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1. Introduction 
The environmental crisis is one of humanity's greatest challenges. There are many 
competing explanations for why finding a solution to it is such a difficult task. Many have 
emphasized the complex nature of the problem itself (e.g. Moser and Dilling 2007), collective 
action problems (e.g. Ostrom 1990), as well as the difficulties of prioritizing long term 
solutions in political systems based on short term electoral cycles (e.g. Folke et al. 1998; 
Young 2003). 

  

One prominent strand of research trying to address some aspects of these questions 

occupies itself with the influence of environmental discourse. It emphasizes that the way 

environmental issues are constructed, presented and perceived as a political problem by 

different actors may influence environmental policy (Dryzek 2013; Connelly 2007). Moreover, 

discursively oriented research has highlighted the importance of discursive pluralism in the 

public sphere for enabling formation of unbiased preferences and well-informed political 

decisions geared at promoting the public good (Dryzek and Stevenson 2014). Discursive 

pluralism counteracts uncritical adoption of dominating ideas and fosters reflexivity in politics 

(Dryzek 2016). Much research on environmental policy have also stressed the importance of 

understanding the relationship between environmental policy and economic priorities 

(Dryzek 2013). However, one unresolved tension in the literature is whether conditions for 

ambitious environmental politics is improved or hindered in times of economic crisis 

(Skovgaard 2014). While some contend that economic crises will further amplify economic 

concerns at the expense of environmental concerns (Scruggs and Benegal 2012), others 

argue that they have great potential for upsetting the status quo of political inaction and allow 

for a broader range of voices to take place in the political spotlight (t’Hart and Tindall 2010, 

22). The financial crisis of 2008-09 can be seen as a critical case for investigating if, and in 

that case how, environmental discourses change in times of high attention to economic 

issues.   

 

I argue that this needs to be empirically investigated in a more systematic way than it 

previously has. One actor holding an especially critical role for in the formation and 

transmission of environmental discourse is the mass-media (Boykoff 2011, 28), as the way a 

problem is presented in the media may affect the way people act (Kahneman and Tversky 

1984, 1458), as well as influence the agendas of both the public and government (Hilgartner 

and Bosk 1988; Kingdon 1995). Most studies in the field either take a mass media approach 

by investigating the amount of coverage, or simply a philosophical approach. However, the 

content of mass media coverage has been very scarcely empirically researched (Aoyagi and 
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Usui 2008, 210). In particular, case studies of how environmental issues is portrayed in 

times of crisis and whether it suppresses or enables discursive pluralism is largely missing 

(Anshelm and Hultman 2015). This is an important gap to address since discursive pluralism 

in the public sphere has been regarded a central aspect of democratizing environmental 

governance (Stevenson and Dryzek 2014). Additionally, researchers have called for 

research with focus outside of the United Kingdom, the United States and the European 

Union in order to broaden horizons on environmental politics worldwide (Levy and Spicer 

2013). 

     

This thesis aims to contribute to addressing these gaps by analyzing how the discursive 

landscape with regards to environmental problems changed in Costa Rica during the 2008-

2009 financial crisis. Instead of analyzing purely the frequency of articles on climate change, 

this thesis contributes with an analysis of the content by looking at several discursive 

aspects such as who is considered a key actor for change, what the nature of the problem is, 

which solution forms the best response and what is to be regarded a good path of 

development. Contrary to previous studies that focus mainly on “developed countries”, this 

thesis zooms in Costa Rica, a largely understudied country in the context. Costa Rica is well 

known for its ambitious environmental policies relative to its level of economic development. 

The investigation is carried out through a content analysis of online news articles from the 

biggest news source in the country, La Nación. Although the global financial crisis broke out 

in 2008, Costa Rica was worst hit in 2009 (OECD 2018) and 2007 provides a base year right 

before the crisis. Thus, the question this thesis will set out to answer is: 

 

How did the discursive landscape on environmental problems change in the Costa 

Rican newspaper La Nación between 2007 and 2009?        

   

All in all, the thesis contributes to the wider body of existing literature on the interaction 

between economic and environmental concerns. More specifically, it adds additional 

understanding about how the discursive landscape may change in times of economic crisis. 

   

The rest of the paper is structured as follows; I begin with a short overview of the existing 

research on environmental discourses, starting out with discursive pluralism. The section 

highlights why it is an important aspect of environmental politics. I then proceed with a brief 

review of what previous research on the subject of environmental discourses during 

economic crises has found. Next, the theoretical framework used for the analysis is outlined. 

It orders a variety of ideas into three discourses, based on the perception of the nature of 

changes necessary in society’s political and economic structures as well as human-
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environment relationships. In the second section, I present my arguments for the choice of 

material and content analysis as a method while acknowledging potential implications over 

validity, reliability and generalization. Then, using the model from the previous section as a 

base, I create an analytical tool used in the content analysis. In the third section I present the 

results and discuss the main findings. Finally, some concluding comments and 

recommendations for future research are raised. 

 

2. Theory 
2.1 Why discursive pluralism is important for environmental governance 
Discourses can be understood as shared ways of apprehending the world which contain 

different assumptions, judgements and ideas (Dryzek 2013). Without these, problem-solving 

in environmental politics would be hard to imagine as they provide a common ground for 

agreements (and disagreements) in analysis and debates. Discourses can also coordinate 

the actions of large numbers of people and organizations (Dryzek 2013, 9-10). An important 

conveyor of discourses is the media, as the way in which a problem is presented in the mass 

media can influence the way people act and lead to more or less public concern (Kahneman 

and Tversky 1984, 1458). Certain exposure to information regarding the environment has 

been found to affect willingness to take action to reduce one’s own emissions, voting 

preferences, engage with environmental groups and talk to friends and family about the 

issue. The more important an issue is perceived to be, the more people talk about it, creating 

a positive feedback loop that can be a critical element in social change (Leiserowitz 2004, 

29). Public opinion, which can be a driving force behind policy change, may reveal itself 

through the media and make it more likely that governments pay more attention to some 

problems and solutions than others (Zahariadis 1999, 77). Discursive shifts have previously 

been decisive in changing the content of public policy. For instance, the discourse of 

environmentalism in the United States around 1970 contributed to the creation of 

environmental legislation, administrative action and the building of institutions. This despite 

the fact that environmental groups were not a significant presence at the time nor was 

environmental issues especially common in election campaigns (Dryzek 2002). 
 
The arguments for discursive pluralism are based on the assumption that a broader range of 

discourses can provide scrutiny and criticism which result in more rational decisions. If 

dominant positions are exposed to radical critique it is likely to produce more fair and 

effective outcomes (Stevenson and Dryzek 2014). From this point of view, it is essential that 

all vantage points for criticizing policy are represented in the public sphere, rather than all 

vantage points being represented in proportion to the number of people who subscribe to 
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them (Dryzek and Niemeyer 2008). An uncritical adoption of dominant ideas may result in 

path dependency, that is, early decisions constraining later ones. A strong path dependency 

in the context of a changing climate may be problematic due to the dynamic, complex and 

long-term nature of the problem. Ongoing scientific and technological advances will 

continuously shape, and reshape, the feasibility of solutions and understanding of the 

problem. The environmental crisis is unlikely to be solved by a single policy implemented at 

one moment, but rather require a series of adaptable policy measures over time (Pralle 

2009). A public sphere containing diverse perspectives and interests has been shown to 

efficiently promote public goods and generalizable interests, enlarge the perspectives of 

individuals as well as organize feedback on the state of social-ecological systems into 

political processes. This creates reflexivity, which means the “self-critical capacity of a 

structure, process or set of ideas to change itself after scrutiny of its own failure or success” 

(Dryzek 2016).  

 

To summarize, discursive pluralism does not claim that radical discourses produce better 

end results than dominating ones with regards to environmental policy. However, the relative 

weight of discourses has been highlighted as a problem. For instance, the subordination of 

more radical sustainability discourses to dominant economic ones has been suggested to 

lead to a progressive de-radicalization of sustainability discourse in ways that make it more 

business friendly (Dryzek 2016). By including a broad variety of perspectives which 

challenge the status quo in the discussion, reflexivity and continuous evaluation of policy can 

be created. This may be vital in order to tackle such dynamic and complex problems.  

 
2.2 Previous research on economic crises and environmental discourses 
It might seem intuitive with a negative relationship between environmental concern and 

economic conditions. However, research on for example post-materialist values suggest that 

this does not necessarily have to be the case (e.g. Inglehart 2008). Despite the fact that this 

remains an unanswered question, empirical research on the issue is surprisingly limited 

(Scruggs and Benegal 2012, 505) . 

 

Some survey data show that environmental concern is positively related to the health of the 

economy. For example, as unemployment increases people tend to prioritize environmental 

protection less. Moreover, the willingness of the public to sacrifice economic growth for 

environmental protection has been found to decrease as the strength of the economy 

declines (Pralle 2009, 788). Perhaps more puzzling is that not only do the public’s priorities 

shift during economic recession, but that in some cases beliefs appear to change as well. 

Public opinion trends suggest that people can be more likely to alter their perception of basic 
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facts and question the scientific consensus on the problem during economic hardship. This 

has been attributed to social and psychological processes which push people to alter their 

beliefs when conflicting with their behaviour. As economic recession often leads to demands 

for stimulating growth, which may be at odds with beliefs regarding environmental protection, 

beliefs and values can also shift (Scruggs and Benegal 2012). When it comes to the financial 

crisis of 2008-09, a shift was found in the content of public discourse in the United Kingdom 

where the costs of an environmental transition was more in focus than what had previously 

been the case (Geels 2013). Around the same time, a similar increase in the focus on costs 

contributed to strengthening the role of economically oriented actors advocating business-

as-usual policies in the European Union (Skovgaard 2014). These perspectives point 

towards a crowding out of radical discourses by dominant business-as-usual discourses in 

times of crisis. 

 
On the other hand, the sense of uncertainty that financial crises may prompt can profoundly 

impact people’s understanding of the world around them. A crisis may delegitimize 

authorities, institutions and even the entire system in place at the start of the crisis, 

questioning its role in allowing the crisis to come about in the first place. Thus, dominant 

discourses may be increasingly challenged as demands for structural change intensify 

(t’Hart and Tindall 2010). The more serious a crisis is perceived to be, and the more it 

appears to be caused by predictable problems, the bigger is the scrutiny of current policies 

and opportunity for radical reform proposals (Klein 2007). According to this viewpoint, crises 

may benefit critics of the status quo and increase the role and legitimacy of actors that 

challenge the increasingly distrusted policies (t’Hart and Tindall 2010). To summarize, the 

two aforementioned perspectives lead to the following two opposite hypotheses:  

 

Hypothesis 1:  

Economic crisis suppresses discursive pluralism, through dominant business-as-usual 

discourses crowding out more radical ones. 

 

Hypothesis 2:  

Economic crisis enables discursive pluralism, through more radical environmental 

discourses being allowed more space due to increased scrutiny of the status quo. 

  

The following section will look at how environmental discourses may effectively be classified 

in terms of more or less radical for the purpose of this study. 
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2.3 Outlining environmental discourses 
There are various ways of categorizing and defining environmental discourses (Connelly 

2007; Dryzek 2013). For the purpose of this thesis, I have chosen to use a theoretical 

framework developed by Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien (2005). It provides an overview with 

two separate axes, where the vertical axis represents level of importance given to socio-

economic issues, and the horizontal axis representing environmental concern. Within this 

framework, a broad variety of ideas are ordered into three distinct discourses based on the 

perception of the nature of changes necessary in society’s political and economic structures 

as well as human-environment relationships. The first, Status Quo, stating that sustainable 

development can be achieved within the current system. The second, Reform, stating that 

fundamental reform is necessary but within the current system. Finally; Transformation, 

claiming that the current system is itself part of the problem, and thus that radical 

transformation is crucial in order to solve it. These three discourses will from here on after be 

referred to as more or less radical, referring to the perception of changes necessary. I will in 

turn describe these three discourses in the following sections.  

 

Figure 2.3.1 
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2.3.1 Status Quo 
Status Quo discourse contend that environmental issues can be tackled without any 

fundamental changes to society, power relations or means of decision making. Development 

is identified by growth, particularly economic, which is often considered part of the solution 

as environmental issues can be dealt with adequately only when a sufficient level of growth 

and economic capacity is reached. Followers of the Status Quo approach are reluctant to 

use laws and regulation but rather prefer privatization and reduction in taxation. Technical 

economic tools such as modest environmental taxes, pollution trading permits and ethical 

shares may also encourage the transition. (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 42-43)   

 

Supporters of the Status Quo believe that a sustainable development can be achieved 

through for instance new technologies, improved management techniques (such as 

cost/benefit analysis and environmental impact assessment), increased information and 

changing values of the public. Although a variety of potential solutions exist they all share 

the need to operate through the market in order to work efficiently. Status Quo puts special 

emphasis on consumer power, information and lifestyle choices to help guide the market. 

The responsibility therefore lies primarily at the consumer level and at the hands of 

businesses with the key driver being that there is money to be made in a green transition. 

(Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 42-43) 

 

2.3.2 Reform  
The Reform approach does not consider fundamental changes to present social and 

economic structures necessary. However, it generally recognizes that profound changes in 

policy and lifestyle may be needed at some point in order to promote a democratic, 

sustainable and equitable form of capitalism. Growth is considered to have certain limits 

which require that market modifications are made to include social and environmental costs. 

Supporters of Reform do not consider the root of the problem to lie within the nature of 

present society, but rather in imbalances and a lack of knowledge and information. 

(Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 43-45)  

 

Those who take a Reform approach believe that environmental problems can be fixed 

through green technologies, good science and information, modifications to the market and 

reform of government. Most reformers also predict that the political system needs to 

increase democracy and participation in order to improve the quality of human life and make 

adequate adjustments to the world economy. Governments play a key role as the market 

needs to be controlled through changing taxes and subsidies, targeting of research and 
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information as well as the pushing of businesses. (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 43-

45) 

 

2.3.3 Transformation 
Transformation discourse see environmental problems as rooted in fundamental features of 

present society and how humans interrelate with the environment. Today global 

organizations and governments are not under public control which makes inequality and 

environmental degradation inevitable. Transformation discourse sees a need for social and 

political action that involves those outside of the centres of power such as indigenous 

groups, the poor and working class, women and sometimes even nature itself. Reform is 

insufficient because issues are located within the very economic and power structures of 

society, since they are not primarily concerned with human well-being and environmental 

sustainability. (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 45-47) 

 

A transformation of society and human relations with the environment is necessary as 

society today is based on the exploitation of a majority of people and the environment by a 

small minority. Organizations and social movements such as radical political parties, 

community groups, environmental campaigns and trade unions are the main restraints on 

this exploitation and their power thus needs to be extended to real control. Ideas within the 

discourse range from reform of the world financial system to outright opposition to 

capitalism. (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 45-47) 

 

2.3.4 Concluding comments 

It is important to recognize that the three discourses described above are not to be 

considered as completely stratified spheres, but rather as three broad classifications on a 

continuum. Lines can therefore be blurred and certain elements and ideas may intermingle 

and overlap. Table 2.3.4.1 below provides an overview of some key characteristics, based 

on certain considerations when forming policy which have been used for similar purposes 

previously (Anshelm and Hultman 2015). These will be elaborated on further in the Analytical 

tool section. 
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Table 2.3.4.1 

 Status Quo Reform Transformation 

Key actors Consumers and 
businesses 
are key drivers 
towards 
sustainability. 

Governments 
has a key role as 
businesses need 
pushing and the 
market needs control. 

Unheard voices 
as well as the social 
movements and 
organizations that 
represent them, require 
real power. 

Path to 
development 

Economic growth 
and development are 
equated and also 
seen as part of the 
solution.  

Limits to growth  
require inclusion of 
environmental and 
social costs.   

Environmental 
sustainability 
and human well-being 
should be the main 
concern of economic 
structures. 

Nature of 
problem 

Technological 
and can be tackled 
without fundamental 
changes to society, 
means of decision 
making or power 
relations. 

Political 
as imbalances and a 
lack of knowledge and 
information are the 
root of the problem. 

Structural 
and rooted in 
fundamental features of 
society, based on 
exploitation and how 
humans interrelate with 
the environment. 

Solutions Market-based 
solutions need to 
operate through the 
market to work 
efficiently. 

Reform 
of government and the 
market to promote 
green technologies, 
science and 
information. 

Transformation 
of society and human 
relations with the 
environment is 
necessary. 

 

 
3. Method      

3.1 Content analysis 
In order to investigate how, if at all, the environmental discourse in La Nación changed 

during the financial crisis, the method of content analysis will be used. This method can be 

used in many different ways for various purposes, both with a qualitative and quantitative 

focus. It is a common tool for investigating media content and is often used to quantify 

certain frequencies within texts in a systematic way, which is useful when looking for 

patterns over time in large amounts of material. The content which is analyzed then needs to 

be manifest, that is, more or less explicit in the text (Bergström and Boréus 2005, 43-47). As 

this approach allows for the study of large quantities of material, one of its greatest strengths 

is the sample size, resulting in less sampling error and increased possibilities for 

generalization from the results (Manheim and Rich 1995, 186).  
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On the other hand, the search for exclusively explicit content leads to an inability to capture 

the implicit and interpret underlying or hidden messages. For example, many actors may 

often say one thing and mean another. Reformers or Transformationist may tone down their 

arguments in order to persuade governments or businesses to become more sustainable. At 

the same time, some might use a more radical rhetoric than their beliefs or practices in order 

to avoid criticism (Hopwood, Mellor and O’Brien 2005, 47). While this is important to 

recognize, the message that reaches the reader is considered the important observation for 

the purpose of this study. This because, as previously mentioned, the way that a problem is 

presented in the media shapes public opinion and in turn government agendas. In addition, 

news articles are usually straightforward in both meaning and tone, which simplifies 

classification and minimizes doubts caused by implicit messages. 

 
3.2 Material 
The choice of Costa Rica as a case study is based mainly on its impressive environmental 

ambition considering its relatively low level of economic development. The country runs, 

since very recently, on 100 percent renewable energy (Humanyun 2017) and is aiming to 

become carbon-neutral by 2021 (Embury-Dennis 2018). It was the only country to meet all 

five established criteria to measure environmental stability by the United Nations 

Development Programme in 2015 (UNDP 2015) as well as three times (notably in 2009) 

being dubbed the greenest country in the world by the New Economics Foundation’s Happy 

Planet Index, which measures sustainable well-being as an alternative to GDP (Jeffrey 

2016). In the years around the financial crisis, Costa Rica was ranked the 15th best country 

in the world in 2006 (Esty et al. 2006), 5th in 2008 (Esty et al. 2008) and 3rd in 2010 

(Emerson et al. 2010) in the Environmental Performance Index developed by Yale University 

and Columbia University. Of course, the choice of Costa Rica composes a somewhat 

unusual case in a rather specific context which may in many ways hinder the possibilities for 

generalization. Nevertheless, I argue that a deepened knowledge of the environmental 

discourse in such an understudied and environmentally ambitious country has intrinsic value. 

More understanding of good examples and regional role models in environmental policy 

might be able to provide lessons which other actors may be able to emulate.  

 

I have chosen to study online newspaper media with consideration to relevance, accessibility 

and manageability of the material. Considering that the relevance of this study is based 

largely on the link between media portrayal and public opinion, the primary consideration is 

material that effectively reach as many Costa Ricans as possible. Internet access, literacy 

rates and freedom of press is high in the country (Núñez Aberturas 2015), ensuring both a 

large reader base as well as potential for diverse opinions. La Nación is the most consumed 
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news source in the country and considered to be a quality newspaper. In terms of readers it 

is only really challenged by Diario Extra, which sensationalistic coverage rarely touches 

upon political matters in great depth (Chavarría Camacho 2016). Other smaller newspapers 

were also considered to enable comparison between different sources, but after surveying 

various options the choice was made simple by the fact that no other relevant newspaper 

had a working online archive covering the time period of interest.  

 

2009 was the peak of the financial crisis in Costa Rica in terms of GDP growth rate (OECD 

2018) and is therefore considered a suitable year representing economic recession. In order 

to isolate the effects of the global financial crisis to some extent from effects of other 

variables (Esaiasson et al. 2012, 93-96), I have chosen to analyze a limited time frame with 

one period right before the substantial downturn in the economy and another shortly after. 

2007 is thus chosen as the base year for the study. There are of course many other factors 

that change in a year within a country. For example, feedback on existing policies (for 

instance in terms of scientific knowledge), short-term weather patterns and other real-world 

events related to the environment have been shown to affect the content of media coverage 

(Scruggs and Benegal 2012). This needs to be taken into account when analyzing and 

drawing conclusions from the results and will be further examined in the Discussion section.  

Keywords used to search for articles are climate change, global warming, environment and 

sustainable development. As this may generate results which are focused directly on the 

environment, it is important to note that a bias in favor of more radical discourses might 

occur. It is reasonable to assume that some Status Quo arguments do not necessarily 

mention the environment as a factor explicitly, but rather touch upon the issues indirectly by 

talking about economic priorities and competing objectives. A broader search including 

financial and infrastructural issues might have produced a more favourable environment for 

Status Quo ideas. However, as the aim is to look at if (and in that case how) the discourse 

changed, the most important part of the results are not the relative distribution of the 

discourses at one time, but rather how it shifted from one time period to another. As long as 

the analytical tool is applied consistently on material for both 2007 and 2009, the results will 

represent a fair estimate of this change regardless of the relative distribution of the three 

discourses at one particular time.  
 

3.3 Analytical tool 
In order to systematically and consistently analyze the material, it is necessary to construct 

an extensive analytical tool. This normally includes a codebook which specifies which 

observations are coded in the analysis and how, as well as a coding manual that elaborates 
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on how these observations are to be interpreted empirically during coding. Certain coding 

principles for handling more ambiguous situations are also needed to keep reliability high 

during the course of the coding process (Esaiasson et al. 2012, 200-201).  

 

In order to construct an analytical tool suitable for the purpose of this thesis, the main 

features and characteristics of the three environmental discourses described in the previous 

section (Status Quo, Reform and Transformation) have to be ordered into codable variables. 

As previously mentioned, the discourses are not strictly stratified but rather broad 

categorizations which may have several ideas in common. The key is therefore to identify 

areas where the viewpoints diverge as clearly as possible in order to construct a 

categorization which is mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive (Esaiasson et al. 2014, 

137-139). There is no universal way of ordering ideas within discourses and what content is 

in focus varies depending on the purpose of the research (Stevenson and Dryzek 2012). A 

framework used to investigate environmental discourses in Sweden around the same time 

(Anshelm and Hultman 2015) was thus used as a starting point. How the solution and 

problem is formulated, along with actorship, is considered to be key components in policy 

making (Erikson 2011) and was also used in the aforementioned study. To get an idea of 

how the analytical tool would work on actual empirical material, a pilot study was carried out 

which resulted in adding a fourth variable which highlights perspectives on the relationship 

between development and environmental protection. Varying perceptions of development 

are a large component of the discourses in theory (Hopwood et al., 2005), and was also 

found to form a significant part of the discussion in the empirical material. All in all, this 

resulted in four main variables that were considered relevant for this study: First, Key actors, 

meaning who or what is considered to be a key driver of change in the transition. Second, 

Path of development, describing what is imagined to be a good path for growth and 

development. Third, Nature of the problem, a description of how the essence of the problem 

is formulated. And finally, Solutions, meaning which type of proposals for action are 

regarded as feasible.  

 

During the pilot study, another empirical issue requiring modification was discovered. Out of 

the first ten articles coded in 2007, four covered news in some way related to or containing 

direct quotes by the United States president of the time, George W. Bush. Even though the 

proportion of articles covering the United States later significantly dropped, this highlighted 

an important issue to be aware of. Research have found that smaller countries tend to 

reproduce the global political agenda on climate change, mainly focusing on international 

events associated with global political decision-making processes instead of providing a 

domesticated coverage (Horta, Carvalho and Schmidt 2017). Local and national levels of 



 15 

action can therefore be obscured. This creates conditions for global politics to play a 

hegemonic role in media representations. Since which content reaches the reader and how it 

is then perceived by the public are the most important parts of this study, this does not 

necessarily pose a problem. Media representations of global politics are still likely to 

influence public engagement with the issue domestically. But if coverage exclusively reflects 

opinions from international actors, the discourse might be less likely to represent domestic 

public opinion and in turn affect domestic politics. Therefore, an additional variable named 

Source was added specifying whether the coded material was directly expressed by (or a 

direct quote from) a Costa Rican person, or from Other sources. It can thus reasonably be 

argued that Other sources may be seen as more representative of an international or global 

discourse at the time, in many instances covering international events or being direct quotes 

from international actors. Meanwhile, Costa Rican sources may in the same way be argued 

to represent a more domestic discourse. Although there is some overlap between the two, 

as the border between domestic and international issues are not always crystal clear, this 

assumption will be used from here on out although with a critical approach. 

 

All in all, these considerations resulted in the codebook below. The coding manual which 

elaborates on the coding instructions for each variable can be found in the appendix. 
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3.4 Implementation 
Each article is skimmed through at first to assess its relevance, looking for keywords related 

to the topic. If not immediately deemed irrelevant, the article is thoroughly examined and 

passages considered to contain relevant material coded according to the coding principles. 

Each passage of text (paragraph, sentence or keyword depending on the context) deemed 

to contain material relevant to the study is included. Categorizing whole texts requires more 

from the researcher in terms of interpretation which is both more time consuming and would 

sometimes lead to misleading results in this case. However, when the same type of idea was 

expressed more than once in the same text it is only coded once. This avoids bias caused 

by a longer text repeating the same argument several times. Another dubious coding 

situation may arise when an opinion is quoted or stated in order to make the opposite point. 

In these cases, contradictory to the general coding principles, certain interpretation of the 

implicit tone is allowed.  

 

During coding, certain gradual biases may start to occur over time, such as how explicit 

something has to be expressed in order to be coded. This creates a problem of reliability, 

which can be resolved by considering the order in which the material is analyzed (Bergström 

and Boréus 2005, 52). Instead of analyzing all material for one time period before moving 

onto the next, smaller samples from 2007 and 2009 is analyzed alternately. In addition, 

some articles already coded is randomly gone through again with regular intervals to make 

sure the coding process consistently yields the same outcome. 
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4. Results and analysis  

4.1 Overall results 
Table 4.1.1 

 Status Quo Reform Transformation Sum 

3a 4a 5a 6a 3b 4b 5b 6b 3c 4c 5c 6c  

All 2007 6 6 13 14 11 11 6 13 4 1 8 4 97 

Share (%) 40.2 42.3 17.5 100 

2009 7 4 5 5 12 7 10 5 3 0 7 0 65 

Share (%) 32.3 52.3 15.4 100 

Costa 
Rican 

2007 3 0 0 2 6 6 1 8 0 1 4 1 32 

Share (%) 15.6 65.6 18.8 100 

2009 4 0 1 4 4 1 1 4 2 0 3 0 24 

Share (%) 37.5 41.7 20.8 100 

Other 2007 3 6 13 12 5 5 5 5 4 0 4 3 65 

Share (%) 52.3 30.8 16.9 100 

2009 3 4 4 1 8 6 9 1 1 0 4 0 41 

Share (%) 29.3 58.5 12.2 100 

 
In total, 103 articles were coded in the content analysis, whereof 61 in 2007 and 42 in 2009. 

Partway through the process the online archives underwent maintenance which limited the 

search results. So while the articles coded represents the total amount of relevant material 

found using the keywords, I do not claim to have covered all articles from the period in the 

study. The content analysis resulted in 97 coded observations in 2007 and 65 in 2009.  

 

According to the results of the content analysis, the discourse on environmental issues in La 

Nación during 2007 were dominated almost to an equal extent by the Status Quo (40.2%) 

and Reform (42.3%) discourses. 17.5% of coded content were made up by Transformation 

discourse. But how did this change in 2009, did the relative weight of radical discourse 

increase or decrease? The most notable movement turns out to be an increase in Reform 

ideas, resulting in 52.3% of coded material pertaining to the discourse. The Status Quo has 

almost an equivalent decrease and this time makes up 32.3%, while Transformation 

discourse remain somewhat stable at 15.4%. These results instinctively point to a slight shift 

towards more radical environmental discourse during the financial crisis in La Nación. These 

results are thus in line with Hypothesis 2, meaning more discursive pluralism is enabled 
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through an increase in ideas that criticize the status quo. However, the fact that the shift is 

not very significant, in addition to the even more critical Transformation discourse remaining 

at a stable level, weakens the possibility for drawing confident conclusions.  

 

Figure 4.1.1 

 

There are also a number of possible explanations behind these results other than the 

financial crisis and a more in-depth analysis is required to fully understand the results. I 

identify two potential anomalies that merits attention. The first anomaly is the Source, which 

may identify differences between more international and more domestic coverage. Although 

not the main purpose of this thesis, differences within this variable are worth looking at for 

reasons explained in the Analytical tool section. When taking this factor into consideration, 

the results are actually inverted for observations coded as Costa Rican; with the share of 

Status Quo ideas increasing (from 15.6% to 37.5%), and Reform discourse decreasing (from 

65.6% to 41.7%). The Transformation discourse remained more or less unaffected (18.8% to 

20.8%). This suggests that Other sources, referring to more international events or news, 

were the main drivers behind the relative decrease of Status Quo discourse (52.3% to 

29.3%) and increase of Reform discourse (30.8% to 58.5%) in the general results. Does this 

mean that the international discourse shifted more towards radical discourse than domestic? 

The second potential anomaly is the relative proportion of different variables within the 

discourses. What kind of content was the shift constituted by? Did certain parts of the 

discourse shift more than others, and did others shift in the opposite direction? These two 

factors will be analyzed in the following sections one variable at a time.  
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4.2 Key actor 
 
Table 4.2.1 

 Consumers 
and businesses Government  Unheard voices Sum 

All 

2007 6 11 4 21 

Share (%)  28.6 52.4 19 100 

2009 7 12 3 22 

Share (%) 31.8 54.5 13.6 100 

Costa 
Rican 

2007 3 6 0 9 

Share (%)  33.3 66.7 0 100 

2009 4 4 2 10 

Share (%)  40 40 20 100 

Other 

2007 3 5 4 12 

Share (%)  25 41.7 33.3 100 

2009 3 8 1 12 

Share (%) 25 66.7 8.3 100 

 
Within the variable of Key actors, changes were relatively small between 2007 and 2009. 

Transformation discourse decreased with a few percentage (from 19% to 13.6%), while 

Status Quo (from 28.6% to 31.8%), and Reform (52.4% to 54.5%) increased marginally.  

 

For Status Quo, instances of consumer power and the individual as a driver in the transition 

were mentioned (La Nación 2007), as well as companies and private initiatives contributing 

to raising awareness (Vitoria Vélez 2009), one example being:  

 

The president of Shell points to the responsibility of the companies to raise the 

"voice of the industry" when the governments of the world meet in December at the 

climate summit in Copenhagen. (Cermak 2009) 
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Figure 4.2.1 

Reform discourse, which regards governments as key actors for change, was found in 

numerous instances with the Costa Rican government and the Ministry of Environment, 

Energy and Telecommunications (Minae) highlighted as key actors for tackling 

environmental issues (e.g. Vargas and Fonseca 2007). The municipal level was also 

highlighted as important (Fonseca 2007). Several observations were made up by various 

actors expressing the importance of governments taking responsibility to reach a global 

agreement at the COP15 meeting in December of 2009, such as experts (Hoag 2009), and 

heads of states: 

 

The German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, advocated "to involve all States as much  

as possible in the responsibility of climate protection," which will introduce the issue  

on the agenda of the June summit of the G8, she said. (La Nación 2007b) 

 

Noteworthy, Transformation discourse in the form of Unheard voices are mentioned only 

once in relation to the COP meeting, with a representative of the United Nations Population 

Fund (UNDP) highlighting the vulnerability of women in climate change, and urging for their 

inclusion in the discussions to make adaptation programs successful: 

 

"Women are the ones who suffer the most," says Obaid. "They should be included 

in the discussions so that the adaptation programs are successful," he says. (Gilbert 

2009)  
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Examples of other observations coded as Transformation were a prize given to small 

communities in Costa Rica that maintain ecological and water protection programs (Ávalos 

2009), and an environmental campaign called “Cartasxcambio” by Costa Rican elementary 

and high school students striving to make their voices heard by politicians (Fonseca 2009). 

 

A divergent trend was found when looking at the two Sources separately, with observations 

coded as Costa Rican increasing in Unheard voices (from 0% to 20%) and (slightly) in 

Consumers and businesses (from 33.3% to 40%), with the importance of Government 

decreasing (from 66.7% to 40%). For Other sources, the opposite trend was displayed with 

the discourse shifting from Unheard voices (33.3% to 8.3%) to Government (41.7% to 

66.7%), while remaining stable in Consumers and businesses (25% in both years). This 

suggests a slight shift towards more radical discourse regarding Key actors in the more 

domestic coverage, and a slight opposite shift in the international coverage. However, as 

separating the sources consequently result in fewer observations, it is also harder to draw 

confident conclusions from these numbers.  

 
4.3 Path of development 
Table 4.3.1 
 

 Economic growth Limits Environmental sustainability Sum 

All 

2007 6 11 1 18 

Share (%)  33.3 61.1 5.6 100 

2009 4 7 0 11 

Share (%) 36.4 63.6 0 100 

Costa Rican 

2007 0 6 1 7 

Share (%)  0 85.7 14.3 100 

2009 0 1 0 1 

Share (%)  0 100 0 100 

Other 

2007 6 5 0 11 

Share (%)  54.5 45.5 0 100 

2009 4 6 0 10 

Share (%) 40 60 0 100 
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For the variable path of development, the discourses in the coded material were made up of 

33.3% Status Quo, 61.1% Reform and 5.6% Transformation in 2007, with the relative share 

also remaining largely the same in 2009 (36.4%, 63.6% and 0%, respectively).  

 

Figure 4.3.1 

 
The high proportion of Reform discourse were found in numerous calls for attention to the 

Limits to growth, for example questioning an increasing rate (e.g. Hoag 2009), and 

suggesting that:  

 

Development must go hand in hand with environmental and social balance. This 

does not mean that with the ecological banner we stop economic and social 

development (Woodbridge 2007) 

 

Despite this high proportion of calls for balance, only one single observation qualified as 

Transformation discourse, prioritizing Environmental sustainability by suggesting a new 

concept altogether:  

 

We must promote a new concept of growth that includes authentic ecological prices; 

that is, the costs caused by the use of nature (Álvarez Araya 2007). 

 

Other sources displayed a slight trend in a more radical direction, as Status Quo decreased 

(from 54.5% to 40%) with an equivalent increase in Reform (from 45.5% to 60%), and 
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Transformation discourse remaining at 0%. In contrast, Costa Rican sources displayed a 

trend of becoming slightly less radical (Transformation decreasing from 14.3% to 0%, 

Reform increasing from 85.5% to 100% and Status Quo remaining at 0%). Once again, the 

fewer number of observations make drawing confident conclusions from the Source variable 

harder. What is then probably more interesting is the 0% Status Quo discourse present in 

coded Costa Rican sources in both years. This effectively means that within the domestic 

discourse, economic growth is not mentioned once as a higher priority than the environment  

in the coded material. Although a search using other keywords might have yielded a different 

outcome in this case, this suggests that economic growth is seldom referred to as an explicit 

priority in relation to domestic environmental issues in Costa Rica. 

 

Instead the material coded as Status Quo in this variable are made up of observations from 

Other sources, notably countries expressing resistance towards implementing environmental 

policies due to potential damage on Economic growth (La Nación 2007c), various actors 

expressing concerns over the cost of measures to reduce pollution being to high (e.g. La 

Nación 2009a), or as expressed by the president of the United States: 

 

"Our guiding principle is clear: we must lead the world to produce less greenhouse 

gas emissions and we must do so in a way that does not weaken economic growth 

or prevent countries from transmitting more prosperity to their people," Bush said. 

(Ingham 2007) 
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4.4 Nature of the problem 
Table 4.4.1 

 Technological Political Structural Sum 

All 

2007 13 6 8 27 

Share (%)  48.1 22.2 29.6 100 

2009 5 10 7 22 

Share (%) 22.7 45.5 31.8 100 

Costa 
Rica 

2007 0 1 4 5 

Share (%)  0 20 80 100 

2009 1 1 3 5 

Share (%)  20 20 60 100 

Others 

2007 13 5 4 22 

Share (%)  59.1 22.7 18.2 100 

2009 4 9 4 17 

Share (%) 23.5 52.9 23.5 100 

 
For the variable Nature of the problem, there was a significant shift towards more radical 

discourses between 2007 and 2009. Notably, from viewing the Nature of the problem as 

Technological (from 48.1% to 22.7%) towards regarding the issues as Political (from 22.2% 

to 45.5%). The Transformation perspective of the problem as Structural remained at around 

the same level (from 29.6% to 31.8%).                                                         

  

 Figure 4.4.1 
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Particularly noteworthy is the fact that the share of observations residing within the 

Transformation discourse is substantially higher than its share within any other variable. In 

other words, there are many explicit mentions of the relationship between inequalities and 

environmental issues. For example indigenous people and the poor are mentioned as those 

most significantly affected by the environmental crisis (e.g. Vitoria Vélez 2009), while others 

highlight the link between preservation of biodiversity and the reduction of poverty (Montero 

2007). Another example is illustrated by the representative of the United Nations 

Development Program in Costa Rica: 

 

The groups most affected by climate change are precisely those who do not have a 

political voice: the poor and new generations that have not yet arrived (Fonseca 

2007).  

 

The proportion of a structural perception of the problem was especially prominent in Costa 

Rican sources. A shift towards less radical discourse is indicated, with an increase in Status 

Quo (from 0% to 20%), maintained Reform (20%) and decreased Transformation discourse 

(from 80% to 60%). However, again observations were rather few. The single reference to a 

Status Quo perception of the problem is made in reference to an Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) report: 

 

In addition to the scientific and technical issues, it addresses the issue of public 

policies and describes the worst scenario (A2), characterized by strong population 

growth, accompanied by slow economic and technological development (Araya 

2009). 

 

Other sources saw a significant shift towards more radical discourses through a decrease in 

Status Quo (from 59.1% to 23.5%), with a corresponding increase in Reform (from 22.7% to 

52.9%) and rather stable level of Transformation discourse (from 18.2% to 23.5%). This shift 

is based on a relatively large number of observations, compared to others in the context of 

Source. Several Reform observations in 2009 which highlighted the problem as Political, 

were related to expectations on the COP15 climate summit in December (e.g. Segura 2009), 

exemplified in a quote by the French Foreign Minister in one of the articles covering the 

climate meeting;  

 

The fight against climate change is first and foremost a political issue between 

industrialized countries, developing countries and emerging countries (Delloye 2009).  
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4.5 Solutions 

Table 4.5.1 

 Market-based Reform Transformation Sum 

All 

2007 14 13 4 31 

Share (%)  45.2 41.9 12.9 100 

2009 5 5 0 10 

Share (%) 50 50 0 100 

Costa 
Rica 

2007 2 8 1 11 

Share (%)  18.2 72.7 9 100 

2009 4 4 0 8 

Share (%)  50 50 0 100 

Others 

2007 12 5 3 20 

Share (%)  60 25 15 100 

2009 1 1 0 2 

Share (%) 50 50 0 100 

 
Changes for the variable of Solutions was a notable increase in Status Quo (from 45.2% to 

50%) and Reform (from 41.9% to 50%) observations, in contrast to a decrease in 

Transformation discourse (down from 12.9% to 0%). This is noteworthy because it is the 

only variable that displays a trend towards less radical discourses in 2009 compared to 

2007.       

 

The fact that there is a complete absence of Solutions within Transformation discourse in 

2009 is also worth noting. Even the ones that appear during 2007 could be considered to be 

somewhat vague, one example being:  

 

The construction of a new international ecological order… designing and signing 

an ecological social contract with future generations (Álvarez Araya 2007). 
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 Figure 4.5.1 

 
Costa Rican sources show the same pattern through a decrease in Reform (from 72.7% to 

50%) and Transformation (from 9% to 0%), and an increase in Status Quo discourse (from 

18.2% to 50%). Reforestation (Rita Mora 2009) and the sale of carbon certificates reinvested 

in forest conservation (Loaiza 2009) were among the measures mentioned at the domestic 

level. Meanwhile, solutions from Other sources focused on mandatory emission targets 

(Fernández 2009) and voluntary action taken by companies to avoid ecoflation (La Nación 

2009b), for example. Trends for Other sources within this variable are rather inconsistent 

with a decrease in Status Quo (from 60% to 50%) and Transformation discourses (from 15% 

to 0%), with the Reform discourse increasing (from 25% to 50%). What is then probably 

more noticeable is the significant drop in total observations coded as Solutions from 2007 to 

2009 (from 31 to 10). This is highlighted in the following section, which elaborates on the 

relative shift in focus on variables. This might provide insights as to what the weight of 

specific variables played in the general results. 
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4.6 Focus of the debate 
Table 4.6.1 

 Key actors Path of 
development 

Nature of 
problem 

Solutions  

4a 4b 4c 5a 5b 5c 6a 6b 6c 7a 7b 7c Sum 

All 2007 6 11 4 6 11 1 13 6 8 14 13 4 97 

Share (%) 21.6 18.6 27.8 32 100 

2009 7 12 3 4 7 0 5 10 7 5 5 0 65 

Share (%) 33.8 16.9 33.8 15.4 100 

Costa 
Rica 
 

2007 3 6 0 0 6 1 0 1 4 2 8 1 32 

Share (%) 28.1 21.9 15.6 34.4 100 

2009 4 4 2 0 1 0 1 1 3 4 4 0 24 

Share (%) 41.7 4.2 20.8 33.3 100 

Other 2007 3 5 4 6 5 0 13 5 4 12 5 3 65 

Share (%) 18.5 16.9 33.8 30.8 100 

2009 3 8 1 4 6 0 4 9 4 1 1 0 41 

Share (%) 29.3 24.4 41.5 4.9 100 

 
When comparing the relative frequency between variables, two diverging trends emerge 

between 2007 and 2009. On the one hand, there was an increased focus on Key actors 

(from 21.6% to 33.8%) and the Nature of the problem (from 27.8% to 33.8%). On the other 

hand, the opposite trend was found in the focus on the Solutions which decreased 

significantly (32% to 15.4%). The relative focus on the Path of development remained rather 

stable (18.6% to 16.9%).  

 

The results effectively show that the focus shifted from what may constitute good Solutions 

followed by the Nature of the problem in 2007, to a considerable dominance of what was the 

Nature of the problem and who are considered to be the Key actors for a green transition. 

Solutions were thus significantly less visible in the discourse in 2009 than in 2007.  



 29 

Figure 4.6.1 

This is even more so the case when looking at exclusively Other sources. Between 2007 

and 2009, the relative focus on the Solutions then decreases from 30.8% to 4.9%. All other 

variables increase: Key actors from 18.5% to 29.3%, Path of development from 16.9% to 

24.4% and Nature of the problem from 33.8% to 41.5%. Comparing these results to those 

from a Costa Rican source, a clear difference is noticeable. The increase is comparable for 

the Nature of the problem (from 15.6% to 20.8%), and Key actors variables (from 28.1% to 

41.7%). However, there is a relatively stable focus on the Solutions (from 34.4% to 33.3%) in 

stark contrast to the decrease seen for Other sources. Here, the Path of development also 

decreases substantially (from 21.9% to 4.2%) instead of increasing. It is remarkable that at 

the height of the financial crisis in Costa Rica, only a single observation was found in the 

analyzed material that showed a Costa Rican source explicitly mentioning the relationship 

between economic growth and environmental protection. 

 

4.7 Discussion 
Overall, coverage of environmental issues in La Nación shifted, from 2007 to 2009, towards 

containing more Reform discourse relatively to Status Quo discourse. These general results 

point to a shift towards a more radical perception of the nature of changes necessary in 

society’s political and economic structures and human-environment relationships, thereby 

enabling discursive pluralism somewhat in line with the second hypothesis formulated in the 

Theory section. 
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When performing a more in-depth analysis of different aspects of the discourses, some 

interesting patterns emerge. There are two main divergent trends within the variables. First, 

there was a change in how the nature of the problem was perceived, with a more radical 

discourse emerging in terms of the perception of changes necessary. In effect, there was 

fewer observations regarding the problem as technological and more who perceived it as 

political. Second, a trend towards less radical discourse was found with regards to what is 

perceived to be a feasible solution to the problem. There was less coverage favoring 

transformation as the solution, and more instead preferring reform or market-based 

solutions. The proportion of the coded material in total which focused on the solution also 

decreased considerably in 2009, relative to the other variables in 2007. In its place, there 

was more coverage of who is considered to be a key actor in the transition. 

 

It is reasonably fair to assume that proposals for solutions may become overshadowed by 

other parts of the discourse if their relative exposure is too small. In fact, previous research 

finds that the public is less likely to worry about a problem if they feel that there is nothing to 

be done about it. Problems without feasible solutions attached to them are also less likely to 

attract governmental attention (Pralle 2009, 782-786). Even though media coverage saw a 

general shift towards slightly more radical discourse in 2009, what aspects of the discourse 

that are behind this trend should not be dismissed. If the discourse surrounding the problem 

is perceived as more radical, while at the same time there is an opposite trend towards less 

radical discourse with regard to feasible solutions (as well as solutions being less visible in 

the period), this might indicate a discrepancy between how the solution and the problem is 

perceived. 

 

When looking separately at sources Costa Rican, the trends are the opposite of the general 

results. Thus, discourse concerning domestic issues saw a shift towards becoming less 

radical in the form of an increase in Status Quo, with Other sources being the main driver 

behind the shift towards Reform discourse. This would point to discursive pluralism being 

enabled in a more international discourse and suppressed in a more domestic discourse. 

Within variables, because differences are based on fewer observations, these results are 

more difficult to draw confident conclusions from. However, the absence of certain 

observations in the coded material could actually be equally worth noting. Two main trends 

were noticed in this regard. First, Other sources saw a significant decrease in Solutions 

proposed in 2009, with only two observations in total. This could mean that a larger 

discrepancy between solutions and the rest of the discourse was present within the 

international discourse than at the domestic level. Second, Costa Rican sources saw a 

considerable decrease in its focus on the Path of development, with only a single 
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observation found in 2009. As this variable concerns the relationship between economic 

growth and environmental protection, it is noteworthy and perhaps slightly contradictory in 

the light of the findings that an increase in focus on costs might benefit business-as-usual 

policies and suppress the conditions for discursive pluralism (Skovgaard 2014; Geels 2013). 

Moreover, the domestic sources do not contain a single Status Quo reference (the need to 

maintain, prioritize or increase economic growth in relation to environmental issues) in any of 

the years.  

 

One doubt was discovered during the analysis which merits certain reflection. First, as 

previously mentioned, many factors other than the financial crisis also make up part of the 

differences between these two periods. Especially two empirical examples were found that 

may potentially affect the results. Quotes by and references to George W. Bush figured quite 

frequently in the material from 2007 and almost exclusively resulted in observations coded 

as Status Quo, with the change of presidency in the US in 2008 consequently favoring a 

discourse (slightly) less oriented towards Status Quo. The other empirical observation, the 

COP15 summit in December 2009, were referenced to in a quite large body of the articles 

investigated for that year. Coverage regarding the summit resulted in several coding of 

Reform highlighting government and the issue being Political, for instance. The scientific 

consensus on climate change also grew stronger in between the years (Anshelm and 

Hultman 2015). Another time period, or a longer one, could potentially have produced a 

different outcome. 

 

5. Conclusion 
The aim of this thesis has been to contribute to the understanding of how environmental 

discourses change during times of high economic concern through investigating if, and how, 

the discursive landscape on environmental issues changed during the global financial crisis 

of 2008-09. The study was carried out through a content analysis of the Costa Rican 

newspaper La Nación between 2007 and 2009. 

 

This thesis distinguishes itself from previous research in the context of environmental issues 

and economic concern by studying the discursive landscape in media content, instead of 

most previous research which usually studies the amount of coverage. The case of Costa 

Rica also contributes with a different angle than previous research on the subject.  Aspects 

of the discourse such as which actor should play a key role in the transition, which form the 

solution should take, what the nature of the problem is and what is considered a good path 

of development were studied. This enables a greater understanding of how the issues were 
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described, highlighting diverging viewpoints within the discourses and how they changed at 

this crucial point of time. For this purpose, three environmental discourses based on the 

perception of the nature of changes necessary in society’s political and economic structures 

and human-environment relationships from less radical (Status Quo), to more radical 

(through Reform to Transformation), were used as a framework.  

 

Although the results were rather inconsistent, the general trend points towards an increase 

in Reform discourse, and decrease in Status Quo discourse, during the period. Although not 

conclusive, this is in line with the second hypothesis, highlighting the potential of crises to 

upset the status quo of political inaction and allowing a broader range of voices taking place 

in the political spotlight. However, the most radical discourse called Transformation 

remained relatively unchanged. The Nature of the problem was especially portrayed in a way 

pertaining to more radical discourses, while the perception of what is considered feasible 

Solutions instead displayed a trend towards less radical discourse. The relative focus on 

Solutions also decreased significantly from 2007 to 2009, instead shifting towards Key actors 

for the transition. This analysis highlights the fact that different aspects of a discourse may 

be more present than others, and used in diverse ways by different actors in various 

contexts. Although a distinction was made between more domestic and more international 

sources, these results were less decisive and more difficult to draw confident conclusions 

from. In hindsight, a variable specifying which type of actor was behind each observation 

might have helped clarify some differences and similarities. Thus, a recommendation for 

future research might be to compare differences in the discursive landscape between 

various actors within the same context.  

 

This thesis has contributed by adding additional understanding about how the discursive 

landscape may change in times of financial crisis. Moreover, it has added to the existing 

wider body of literature concerning the interaction between economic and environmental 

concerns from a different angle of approach than most research in the field by looking at 

various aspects of environmental discourses in the content of media in an understudied 

region in the context. Furthermore, the results might hopefully provide certain insights for 

other cases as well. However, significantly more research is needed to uncover how different 

discourses interact, including their relationship with the economy, and how it may affect 

environmental policy. 
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7. Appendix 
 
7.1 Coding manual 

Variable Discourse (value 
of variable) 

Description and indicators Example 

1.  
Key actors 

a) Consumers and 
businesses 

(Status Quo) 
 

Consumers and businesses are key 
drivers towards sustainability while 

consumer power and lifestyle choices 
may help guide the market.  

 
- Consumers, markets and businesses 

mentioned as important, or being able to 
play a key role in transition 

 
Indicators: consumer power, ethical 

business, corporate social responsibility, 
lifestyle choices, private sector  

The president of 
Shell points to 
the responsibility 
of the companies 
to raise the 
"voice of the 
industry" when 
the governments 
of the world meet 
in December at 
the climate 
summit in 
Copenhagen” 

b) Government 
(Reform) 

Governance has a key role as 
businesses need pushing and the 

market needs control.  
 

- States or governments mentioned as 

The German 
Chancellor, 
Angela Merkel, 
advocated "to 
involve as much 
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important, or being able to play a key 
role in transition 

 
Indicators: international cooperation 

government, state, municipalities 

as possible all 
States in the 
responsibility of 
climate 
protection," 
which will 
introduce the 
issue on the 
agenda of the 
June summit of 
the G8. 

c) Unheard voices 
(Transformation) 

The limited power of organizations and 
social movements such as radical 

political parties, community groups, 
environmental campaigns and trade 
unions need to be extended to real 

control. 
 

- Underrepresented actors mentioned 
as important, or being able to play a key 

role in transition 
 
Indicators: social movement, grassroots 

activism, trade union, green parties, 
protest, gaia  

"Women are the 
ones who suffer 
the most," says 
Obaid. "They 
should be 
included in the 
discussions so 
that the 
adaptation 
programs are 
successful," he 
says. 

2.  
Path of 

development 

a) Economic growth 
(Status Quo) 

 

Development is identified by growth 
(particularly economic) which is also 

seen as part of the solution.  
 

- Economic growth mentioned as a 
priority in general 

- The need to maintain or keep 
economic growth at the same level or 

higher 
- Costs of measures too high 

 
Indicators: economic growth 

Our guiding 
principle is clear: 
we must lead the 
world to produce 
less greenhouse 
gas emissions 
and we must do 
so in a way that 
does not weaken 
economic growth. 

b) Limits to growth 
 (Reform) 

Certain limits to growth are 
acknowledged which require social and 

environmental costs are included.  
 

- Certain limits to growth are 
acknowledged 

- Balance between growth and 
environmental or social factors are 

mentioned 
 

Indicators: limits to growth, balance, 
human development, orderly growth 

Development 
must go hand in 

hand with 
environmental 

and social 
balance. This 

does not mean 
that with the 

ecological banner 
we stop 

economic and 
social 

development... 
Regulatory plans 

and land use 
planning become 

essential to 
achieve orderly 

growth. 
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c) Environmental 
sustainability 

(Transformation) 

Economic structures should be primarily 
concerned with human well-being and 

environmental sustainability. 
 

- Social or environmental issues 
mentioned as a higher  priority than 

economic growth mentioned 
- The need to lower or stop economic 

growth 
 

Indicators: environmental and human 
well-being, new concepts 

A new concept of 
well-being should 

be promoted, 
which should 

include a healthy 
environment 

favorable to a 
high quality of 
life. We must 

promote a new 
concept of 

progress, which 
does not mean a 
setback for future 

generations. 

3. 
Nature of 
problem 

a) Technological 
(Status Quo) 

 

Environmental issues can be tackled 
without fundamental changes to society, 

means of decision making or power 
relations. Reluctance to use laws and 

regulations.  
 

- Mention of problem as technological 
- Explicit mention of reluctance to use 

laws and regulations 
- Scientific consensus of climate change 

questioned 
- Climate change a problem for growth 

 
Indicators: tariffs, question scientific 

consensus 

The Republican 
senator, James 
Inhofe, replied 
that there is no 
evidence that 
human activity is 
to blame. "We all 
know that the 
Weather Channel 
would like people 
to be scared," he 
added in a 
statement to the 
press. 

b) Political 
 (Reform) 

Imbalances and a lack of knowledge 
and information are the root of the 
problem. They key is to persuade 

governments and international 
organizations to introduce the needed 

reforms. 
 

- Environmental issues mentioned as 
political problems 

 
Indicators: political issue, international 
negotiations, international agreements 

As noted by the 
French Foreign 
Minister, Bernard 
Kouchner, "the 
fight against 
climate change is 
first and foremost 
a political issue 
between 
industrialized 
countries, 
developing 
countries and 
emerging 
countries." 

c) Structural 
(Transformation) 

Rooted in fundamental features of our 
present society, based on the 

exploitation of a majority of people and 
the environment, and how humans 

interrelate with the environment. 
 

- Those without political voice 
mentioned as the ones most affected 

- Problem attributed to absence of 
people having control over their lives 

and resources 

José Manuel 
Hermida, 
representative of 
the United 
Nations 
Development 
Program (UNDP) 
in Costa Rica, 
said that "the 
groups most 
affected by 
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Indicators: inequality, vulnerability, 

consciousness, indigenous groups, the 
poor and working class, women, Gaia  

climate change 
are precisely 
those who do not 
have a political 
voice: the poor 
and the new 
generations that 
have not yet 
arrived " 

4.  
Solution 

a) Market-based 
solutions 

(Status Quo) 
 

Solutions, such as new technology and 
improved management techniques, 

need to operate through the market to 
work efficiently. 

 
- Specific market-bases actions 

mentioned  
- Opposition to market modifications 

such as global quotas 
 

Indicators: cost/benefit analysis, 
environmental impact assessment, 

trading permits, ethical shares 

In Washington, 
US President 
George W. Bush 
referred to 
voluntary action, 
technological 
innovation and 
international 
cooperation to 
curb climate 
change.   

b) Reform  
(Reform) 

Reform of government and the market 
to promote green technologies (such as 
energy efficiency and renewable energy 

use), good science and information. 
 

- Actions taken based on market 
modifications mentioned 

 
Indicators: taxes and subsidies, 

targeting of research, information 

Therefore, it is 
urgent to 
implement 
coastal 
regulatory plans 
in all 
municipalities 
and prioritize 
those in which 
the threat is 
already evident.  

c) Transformation 
(Transformation) 

A transformation of society and human 
relations with the environment is 

necessary. Ideas range from reform of 
the world financial system to outright 

opposition to capitalism.  
 

Indicators: environmental awareness, 
environmental education, 

transformation, anti-capitalism 

It is an urgent 
task for humanity 
today to design 
and sign an 
"ecological social 
contract" with 
future 
generations. We 
must strengthen 
both 
environmental 
laws and 
ecological 
awareness and 
ways of life 
oriented towards 
health and 
nature. It is 
necessary to 
protect the life of 
the human being, 
of the animals 
and of the plants. 
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