, with a successful agreement, Paris is seen as the city of hope for the 

future of climate change. Particularly significant in light of the terror attacks of November 

2015, people needed a glimpse of hope. 

 

Since 2003, when the news article about the ‘hottest year’ appeared, we have felt the drastic 

conditions of global temperature and its result on natural disasters. The sample made visible 

the media’s attempt in getting the readers attention by presenting a narrative on climate 
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change catastrophes and future scenarios, which will only result in more natural disasters and 

human suffering. To prevent these actions, a drastic reduction of carbon emissions must be 

guarantied. However, global actors from governments, the economy and others of a wealthy 

background have pledged financial support. The Prospective Change and Action Frame 

mainly transported an alarming message and the urgency to act. 

 

Leadership is needed on every level. In the whole climate change discussion leadership was 

pictured from various angles. Mostly political leadership was connected to the global power 

structure, whereas leaders from small island states were presented as the most vulnerable. 

They are those who will feel the effects the first, so they should get every attention possible. 

As the analysis showed leaders in multidimensional levels the message conveyed differed 

from their particular interests, which was mostly connected to one goal, making their point 

visible in the agreement. The narrative of leadership got supplied in different contexts, 

particularly on multidimensional levels. The Global Leadership Frame was created through 

the dominance of a few particular main actors. From global political discourses over 

economic strategic objectives to essential work on the ground, leaders from different 

backgrounds met in the halls of Le Bourget to work towards one goal. 

Even though there were more than 150 leaders present and speaking, the Guardian just 

mentioned a few of them. Within the leadership frame the discussion surrounded mainly the 

strategic goal settings by the main superpowers of the US and China, whereas India, Brazil 

and Saudi Arabia played a secondary role but not of less importance. Negotiators and non-

state actors where mentioned as well, but less in the leadership frame. Negotiators were more 

framed as the necessary vehicles of the negotiations. Non-state actors were mostly framed in 

the economic context or either as representatives from civil society, the latter got the least 

attention in the articles even though they are standing for one of the most important 

leadership levels, the micro level, where real (climate) change is happening and felt. 

 

Scientific results from the IPCC (AR5) were mirrored in the climate scientific frame. The 

scientific themes under discussion concerned: rising sea-levels, emissions and global 

warming with connection to the main frame of 1.5C. As those themes are rooted in the 

scientific approach of the IPCC, which indicates a certain degree of reference to scientific 

results, the language in the agreement within this context is kept rather incomplete. The 

media as well was using the self-explanatory scientific frames, with rather less consideration 
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of conveying deeper scientific knowledge. During the two weeks, political leaders set the 

global warming frame with the 1.5C, or at beginning into 2C theme. 

 

Furthermore, the Guardian is referred as a left-leaning quality newspaper (Boykoff & 

Youlsman 2013, 365). Emphasizing a rapid change in the political mind-set and eagerly 

suggesting long-term solutions. The newspaper could favour these more sustainable 

solutions, because short-term solutions have already proven to be insufficient. A certain 

critique on the political leadership, with regards to past decision making and policy 

approaches in the context of climate change, was also identified through the frames. 

 

8.2. FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

Further research is required within the field of public perception of climate change 

communication. As one of the big struggles within the field is, climate change is yet to be 

identified as a newsworthy issue. Climate change reporting is still event-driven; therefore 

raising environmental awareness is mainly connected to natural disasters, or climate summits. 

Another point for further research can be to identify communication tools that make scientific 

results more accessible, which could imply a closer relationship between the IPCC and the 

news media.  

As this study was limited to one newspaper outlet, it would be interesting to expand the thesis 

and compare frames from newspapers of developing countries. Several studies compared 

frames and counted how often ‘climate change’ was mentioned over certain period of time, 

but there is clearly a lake of framing theory visible in these comparisons.  

 

This quote can motivate further research on this topic: 

 

Perception of climate change is also shaped by the framing used in climate change 

communications, particularly the imagery and stories employed, which can help increase 

knowledge and concern if the embedded emotions do not overly emphasize (i.e., manipulate) 

negative feelings such as fear, guilt or hopelessness. Negative affective appeals seem largely 

counterproductive, especially when unaccompanied by messages that build listeners’ sense of 

efficacy, hope, and optimism about the future. How climate change is framed can 

fundamentally affect how the issue is perceived (Wolf & Moser 2011, 566). 
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11.  APPENDIX II 
Words Length Frequency 
climate 7 274 
countries 9 173 
paris 5 160 
change 6 131 
talks 5 98 
agreement 9 86 
world 5 84 
emissions 9 82 
global 6 68 
2015 4 67 
deal 4 62 
environment 11 47 
theguardian 11 47 
warming 7 46 
now 3 42 
developing 10 41 
draft 5 41 
leaders 7 41 
need 4 40 
goal 4 37 
people 6 37 
negotiators 11 32 
conference 10 30 
negotiations 12 28 
governments 11 24 
greenhouse 10 24 
save 4 24 
meeting 7 23 
rich 4 23 
target 6 23 
air 3 21 
carbon 6 21 
president 9 21 
targets 7 21 
china 5 20 
vulnerable 10 20 
minister 8 19 
poor 4 19 
saved 5 19 
strong 6 19 
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[the coded sample is to extensive to be enclosed in the appendices, 
therefore they will be sent to the opposition and the examiner 
through e-mail as supplementary documents]  
 
 


