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Abstract To understand how media portrayed the pivotal 2015 UNFCCC Conference
of the Parties (COP21) in Paris, we assessed 2580 articles that appeared during the
2 weeks of the conference in the online versions of the two or three leading print
newspapers in four developed countries, six emerging economies, and three developing countries: the USA, France, UK, Australia, India, China, South Africa, Brazil,
Bolivia, Nigeria, United Arab Emirates, Indonesia, and Bangladesh. Categorization by
key topics revealed that much of the coverage left readers with little understanding of
many of the issues discussed at COP21, and in particular, those of high priority to
developing nations. For example, there was little coverage of adaptation to climate
impacts and far higher coverage of emissions reductions (mitigation). Print stories
largely were updates on the talks, or focused on activists, the actions of world leaders
at the conference, and the environmental effects of climate change. Furthermore,
articles under-reported key issues for poorer nations such as equity, human rights,
and the effects on human populations. Online coverage by print news organizations
was heavily skewed towards the developed world, with little discussion of the most
vulnerable countries or the issues that are important to them. These trends highlight
the bias of coverage to developed nation perspectives and the persistence of journalistic norms that seek to emphasize drama, novelty, and balance in news coverage.
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1 Introduction
In November and December 2015, representatives and leaders from 196 countries arrived in
Paris, France for the 2015 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) 21st Conference of the Parties (COP21). COP21 brought together a large number
of politicians, journalists, scientists, academics, and civil society members from around the
globe. The resulting Paris Agreement has been lauded as a turning point for the future of
international climate policy.1 Numerous world leaders proclaimed the Paris Agreement to be
Bhistoric^ and Bunprecedented,^2 setting a goal to limit temperature rise to 2 °C through
increasingly ambitious emissions reduction targets.
At each UNFCCC conference since the first one in the first conference in 1995, nations
have convened to review the implementation of the convention and build a fully binding
climate agreement. The decisions made at these COPs have a lasting impact: They help
determine how climate policy, both national and global, evolves and how financial resources
to mitigate or adapt to climate change are distributed. These summits have also garnered
considerable media and public attention. As Liu et al. (2011) conclude, BHigh-profile international events in the climate change field had very significant attention-grabbing power for both
the media and congressional agendas. As expected, the news media tended to respond to
international events instantaneously.^ (Liu et al. 2011, p. 415) Thus, COPs provide insight into
broader trends in coverage of climate change and are a valuable opportunity for international
comparison.
The media in turn has played a fundamental role in informing and updating the public about
the climate ever since anthropogenic climate change emerged as a major global issue. Studies
have shown that the mass media has been a primary source of climate news for the public (e.g.,
Brulle et al. 2012; Nelkin 1995; Wilson 2000a), journalists (Wilson 2000b), and policymakers
alike (Sundblad et al. 2009).
Acknowledging the importance of the media in relation to climate change, many studies
have explored media coverage of climate change in the USA (Antilla 2005; Antilla 2010;
Gelbspan 2004; McComas and Shanahan 1999; Nissani 1999; Trumbo 1996; Zehr 2000;
Boykoff 2008a). Others have looked at countries such as the UK (Boykoff 2008b; Doulton and
Brown 2009; Gavin and Marshall 2011; Carvalho and Burgess 2005), Australia (McManus
2000; Henderson-Sellers 1998), Japan (Sampei and Aoyagi-Usui 2009), and Canada
(Einsiedel 1992; Young and Dugas 2011). A few have analyzed climate change coverage
from a cross-national perspective, notably Antilla (2010), Boykoff and Rajan (2007), O’Neill
et al. (2015), Schmidt et al. (2013), and Brüggemann and Engesser (2017).
There appear to be several common trends that characterize much of climate change
coverage in developed countries. Boykoff and Boykoff (2007) found that climate coverage
was firmly entrenched in journalistic norms such as dramatization, personalization, and
In articles that appeared near the end of COP21 such as BObama hails Paris climate change agreement as a
‘turning point for the world’^ (The Telegraph, 12/13/2015); and BWorld Bank president celebrates ‘game
changer’ Paris talks^ (The Guardian, 12/13/2015).
2
Many articles cited Obama, Ban Ki-moon, and other notable public figures making these statements—for
instance, in The New York Times (BNations Approve Landmark Climate Accord in Paris^), Folha de São Paulo
(BAcordo de Paris não é perfeito, mas é chance de salvar o planeta, diz Obama^—Translation: BParis agreement
is not perfect, but is a chance to save the planet, says Obama^), and The Guardian (BPolitical will for Paris
climate deal ‘unprecedented’^).
1
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novelty. The Boykoffs specifically identify the journalistic norm of balance as an issue in
framing climate change news; they assert that this balance leads to the inclusion of views from
a handful of climate skeptics, skewing the coverage (Boykoff and Boykoff 2004). Coverage
also tends to highlight the scientific uncertainty around climate science (Antilla 2005; Zehr
2000), particularly in the USA. Nissani (1999) argued that coverage in major US newspapers
suffered from both superficial news stories and pro-corporate bias, while Antilla (2010) found
that US journalists are especially cautious of making overstated projections that might lead to
undue action, resulting in a Bfalse negative^ error. These issues are more prevalent in the USA
than in Europe (Nelkin 1995).
A smaller body of research has investigated media coverage of climate change in developing countries and emerging economies. Shanahan (2009) looked at the unique barriers that
journalists in non-industrialized countries face when covering climate change. He found that
they were hindered by a lack of local research and experts, disagreements with editors, and
insufficient resources (p. 146). Other studies focused on India (Billett 2010), China (Tolan
2007), Brazil (Fioravanti and Painter 2011), and South Africa (Tagbo 2010). These studies
point to an increase in climate change coverage in these particular countries and with few
inclusions of contrarian viewpoints. However, such media outlets either emphasize the riskresponsibility gap (Boykoff 2010) or repeat information from foreign sources (Tolan 2007;
Shanahan 2009).
Recognizing the importance of COPs for the international climate agenda and as a focal
point for climate change coverage, several studies have examined media coverage of individual COPS (McManus 2000; Painter 2010; Gavin and Marshall 2011; Boykoff 2012; Kunelius
and Eide 2012). Of these, some studies have explored media coverage of individual developed
countries: Australian newspaper coverage of COP4 in Buenos Aires (McManus 2000),
skepticism in UK television and web coverage of COP15 in Copenhagen (Gavin and
Marshall 2011), and discussion of economic impacts and opportunities of climate change
and China’s role in the negotiations in US newspaper and television coverage of COP16 in
Cancun (Boykoff 2012). Additional research has taken a cross-national approach; Kunelius
and Eide (2012) compared newspaper coverage of COP13 (Bali) and COP15 (Copenhagen) in
multiple countries (13 and 19, respectively), finding that national government voices were the
most quoted in global coverage, but there was also a strong international bias in summit
reporting. Painter (2010) looked at newspaper coverage of COP15 (Copenhagen) in 12
countries and found that science was infrequently mentioned; even when it was, only a small
percentage of quotes came from scientists, with journalists choosing to quote politicians
instead.
Recent research has also explored the factors involved in story production at the COPs.
Luck et al. (2016) examined the relationships between journalists and environmental nongovernmental organizations and found that a Bcamp feeling^ at these summits creates Bcoproduction networks^ that facilitate the sharing of information and expertise. Similarly,
Wozniak et al. (2016) found that visual framing that favors NGOs is most prevalent in said
media coverage. However, the researchers also found that there was a strong Bstatist
orientation^ (p. 1) in the mainstream news in terms of sourcing textual messages. This falls
in line with Gans’ (2004) analysis showing that Bknown^ sources dominate the news (p. 9),
due to the unavoidable push factors (such as pressure from key sources and editors) that
influence journalists.
Finally, a select number of studies have looked at how climate change coverage varies over
time. Several papers explored these trends through the lens of Anthony Downs’ issue-attention
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cycle (1972), arguing that media attention performs an agenda-setting function (McComas and
Shanahan 1999; Trumbo 1996). Schmidt et al. (2013) took this a step further in their
investigation of media attention on climate change in 27 different countries between 1996
and 2010. The researchers found that climate coverage peaks during Bfocusing events^ such as
the release of the film The Inconvenient Truth and the announcement of the IPCC Fourth
Assessment Reports. Of these focusing events, some of the largest peaks occurred during
COPs, particularly COP15 in Copenhagen (Schmidt et al. 2013, p.20).
Consistent with the findings in Schmidt et al. (2013), COP21 in Paris in 2015 elicited
another spike in media coverage of climate change (Luedecke et al. 2016). Little academic
literature has, however, examined media coverage of COP21 or the breakdown by topic of the
overall coverage. We particularly wanted to examine how coverage varied across the developed and developing world and what aspects of the multifaceted conference were actually
covered: Which stories were emphasized and which were overlooked?
To do so, we analyzed themes in global media coverage of the COP21 during the 2 weeks
of the conference by evaluating the nature and subject matter of over 2500 articles from the
daily newspapers of 13 countries—three developing countries, four developed countries, and
six emerging economies—in order to answer our questions as to how the conference, and
climate change generally, were portrayed by the mainstream media across the global hierarchy.
We found that across all subject areas, many articles focused on hard news stories about the
conference—statements from delegations or ministers at the conference, announcements of
breaking news about the text or negotiations, or climate events happening around the world.
Overall, news organizations across the globe demonstrated a consistent focus on developed
country figures and policy priorities, to the detriment of issues more important to developing
countries.

2 Methods
We selected 13 countries for this study: USA, France, UK, India, China, South Africa, Brazil,
Bolivia, Nigeria, UAE, Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Australia (Appendix 1). Countries were
chosen to reflect a wide range of geographic locations and levels of economic development.
We chose countries that we judged to be major emitters and significant players at COP21 (such
as China, India, and the USA), those especially vulnerable to the effects of climate change, and
countries with different types of media and political systems. Our choices were constrained
somewhat by the strength of each country’s media, access to legitimate online newspaper
source archives, and our translation capacities, which included French, Portuguese, Spanish,
and English.
For each country, we selected two to three national, daily newspapers.3 While we recognize
that the popularity of print news has declined in favor of other types of news delivery such as
television or internet-only publications (Newman et al. 2016, p. 10), we chose to use the online
versions of print news organization, which tend to have archives that can be found easily
online. We hoped that by using online versions of these papers, we could capture both what
people are reading in print and online. Boykoff (2012) emphasizes that, due to their
Bgeographical circulation, national stature, and influence on public officials, the general
population, smaller news outlets, and each other^ (p. 253), large print news organizations still
3

Except in Australia, where only one newspaper had searchable online archives.
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have an important role to play in the mass media system. We attempted to select the online
versions of the highest-circulation print news organizations in each country to examine the
nature and subject matter in news coverage seen by the largest numbers of citizens.
In some countries, however, it was not possible to include three news organizations or the
highest-circulation organization due to the limited search capacity of some online databases.
For example, certain archives could not be sorted by date and others did not have accessible
archives reaching back as far as COP21. In these cases, we used articles from fewer
newspapers or were unable to include those with the highest circulation. We compared content
rather than overall volume of coverage in each country. Therefore, we believe such differences
in the number of newspapers did not skew international comparisons. We acknowledge that
these newspaper choices do not necessarily represent news coverage to which the entire public
of a given country was exposed. In the USA, UK, South Africa, Nigeria, Brazil, Bolivia, and
France, we were able to read newspapers in the country’s official language (English, Portuguese, Spanish, and French, respectively). In India, China, UAE, Indonesia, and Bangladesh,
we used the highest-circulation English language newspapers.4
For each of these news organizations, we reviewed5 all articles published in the online
versions of the newspaper during the 2 weeks of COP21 (November 29th to December 13th,
2015) that were identified using a search of the terms Bclimate change^ and Bcop21^—2580
separate articles. We did not include opinions and editorials, video or photo journals. We chose
to look at articles published only during the 2 weeks of said COP (and not before or after)
because the spike in coverage during just those 2 weeks was consistent across all countries. We
believe this method provided a substantial comparison between countries and allowed us to
focus only on the COP.
To examine which subject areas were covered during the conference, we then categorized
each article based on its primary topic. Primary topics were initially determined during the
original coding of US coverage based on the most common topics covered in online versions
of US print news organizations.6 These topics were then revised during coding of the other 12
countries to better reflect international coverage. Articles that discussed multiple subjects were
categorized based on the topic discussed most or at the beginning of the article. Most articles
fit best into a single category, but the few that discussed multiple topics equally were labeled as
fitting into two categories. We double counted 334 articles (13% of the total articles read).7
Our results are presented as the number of articles that fell into each category, reflecting the
number of articles of each topic to which a reader might have been exposed.
Primary topics we encountered included:
1. Adaptation: Actions taken to prevent or diminish the adverse effects of climate
change.
2. Business and markets: Business reactions, market-based solutions to the climate problem, or the economy.
4

In these countries, we chose English-speaking newspapers that were widely read, although often by urban subpopulations.
We read or skimmed each article from top to bottom to make sure that we had a full grasp of their central topic.
6
Original US coding was based on previous research (Roberts and Gurwitt 2015) of US newspaper coverage of
COP21
7
For example, an article in The New York Times entitled BPope, celebrities, activists display shoes ahead of Paris
climate change talks^ (11/29/2015) was categorized as being about both civil society engagement as well as
about a public figure. The number of articles double counted by country are: USA 58, France 36, Australia 7, UK
53, India 40, China 9, UAE 42, Indonesia 8, Bangladesh 9, Brazil 29, Bolivia 23, Nigeria 5, South Africa 15
5
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3. Civil society engagement: Actions and responses of people, celebrities, and NGOs
outside the COP, including marches and protests, art exhibits, and more.
4. Denial/skepticism/opposition of climate change action: Doubts cast on the reality of
climate change or opposition to climate action.
5. Effects of climate change on natural systems and human populations: Changing climatic
conditions and their effects on ecosystems and human populations, e.g., natural disasters,
sea level rise, climate refugees, and climate-related health issues.
6. Equity: Issues of climate justice, the vulnerability of developing nations and marginalized communities, and the historical responsibility of industrialized nations to significantly reduce their emissions and support economic growth in developing countries.
7. Finance: Transfer of money from developed to developing nations to help them mitigate
or adapt to climate change.
8. Future and solutions: Technology, practices, and innovation that could reduce or mitigate
the damage from climate change.
9. General overview: General information about or summary of COP21, such as lists of the
key issues at stake or outlining how the process unfolds. These were often brief
overviews of multiple issues in the text, but lacking in detail.
10. Land use: Land management, such as agriculture, deforestation, or reforestation.
11. Logistics and security: Planning, organization, or security in place during COP21.
12. Loss and damage: The irreparable losses and damages to communities and ecosystems
as a result of anthropogenic climate change, or the subsequent issues of liability and
compensation.
13. Mitigation: Goals and strategies for emissions reductions.
14. Negotiation updates: Updates on events and developments from the COP21 negotiations, e.g., draft texts and statements from delegations and UN officials.
15. Other countries: Positions or actions related to climate change of countries other than
that in which the newspaper primarily circulates.
16. Public figures: World leaders, politicians, and others in the public eye or with responsibility at the COP (such as celebrities or well-known activists).
17. Religion: Positions of religious groups and leaders, e.g., the Pope’s comments on climate
change.
18. Transparency: Mechanisms that monitor and uphold responsibility and accountability in
the climate regime.
An intercoder reliability test was conducted by calculating Krippendorff’s Alpha in
SPSS. The test, which used 25 randomly selected articles, yielded an intercoder reliability rate of 86.56%. After coding each article based on its principal topic or topics, we
further analyzed any article that focused on a country other than the one in which the
news source was based—for instance, an article about Chinese air quality published by
Times of India or New York Times coverage of climate policy changes in Denmark. In
each of these articles, we categorized the country of focus as being either a developed
country, a developing country, or an emerging economy, using the Standard and Poor’s
(S&P) Dow Jones Indices Country Classification list (2015, p.20) to define these
categories. We used their list of Bfrontier^ economies to define Bdeveloping^ countries.
Finally, we further categorized all articles that fell into the Beffects of climate change^
category to see whether they focused more on the effects of climate change on natural
systems or on human populations.
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We acknowledge several important caveats and limitations to our research. While our
chosen news organizations had high readership, our choice to look only at daily print news
outlets meant that we were unable to fully capture how certain groups of people in a given
country get their news. Many people look to television, radio, social media, or other onlineonly news sources as their primary information source (Newman et al. 2016). Moreover, our
methodological decision to analyze only English-language newspapers in certain countries
may have presented an incomplete picture of national coverage. Still, the newspapers we chose
carry weight in these nations and arguably affect the views of the political and economic elites
of these countries, making them relevant for our analysis.
The online archives of our chosen news organizations varied markedly in quality, but we
selected newspapers that had fairly comprehensive archives. Because of the nature of online
archives, we were unable to differentiate between articles appearing online-only and those
appearing in print as well. Finally, we did not distinguish between articles written by a
newspaper’s own reporters and those taken from wire sources. This is a significant
limitation given that Antilla (2005, p. 350) found that wire services were a dominant source
of climate news and often propagated the exponential spread of climate skepticism. Regardless, all of the articles we analyzed reflect the news coverage of the Paris negotiations read by
online and print consumers of these leading global print media outlets.

3 Findings
Topics covered We found that many themes appeared consistently across the 13 countries.
The top five overall topics (in order) were as follows: negotiation updates (#14), effects of
climate change (#5), civil society engagement (#3), mitigation (#13), and public figures (#16)
(Appendix 2). Updates had more than twice the number of articles than any other topic, and
over 1250 articles (48% of articles) fell into the top three: updates, effects, and civil society.
Articles about updates primarily consisted of breaking news stories about the text of the
agreement and statements from delegations or ministers at the conference. Although these
articles helped contextualize COP21 and reveal the priorities of different countries, they
frequently lacked deeper analysis. Instead, most articles delivered simplistic overviews of
conference proceedings or relied on quotes from well-known world leaders.
Articles that focused on the effects of climate change typically glossed over the negotiations, only mentioning the COP in order to connect a story about climate change impacts to a
widely publicized event. For example, article headlines such as BBeijing issues highest level
smog alert^ (Times of India, 11/30/2015) and BHeavy flooding causes chaos in Chennai^
(Gulf News, 12/2/2015) all referenced COP21 briefly. Articles about civil society responses
illuminated the large presence of activists and NGOs at COP21, but generally provided little
insight into the views or goals of these groups. These articles primarily covered large, wellknown NGOs like the World Wildlife Fund or Greenpeace.8
Of the major issues directly mentioned in the negotiating text (such as mitigation, adaptation, transparency, and finance), mitigation was covered most. Climate finance also featured in
Article headlines included: BPlay heroic role at climate talks, Greenpeace appeals to Modi^ (The Hindu, 12/4/
2015); BGreenpeace: ‘Este es el final de la era de las energías fósiles’^ (Translation: BThis is the end of the era of
fossil fuels;^ Página Siete, 12/12/2015); BCOP21 draft agreement has ‘ingredients for an ambitious outcome’:
WWF^ (Global Times, 12/10/2015).
8
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the top ten themes in total coverage (number 10), but appeared less than half as often as
mitigation. The other issues that made up the top ten were future and solutions, general
overviews, business and markets, and equity.

Shifting coverage Analyzing international news published each day during COP21, we were
able to observe changes in the amount of coverage and the themes discussed during the
2 weeks of the conference. Total coverage was higher during the first and last days of the
conference than it was during the middle of the event. Stories about activism (protests and
marches) and important updates (i.e., breaking news about the conference or the agreement
itself) were most prevalent during the first and last days of the conference.
National differences in coverage There were important variations in thematic coverage
from country to country. In all but four of the countries (France, Nigeria, UK, and UAE),
updates received the highest coverage, and even in these countries, it ranked as the second
most-covered topic (Fig. 1). The effects of climate change were among the top five mostreported themes in every country.9 Civil society was also among the top five topics in nine
countries—and was the most covered topic in France—with articles on marches and protests at
the beginning and end of the COP, as well as articles about various art exhibitions, theater
exhibits, and other projects related to COP21.10
Among the issues discussed in the text of the Paris Agreement, mitigation appeared among
the top five themes in nine countries. By contrast, finance made it into the top five topics in
only two countries (Bangladesh and Nigeria), while equity appeared in four countries (Bolivia,
Brazil, Nigeria, and South Africa). Adaptation did not appear among the top five topics in any
country (and ranked in the top ten only in Bangladesh and India). Although coverage of
adaptation was scarce in all of the newspapers we studied, it was least prominently featured in
the newspapers from developed countries.
Coverage of equity Equity was discussed differently in various countries. In Bolivia,
discussions of equity often appeared in the context of anti-capitalist discourse; for instance,
Los Tiempos stated of President Morales that BEvo arremete contra el capitalismo para salvar a
la madre Tierra^ (Evo battles against capitalism to save Mother Earth). In India, newspapers
echoed the Indian delegation’s calls for Bclimate justice.^ India was one of only two countries
that had higher coverage of equity than mitigation (along with the UAE), while Chinese papers
also covered equity issues in some detail. Both India and China emphasized discourse related
to historic responsibility.11
Coverage of public figures The coverage of public figures and world leaders was consistent
across all countries that we studied. The media focus tended to focus on the travel plans and
statements in response to COP21 of local leaders and a handful of global change-makers, such
as President Barack Obama, Prime Minister Narendra Modi, President François Hollande, and
9

Effects of climate change and equity were tied for Brazil’s fifth most covered topic with 14 articles each.
Article titles included: BCOP21: des milliers participants à la chaîne humaine à Paris^ (Translation: BCOP21:
Thousands of participants in a human chain in Paris^; Le Figaro, 11/29/2015); BSuccès de la Marche mondial
pour le climat^ (Translation: BSuccess of the world climate march^; Le Monde, 11/30/2015).
11
For instance, BIndia wants right to carbon space to uplift millions from poverty^ (Hindustan Times, 11/30/
2015) and BChina reaffirms the key principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibility’^ (China Daily, 12/1/
2015).
10
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Updates
Civil Society
General Overview
Effects of Climate Change
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Updates
Business and Markets
Civil Society
General Overview
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Updates
Other Countries
Future and Solutions
Mitigation
Effects of Climate Change
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Civil Society
Updates
Mitigation
Effects of Climate Change
Future and Solutions
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Updates
Effects of Climate Change
Civil Society
Public Figures
Future and Solutions
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Effects of Climate Change
Updates
Equity
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Civil Society
Equity
Effects of Climate Change
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Future and Solutions
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Public Figures
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Effects of Climate Change
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Effects of Climate Change
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Fig. 1 Top five themes in coverage by country

Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon. Examples included the following: BObama Hails Historic
Agreement on Climate Change^ (Wall Street Journal, 12/13/2015); BFor UN’s Ban, Climate
Deal is Personal Victory After Setbacks^ (New York Times, 12/13/2015); and BNarendra Modi
says climate justice won in Paris accord^ (Khaleej Times, 12/13/2015). All of these major
players represent developed or large emerging economies. Leaders from developing countries
rarely appeared in the newspaper coverage in other nations.

National contexts The press in some countries focused on topics that were specific to their
national contexts. French papers carried the most coverage of logistics and security
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surrounding COP21, which was unsurprising given that the country was still reeling from
terrorist attacks that had occurred 2 weeks prior. In all three Brazilian newspapers we analyzed,
there was significant coverage of land use and deforestation, corresponding with the history of
Brazil’s rainforests. In line with Bolivia’s open opposition to the Cancun Agreement arising
from COP 16, Bolivian newspapers took a critical stance on the COP proceedings.12
Finally, the USA was the only country in which climate opposition made it into the ten mostcovered topics. News organizations reported on Republican presidential candidates criticizing
action on climate change or that party’s opposition to Obama’s ambition at COP21 and the
Clean Power Plan, with articles such as BObama Optimism Over Climate Pact Tempered by
GOP Opposition^ (New York Times, 12/13/2015) and BHouse Votes to Block EPA PowerPlant Rules^ (Wall Street Journal, 12/1/2015). This falls in line with previous research
highlighting the unusual climate of skepticism in the American media due to their emphasis
on journalistic balance and other factors (Antilla 2010; Boykoff and Boykoff 2004).

Coverage of developed countries, emerging economies, and developing countries We
also compared the relative coverage of developing countries, emerging economies, and developed
countries. Of articles that focused on another country, there was more coverage of either developed
countries or emerging economies. In particular, we found many articles that examined the US
elections, air pollution in Beijing, and the Chennai floods in newspapers not in those countries. The
issues of the most vulnerable developing countries were reported much less frequently (Fig. 2).
Nigerian news organizations had the most coverage of the developing world, followed by those in
Bolivia. Brazil and South Africa, on the other hand, carried no stories about developing countries.
France had the most balanced coverage of developed countries, emerging economies, and
developing countries, with extensive coverage of African nations specifically.13 In China,
coverage was likewise well divided between these three types of countries, also with great
focus on developing nations in Africa. This focus likely arose from President Xi Jinping’s tour
of Africa, which coincided with COP21; many articles featured in the Chinese newspapers
consisted of hard news stories related to his trip, with only tangential references to the COP.14
Newspapers in the USA, the UK, and India had particularly unbalanced coverage, skewed
mainly towards coverage of developed nations.
Consideration of climate change impacts on human populations Finally, we examined
how coverage of the effects of climate change differed between natural systems and human
populations (Fig. 3). While media in most countries featured extensive coverage of effects on
natural systems (for instance, rising temperatures or sea levels), there was less about how those
environmental changes will affect human populations (for example, by decreasing the viability
of certain crops, or forcing migration from retreating shorelines). Media organizations in only
two countries, Nigeria and Brazil, discussed the impacts of climate change on human
populations more often than they discussed the effects of climate change on natural systems.
12
With headlines such as BNo serán los políticos quienes resuelvan el cambio climático^ (Translation: BIt will
not be politicians who solve climate change;^ Página Siete, 12/10/2015).
13
Examples of article headlines include: BUn plan pour relever le défi climatique en Afrique^ (Translation: BA
plan for lifting the climate challenge in Africa;^ Le Monde, 12/2/2015); and BPauvreté et transitions énergétique:
les deux défis de l’Afrique du Sud^ (Translation: BPoverty and energy transitions: the two challenges for South
Africa;^ Le Monde, 12/8/2015).
14
For example, BPresident Xi leaves for visit to Paris, Africa^ (China Daily, 11/29/2015); and BChina plays
responsible role in fighting climate change, promoting African development^ (Global Times, 12/6/2015).
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Fig. 2 Relative coverage of less developed, emerging and developed countries

4 Discussion
COP21 generated substantial media coverage around the world, but much of this coverage was
based on a limited range of issues and did not fully reflect the depth, range, and complexities of the
debates within and around the conference. The coverage generally adhered to several journalistic
norms described by Boykoff and Boykoff (2004, 2007),15 particularly novelty and dramatization.
Stories were simplified and sensationalized, with the coverage of the conference often reduced to a
few speeches and events. The top three topics in total coverage—updates, effects of climate change,
and civil society responses—often lacked deep analysis.
The overall coverage also centered around the concerns, priorities, and actions of developed
countries. For instance, although the conference was framed by many world leaders and activists as a
summit primarily about emissions reductions, there were other major issues discussed that were
arguably of greater significance to developing countries (adaptation, finance and loss, and damage).
However, even the coverage in developing countries like Bangladesh and Nigeria focused on
mitigation rather than domestic priorities like adaptation. Adaptation is a central tenet of the Paris
Agreement and its intricacies were hotly debated during COP21, yet we found fewer than ten articles
focusing on adaptation in over 2500 stories. The concept of loss and damage also produced a large
outcry from activists and world leaders at the conference but was largely absent from global media
coverage.
In addition, we noticed that immediately-visible effects of climate change were emphasized
while long-term challenges discussed during the conference (such as climate refugees and the health
effects of climate change) were rarely mentioned. This emphasis on the effects of climate change on
natural systems rather than on human populations reflects a priority of the developed world, where
climate-related risks do not compound existing social injustice as much as in the developing world
(Kasperson and Kasperson 2001). While this may have helped contextualize the conference in terms
of larger world events and made it more relevant to the public, it likely resulted in a lost opportunity
to explore the many facets of climate change. We saw few stories illustrating concepts like hunger
crises due to climate impacts or changing migration patterns, which could have been used to
highlight the more complex debates within the COP about equity.
The discussion of equity issues in particular highlighted the priorities of developed countries.
Tensions at UN climate negotiations consistently arise from the notion that countries that have
15
Boykoff and Boykoff’s article drew on the journalistic norms outlined in W.L. Bennett’s BThe Politics of
Illusion^ (1983).
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contributed more to climate change and benefited from carbon-intensive economic development
should be held to more stringent emissions regulation and provide aid to poor, climate vulnerable
countries (Roberts and Parks 2006; Ciplet et al. 2015). Yet international media coverage of equity
was scarce, vague, and limited in scope. Debates over indigenous rights and gender equity in the
Paris Agreement were largely missing from media coverage, particularly in developed countries.
Instead, when equity was mentioned, it typically denoted discussion of historic and future responsibility for emissions reductions in different countries.
Boykoff and Boykoff (2007) also identify journalists’ tendency to adhere to authority-order bias,
a second-order journalistic norm wherein media sources primarily include the opinions of leaders
and authority figures. We noted this tendency in media coverage of COP21: Journalists often
emphasized the activities and relationships of world leaders at the conference. While these leaders
played a major role in the negotiations, they are nonetheless only one part of a greater framework of
stakeholders and interests involved in the process, and most of the actual negotiations are of course
done by staff. The emphasis on world leaders and their celebratory rhetoric resulted in a horserace
view of the conference and its outcome. Journalists seldom provided measured coverage of both the
negative and positive aspects of the final text, what might need to happen in the future for the
agreement to be effective, how ratchet mechanisms16 would be implemented in coming years, or
how the agreement might affect or be affected by future COPs.
Large-scale international events like the COPs—which attract public attention from all around
the world—are valuable opportunities for the media to inform readers of climate change and climate
policy. Similar research should be conducted to see how the media covers future COPs and other
large climate events, and how the breakdown of subject areas discussed in news stories adapts over
time. Further research could also compare the topics most covered in the media with those that were
most often discussed in negotiations or in the final text, as well as analyze the voices quoted in print
news articles around the world. Both of these analyses would further highlight the topics or types of
people absent from prominent media coverage—the areas of importance to negotiations or perspectives that are often overlooked by the rest of the world. Media research (at COPs or of climate
change in general) could also compare the degree of focus on the effects of climate change on natural
systems versus human populations. And finally, further research could investigate the disparity in
coverage focusing on developed countries, emerging economies, and developing countries to better
16
The Bratchet^ mechanism is the underlying process of increasing mitigation commitments in Intended
Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) every 5 years, with each commitment more ambitious than the
last.
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understand how inequities in negotiations translate to inequities in policy and public awareness. The
media is a vital link between politicians, experts, and citizens, and understanding which topics and
voices are missing from coverage is crucial.
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Appendix 1

Table 1 Number of articles per country and newspaper
Country

Total number of
articles

Newspapers

Number of articles by
newspaper

Australia

112

112

Bangladesh

161

Brazil (Portuguese)

195

Bolivia (Spanish)

159

China

195

France (French)

383

India

384

The Sydney Morning
Herald
Dhaka Tribune
Financial Express
The Daily Star
Estado de S. Paulo
Folha de S. Paulo
Valor Econômico
Página Siete
El Deber
Los Tiempos
China Daily
Shanghai Daily
Global Times
Le Figaro
Le Monde
Times of India
The Hindu
Hindustan Times
Jakarta Globe
Jakarta Post
The Guardian
Vanguard
Daily Trust
The Sowetan
Times Live
IOL
Gulf News
Khaleej Times
The National
The Guardian
The Telegraph
The Times
Los Angeles Times
New York Times
Wall Street Journal

Indonesia

90

Nigeria

38

South Africa

100

United Arab Emirates

123

United Kingdom

265

United States of
America

375

64
61
36
65
70
60
86
26
47
80
21
94
177
206
168
142
74
47
43
10
14
14
11
48
40
70
33
20
186
42
37
105
238
32
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