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Abstract
The leverage of the public narrative created and maintained by the media as a highly influ-
ential social actor is decisive, but also sensitive, in bringing about the energy transition 
and advancing towards a low-carbon economy. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic 
has potential to slow down and deform the public acceptance of the above-mentioned pro-
cesses as it is likely that the priorities of individual governments will be revisited and tai-
lored to tackle the ongoing health crisis. We are replying to such a threat with this study 
that aims to reflect on the immense role of media in shaping a low-carbon economy in 
transitional economies. We are using Poland as an illustrative example to demonstrate how 
wide, colourful, and sometimes even confusing the low-carbon narrative might be. By 
means of employing the horizon scanning of the diverse types of media, we detected that 
media overwhelmingly affect and deform the ongoing discussions about the nuances of 
energy transition and benefits a low-carbon economy. We argue that political preferences of 
individual journalists (and publishing houses) in Poland tend to influence the style, depth, 
extent, and quality how the topic is covered and narrated.
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1 Introduction

The transformation of the current economic models towards the environmentally more sen-
sitive economy and society is currently one of the fundamental challenges of our civilisa-
tion, whose future should be defined by the sustainable development idea (Chodkowska-
Miszczuk et al., 2021a, b). The document “Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development” signed by world leaders, including Poland, points to the most 
important Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be achieved in near future. A number 
of these goals clearly corresponds with the needs for decarbonisation and advancing with 
a low-carbon economy (Bali Swain & Karimu, 2020; Hák et  al., 2016) and consequent 
principles.

SDGs include introducing of a type of energy management aimed at reducing the emis-
sion of pollutants into the atmosphere, relieving anthropopressure, limiting the loss of bio-
diversity and the impact of the emitted pollutants on human health while maintaining eco-
nomic growth (Kassenberg, 2014; Lewandowska et al., 2020; Świąder et al., 2020). The 
chance to achieve these goals surely lies, among others, in abandoning the usage of fos-
sil fuels in favour of the utilization of more sustainable renewable energy sources (RES) 
and systems (Chodkowska-Miszczuk, 2019). There is no doubt that the global economy 
and its regions are slowly shifting towards a low-carbon path at a pace that varies between 
both continents and individual countries, depending on their level of development, demo-
graphic, social, cultural factors (Frantál & Nováková, 2019) and progresses achieved in 
advancing currently available energy technologies and its efficiency, as well as on the 
ability to maintain sustainable financing of this transition (Cowell, 2020). Central Euro-
pean countries, including Poland, are to participate in this process both as the members 
of the international community, signatories to the Climate Convention agreed in Madrid 
in 2019 and as the member states of the European Union (EU) under the Community 
regime of energy and climate regulations (Böhringer & Rutherford, 2013; Lewandowska 
& Szymańska, 2021; Piwowar, 2019; Schwartzkopff & Schulz, 2017; Wiśniewski & Kis-
towski, 2017). The transition toward a more sustainable low-carbon economy requires 
indeed radical changes in the systems supplying energy for individuals, communities, and 
businesses (Chappell et al., 2020). Furthermore, it necessitates modifications of our cur-
rent practices in the usage of energy, substantial innovation and deployment of a range of 
low-carbon technologies, and a wider change in the structure of industries in national and 
global economies (Lewis, 2019; Owen et al., 2018). These modifications must at the same 
time contribute to maintaining and expanding economic prosperity in a more socially just 
way (Jenkins et  al., 2016; Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015) while ensuring that these socio-
economic systems remain within ecological boundaries (Foxon, 2011) and do not harm the 
environment. These public policy issues are of interest to enormously diverse set of actors 
and stateholders, including the information media.

1.1  Media as a public actor

The media themselves, such as the press, television, or the Internet, are the result, or prod-
uct of human creativity and are guided by the dominant informational function while 
maintaining Jakobson’s communication scheme, including the sender and recipient of 
the transmitted information (Drożdż, 2014). We also know very well that apart from the 
informational and communicational functions, the media have an overwhelming influence 
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on society, co-create people’s attitudes, choices, and behaviour (Reed, 2020). The media 
decide in a very plastic and effective, or even in a “programmed” way, about how they 
shape views, opinions, observations, and regularities in many areas of life (Goban-Klas, 
2005; Ryan, 2001). Therefore, in the democratic world, they are usually labelled as the 
Fourth Estate which enormously affects the society in a similar way as the legislation, 
executive, and judicial powers do (Torczyńska, 2008). This is the reason why it is impor-
tant to carefully and critically select the information provided by the media and to recog-
nise which of the proposed piece of information is objective and which is an attempt to 
manipulate reality.

The narrative is undoubtedly formed by the media as a configuration of events. It 
requires creating the space for mutual understanding and involvement of the people with 
high narrative competence (Brown, 2017; Moezzi et al., 2017; Ryan, 2006). A specific var-
iation of the narrative is the public narrative. It goes beyond the sphere of the individual 
and concerns the diverse social groups; it is integrally related to the development of social 
networks and institutions. We are also aware that changeability of the public narrative is a 
truly inherent characteristic of this phenomenon. The complexity of social relations and 
information exchange causes the occurrence of various frequently competing versions of a 
particular public narrative (Baker, 2006). The media as an influential social actor signifi-
cantly affect (both positively and negatively) the public narrative (Ganowski & Rowlands, 
2020; Szot, 2020) that is, in the case of this study, crucial in bringing about a sustainable 
energy transition and the development of a low-carbon economy. The narrative consists 
of constructing and disseminating information on climate change and sustainable develop-
ment (Horsbøl, 2013). On the one hand, the media are surely able to cement the national 
social and technological regimes and path dependencies, strengthen systemic blockages 
and structural changes of the energy system (Lyytimäki et al., 2018); on the other hand, 
the media might be a suitable driving force and catalyst for the change. For instance, the 
dominance and power of the fossil fuel companies contribute to their hegemony in the pol-
icy sphere and consequently form the public narrative concerning the future of the energy 
sector (Cocheci et  al., 2019; Frantál, 2016). It is indisputable that particular interests of 
mining and carbon-rich industries create a public narrative (Svobodova et al., 2021) that 
strengthens the dependence on fossil fuels (Horsbøl, 2013). On the contrary, the media 
can contribute to the destabilisation of established energy regimes by proposing potential 
new paths of development and the transformatory directions (Lyytimäki et al., 2018), thus 
building an opportunity to develop a low-carbon economy and a fair transformation (Healy 
& Barry, 2017) by promoting cross-sectoral and multi-actor cooperation and mobilising 
grassroots activities (Evans & Phelan, 2016). Popular and professional media can provide 
plentiful information and raise awareness about the new energy technologies among the 
public, entrepreneurs, and decision-makers. The social importance of the presented issues 
is a result of many factors, including the level of professional knowledge and education of 
the person responsible for the content, the values they hold, their emotions, institutional 
conditions, and individual preferences. Media presentations highlighting not well-grounded 
uncertainties and threats may even discourage the audience and build up prejudice against 
the pro-ecological actions. Publishing partial knowledge, questioning the proved facts or 
complete omitting information about the development of certain, more sustainable energy 
technologies, as well as directing the attention to other, non-energy-related issues surely 
strengthens the social unawareness (Lyytimäki et al., 2018).
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1.2  The objective of the study

Having the above-mentioned conceptual framing in mind, the aim of this study is to reflect 
on the role of the media in shaping a low-carbon economy. In order to achieve the main 
objective of the study, the authors formulate three specific objectives for analysis: (O1): 
to observe the media to see whether they create space for objective debate that is based on 
unbiased, scientifically-grounded facts about the low-carbon economy, and thus remains 
beyond political influence; (O2) to diagnose the situation as to whether and how the media 
inform the community about ongoing processes concerning the low-carbon economy; 
(O3) to identify the role of the media in mobilising communities to actively participate in 
changes related to the development of renewable energy and dissemination of pro-environ-
mental activities.

The analysis was carried out with reference to Poland as a country undergoing energy 
transformation, with a past of almost half a century of centrally planned economy, and 
characterised by the hegemony of entities related to coal mining (Szpor & Ziółkowska, 
2018). The authors are aware that nowadays media are the subject of a process of conver-
gence, as well as that the new forms of media communication are constantly developing 
(Koroczyński, 2012). With all this in mind, this paper examines three selected types of 
media: television, press, and the Internet.

The first part of the article focuses on understanding the role of the media in the devel-
opment of a low-carbon economy. The second part is devoted to a comparative analysis of 
the narrative created by selected nationwide information media entities in Poland. Finally, 
some recommendations are made about the ongoing public discourse on energy transition.

2  Literature review

2.1  Polish coal mining

The empirical analysis on the role of media in shaping a low-carbon economy was car-
ried out for Poland. The main energy characteristic of Poland as a country in the ongo-
ing energy transition is its past defined by almost half a century of the centrally planned 
economy under the Communist regime, including the centralisation of the energy sector 
and hegemony of entities related to coal mining (Baran et al., 2018). It seems that the main 
barriers to the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energies are, on the one hand, the 
monoculture of fossil fuels in Poland, dependence on fuel imports, and the dominance 
of outdated energy infrastructure. On the other hand, the growing demand for energy is 
determined by the socio-economic development of the country (Szabo & Fabok, 2020). 
Growing energy demand is largely met by the vast utilization of fossil fuels, including their 
imports. Poland is the largest hard coal producer and the second-largest lignite producer in 
the EU (Brauers & Oei, 2020).

In other words, coal mining in Poland is firmly rooted in the national economy. The 
exploitation of hard coal on an industrial scale began in the second half of the eighteenth 
century in the two most important coal mining regions in Poland, i.e., Lower Silesia in 
1743 and Upper Silesia in 1748, which spurred a gradual development of mining. A period 
of economic prosperity began in the 1830s, resulting in 91 active mines in Upper Silesia in 
1840, producing 539,000 tons of coal annually, and 59 mines operating in Lower Silesia, 
supplying every year 266,000 tons of coal (Frużyński, 2012). Dynamic development of 
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mining took place during the times of the People’s Republic of Poland (PRL—the official 
name of the Polish state from 1952 to 1989; the period of socialism in Poland) when a lot 
of mines were built, and old ones were systematically expanded at the expenses of the envi-
ronment. It was during that time that record amounts of coal were extracted and mining has 
had incredible impact on migration of labour force and social structure of mining regions. 
Shortly after the World War II, the annual domestic production of coal was about 47 mil-
lion tons, and in 1971 it was already 145.3 million tons. The highest production levels 
were reached in the early 1980s (over 195 million tons). Since the beginning of the 1990s, 
Poland experienced the process of limiting and closing mines and firm reduction of hard 
coal mining. In the year 2000, the output was about 100 million tons which translated into 
a reduction of nearly 50 million tons in 10 years (Kasztelewicz, 2012). The trend has pre-
vailed, with the amount of coal mined already below 80 million tons in 2011 and dropping 
to 61.6 million tons in 2019. All this also means a dramatic decline in employment in the 
mining sector and consequent socio-economic changes of mining and post-mining regions.

Mining, like no other economic sector in Poland, was given considerable autonomy at 
the beginning of the systemic transformation process in the 1990s that was accompanied 
by simultaneous state support and close supervision (Rosicki, 2018; Szpor & Ziółkowska, 
2018). Despite the decline in coal mining, opposition against the limiting of coal produc-
tion and consumption has been voiced by diverse stakeholders. These groups include coal 
corporations, trade unions, influential social groups, and central and regional administra-
tions. Their opposition revolves around the prospect of losing business, historically nega-
tive experience with the processes of the economic restructuring in the 1990s, the fears 
of rising energy prices, the concerns about the country’s energy security, and potential 
increased unemployment in the regions almost entirely dependent on coal (Brauers & Oei, 
2020). The coal regime remains protected because jobs, as well as political and corporate 
power, depend on it (Żuk & Szulecki, 2020). As a result, the EU legislation and regulations 
that weaken the already poor economic health of the coal industry, and policies that sup-
port alternative industries are the prime transformational efforts. The only group of actors 
actively working for the development of a low-carbon economy in Poland are non-gov-
ernmental organisations. Their ventures revolve around reducing air pollution or, in some 
cases, other environmental issues (Brauers & Oei, 2020).

The media discourse on coal indicates that Polish media are primarily concerned with 
describing the economic challenges to the coal industry and their potential impact on the 
country’s economy, social situation, and energy security (Osička et al., 2020). Such empha-
sis corresponds with the widespread securitisation of energy issues in the country. As the 
study by Osička et  al. (2020) indicates, Polish media repeat the communist-era slogan 
“Poland stands on coal” and present the problem mainly through the narrative of “Continu-
ity of coal”. It suggests that coal cannot be retired and that its continued use is inevitable.

2.2  Polish media

In general, climate change is not considered an important topic for public debate in Poland 
compared to social issues (Schwartzkopff & Schulz, 2017), despite the fact that the Polish 
broadcasting market is the largest among the new EU Member States, and thus should be 
more diverse in the subjects it tackles. Nevertheless, this feature—related to the size of 
the market—did not protect the public broadcasters from difficulties typical of Central and 
Eastern European countries, namely pressure from the main political forces. The transfor-
mation process of the late twentieth century also affected the media market. State media 
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were transformed into public media, and new players—private broadcasters with a public 
domain—also entered the market. In the case of former state broadcasters, the established 
funding system of collecting user licence fees has proven to be unstable. This has resulted 
in the growing importance of commercialisation of their activities (Stępka, 2010). Both of 
these factors: the strong political connections and the commercialisation of activities also 
determine the scope of the content presented (Voltmer, 2013).

According to the legislation adopted in Poland, public media should carry out a social 
mission (Szot, 2020). With the change of regime, the nature of the media changed, mov-
ing away from the views represented by the socialist authorities to independent and reli-
able information, not supported by party dictates (Mielczarek, 2013). Currently, the media 
landscape in Poland is dominated by private organisations that represent various politi-
cal, social, and economic views. In recent years, media in Poland have been polarised into 
those that criticise the current government and those that favour the ruling parties. This 
affects the climate and the energy journalism. Reliable information supported by scientific 
research is mingled with populist texts that do not present any substantive value (Mielcza-
rek, 2017).

In the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, and thus also in Poland, there are few 
signs of socialisation of energy transformation (Braun, 2014). Media coverage of climate 
change points to coal as the basis for building national energy security. According to Brau-
ers and Oei (2020), it is necessary to identify and map the role of the media, especially 
now, in times of the increasing use of social media and fake news. The key here is to under-
take actual initiatives that help protect the environment, rather than those that merely pre-
serve external recognition, showcasing greenwashing (Cislak et al., 2020). Notably, Polish 
public broadcasters have a rather strong position, which makes this system unique com-
pared to other Central and Eastern European countries (Stępka, 2010). Therefore, this arti-
cle is an attempt to address the identified research gap and to reflect on the presence of 
low-carbon economy issues in the public discourse carried out by nationwide media, both 
the one characterised by the legacy of state media as well as the newly created one in the 
Polish media landscape. Indeed, this could be an important aspect of future efforts within 
the politics of climate and energy, as evidenced by examples from other countries (Volt-
mer, 2013).

3  Research methods and materials

3.1  Methods

In order to achieve the aim of the paper, a qualitative study was used comprising a case 
study and horizon scanning. Individual stages of the research procedure are presented in 
Fig. 1.

The analysis was based on the case study of Poland. The implementation of global 
megatrends related to transnational policies requires taking into account the local context 
(Chodkowska-Miszczuk et al., 2019). Therefore, referring to case studies is extremely val-
uable in view of identifying key similarities and differences between individual national 
contexts and finding the most important media issues that shape the development of 
national energy systems (Lyytimäki et al., 2018).

Horizon scanning is a method consisting in tracing (scanning) information or a series 
of events that lead to the creation of a database. That base is to help identify problems 
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and assign them as opportunities and threats for specific actions (Baumgartner  & Farsi-
jani, 2017). This method is used to look for knowledge gaps at the boundaries of rapidly 
changing phenomena. It also allows for setting strategic priorities for decision-makers or 
researchers (Foulds et al., 2019; Van Rij, 2010). The first step in the horizon scanning pro-
cedure is to identify a research problem that should represent current issues (Sutherland & 
Woodroof, 2009). In line with this principle, the authors selected the highly topical issue of 
the low-carbon economy which relates to, among other things, global climate change and 
energy transition. The dynamics of the horizon scanning method allows for broad coverage 

Fig. 1  Scanning process designated for the study. Source: Own study

CO2 emissions Eco-innovation Electromobility Energy, 
electricity Energy efficiency

Energy security EU 
Grants and 
government 
environment 
programmes  

Green economy Low-stack 
emission

Mining Nuclear power 
plants RES RES Directive Smog 

Fig. 2  Keywords taken into account during horizon scanning. Source: Own study
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of energy issues, which in their essence represent a wide range of topics. Therefore, it can 
be successfully used to trace the narrative created by the media in relation to the pivotal 
public issue of the low-carbon economy. The scope of tasks and the boundaries of hori-
zon scanning were determined through selected 15 keywords that identify the leading areas 
related to a low-carbon economy. They served to develop the framework of the analysis 
according to the principle of problem-oriented scanning. One of the methods used in this 
scanning approach is text mining according to pre-formulated keywords (Amanatidou 
et al., 2010) (Fig. 2). The procedure of selecting the keywords was preceded by literature 
studies and an analysis of strategic documents in the field of the low-carbon economy at the 
European and national level, as well as moderated public discussions with representatives 
of Generation Y—students of environmental management studies. According to Amanati-
dou et al. (2010), choosing the best research procedure depends on the local context and the 
content analysed. In this study, we adopted a procedure that included the preparation of a 
keyword set as a reference system because, from an empirical point of view, the study was 
carried out in an area dominated by fossil fuels and a centralised energy sector. In addition, 
the analysis was conducted during the pandemic. Both issues impinge significantly on the 
direction of public discussion, so it was essential to use a pre-designed research framework 
to properly identify and assess emerging signals and possible gaps in the narrative.

3.2  Description of materials

The above-mentioned issues allowed us to trace media information on the low-carbon 
economy published in three different types of sources in Poland: press, television, and the 
Internet (three examples from each category with nationwide coverage and information 
profile). The category of press included three titles: Gazeta Wyborcza, Dziennik Gazeta 
Prawna, Rzeczpospolita. As regards television, the three main channels were considered, 
i.e.: Polish Television (TVP), Polsat, TVN. In the case of the Internet, the following pub-
lic services were analysed: cire.pl, 300gospodarka.pl, www. energ etyka 24. com. The selec-
tion of media was made according to a transparent quantitative key characterised by the 
broadest possible impact of the selected media on society (Pienias, 2010). In this way, the 
authors were able to conduct a reliable study. The authors selected such media that are 
considered the most influential and opinion-forming, covering the largest audiences in the 
country (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2004; Mocek, 2017). More than 14% of Poles admit to read-
ing Gazeta Wyborcza on a regular basis, which gives it a pole position in Poland. The 
daily Rzeczpospolita is read by 4.18% of Poles and Dziennik Gazeta Prawna by 3.13% 
(https:// www. wirtu alnem edia. pl/ artyk ul/ ktore- tytuly- praso we- maja- najwi eksze- czyte lnict 
wo). A quantitative key was also used to select the three major television stations: TVP, 
Polsat, TVN, which have the highest viewership in Poland: 9.68%, 9.84%, and 8.54%, 
respectively (https:// www. wirtu alnem edia. pl/ artyk ul/ oglad alnosc- telew izji- 2020- tvp1- tvn- 
ranki ng- 170- stacji- rekord- tvn24- tvp- info-i- polsat- news). They are therefore the ones that 
shape the media message about the energy transition, environmental issues, or the decar-
bonisation process. Moreover, the choice of sources was determined by the subject matter 
of their activity and credibility on the media market (Table 1). It was also important for 
each channel to present up-to-date and factual information in an understandable way. In the 
case of television, one public and two private stations were selected. This makes it possible 
to compare information from sources that are both dependent on and independent of the 
national authorities. As far as the choice of the press is concerned, the focus is on dailies, 
due to the high frequency with which information is published. The choice of the Internet 

http://www.energetyka24.com
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ktore-tytuly-prasowe-maja-najwieksze-czytelnictwo
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ktore-tytuly-prasowe-maja-najwieksze-czytelnictwo
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ogladalnosc-telewizji-2020-tvp1-tvn-ranking-170-stacji-rekord-tvn24-tvp-info-i-polsat-news
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ogladalnosc-telewizji-2020-tvp1-tvn-ranking-170-stacji-rekord-tvn24-tvp-info-i-polsat-news
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sources was dictated by the industry—the websites deal with economic and business issues 
in varying degrees of detail.

The authors selected media that are internally diverse in terms of their publishing 
nature. In the case of newspapers, titles with different perspectives on economics, econ-
omy, and social issues were juxtaposed. Gazeta Wyborcza is an opinion-making daily with 
a liberal-left profile that traces its origins to the systemic transformation of Poland in 1989. 
According to Filas (2008), Gazeta Wyborcza does not stick to its profile and takes differ-
ent worldview positions in its texts. Dziennik Gazeta Prawna is a typical legal and eco-
nomic newspaper that focuses on the legal, tax, economic, and social situation in Poland 
and abroad. The views presented by the aforementioned dailies are complemented by the 
last newspaper chosen for the analysis—Rzeczpospolita. It is an economic and legal jour-
nal with a conservative-liberal profile. In addition to economic and legal issues, Rzeczpo-
spolita also covers regional issues in its ‘Życie Regionów’ [Life of the regions] section.

For the television analysis, the authors chose two private stations (TVN and Polsat) and 
one public broadcaster (TVP). In terms of political views, TVP’s audience is the reverse of 
TVN’s. Polsat, on the other hand, is a centrist broadcaster that does not explicitly advocate 
a particular side of the political scene. Polsat is rated as the most objective news channel 
(Maciejewska-Mieszkowska, 2020).

The authors chose websites that deal strictly with the economy and energy as profes-
sional and reliable sources of information. These sites do not require a paid subscription, 
so they can be freely accessed. The primary audience for the websites will be people who 
are interested in energy, energy transition, and alternative energy sources. In addition to 

Table 1  Characteristics of the media outlets selected for testing. Source: Own study based on data https:// 
media2. pl/ media/ 161077- Marzec- przed- TV- TVP1- lider em-w- ogoln ej- grupie- widzow- TVN- prowa dzi-w- 
komer cyjnej. html and https:// www. wirtu alnem edia. pl/ artyk ul/ wyniki- sprze dazy- dzien nikow- kwiec ien- 
2020- fakt- przeg lad- sport owy

*Average viewership is given for groups of channels (TVP1, TVPInfo for TVP; TVN, TVN24 for TVN; 
POLSAT, POLSAT NEWS for POLSAT)
**As of May 2020, no data for the period under consideration

Media outlet Status Average viewership over 
the period considered*

Circulation over the 
period considered

Number of views**

Television
 TVP Public 1,154,585
 TVN Private 1,002,288
 POLSAT Private 822,020

Press
 Gazeta Wyborcza Private 72,620
 Dziennik Gazeta Prawna Private 33,544
 Rzeczpospolita Private 38,437

Internet
 cire.pl  (2020) Private 230,000
 300gospodarka.pl  

(2020)
Private 280,000

 energetyka24.com 
(2020)

Private 290,000

https://media2.pl/media/161077-Marzec-przed-TV-TVP1-liderem-w-ogolnej-grupie-widzow-TVN-prowadzi-w-komercyjnej.html
https://media2.pl/media/161077-Marzec-przed-TV-TVP1-liderem-w-ogolnej-grupie-widzow-TVN-prowadzi-w-komercyjnej.html
https://media2.pl/media/161077-Marzec-przed-TV-TVP1-liderem-w-ogolnej-grupie-widzow-TVN-prowadzi-w-komercyjnej.html
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/wyniki-sprzedazy-dziennikow-kwiecien-2020-fakt-przeglad-sportowy
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/wyniki-sprzedazy-dziennikow-kwiecien-2020-fakt-przeglad-sportowy
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their industry-specific character, the websites will be used by people who are just getting 
acquainted with the energy sector, including the low-carbon economy.

The cire portal (Energy Market Information Centre) is a website that focuses mainly 
on topics related to the energy sector and the energy market, both nationally and interna-
tionally. Another online source of information on the low-emission economy is 300gosp-
odarka.pl. The site is not only oriented towards topics in the broad field of energy but also 
presents current information related to the economic and environmental situation in Poland 
and worldwide. This portal is a popular science information source that does not focus on 
one industry. Its content takes a holistic approach to the topics presented. energetyka25.
com is a typical sectoral source of information on broadly understood climate neutrality 
and processes taking place within the energy market. It presents information in the field 
of electromobility, the electric power industry as well as mining and renewable energy 
sources.

The fact that the above-mentioned media were selected for horizontal analysis allowed 
for an in-depth analysis of the forms of low-carbon communication based on differ-
ent worldview profiles (newspapers), political profiles (television), and industry scopes 
(Internet).

3.3  Scope of analyses

The scan was carried out for 1 month—from 4 March 2020 to 3 April 2020. It is worth 
stressing here that the scanning period depends on the subject under consideration, its 
complexity, etc. In cases where horizontal scanning concerns phenomena or processes with 
relatively rare information intensity, quarterly or annual scanning is recommended. On the 
other hand, when, as in this study focused on the low-carbon economy, the issues analysed 
are frequently present in the public debate, a shorter scanning period of one month is pre-
ferred (Cuhls, 2020; Rowe et al., 2017).

The research period, i.e., the turn of the second quarter of 2020, was selected in relation 
to the fact that 2020 was set as the horizon for the implementation of Directive, 2009/28/
EC of the European Parliament and the Council (Official Journal of the European Union 
L 140/16) with regard to the increase in the share of RES in energy production, increase 
in energy efficiency and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in the EU member states, 
i.e., also in Poland. Moreover, this period coincided with the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic in Poland and the forced social isolation resulted in the society’s increased 
media exploration. This made it possible to identify discrepancies in information between 
the sources, the level of cross-referencing of one source to another, the frequency of the 
topic and the extent to which information was discussed. The authors used the ATLAS.ti 8 
software during the analysis.

As an important element of the research procedure, five types of narratives were deter-
mined. Four out of the five types were found in the course of the research: narrow, broad, 
single-, and multi-actor narrative. If during the period under study few keywords occurred 
in a particular media type, we can speak of a narrow narrative. Such a narrative, due to the 
low number of keywords considered in the horizontal scanning process, has a weak opin-
ion-making function. The coverage produced by media characterised by a narrow narrative 
is limited. They do not present the whole of the studied issue but only focus on selected 
elements, areas. Broadly speaking, a narrow narrative takes place when keywords appear 
infrequently in the horizontal scanning of a given media type.
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The opposite of a narrow narrative is a broad narrative. It occurs when a given media 
type includes most of the keywords that informed the horizontal scanning procedure. Such 
a narrative helps to present the problem in question in a holistic way, taking into account 
many different aspects that, if ignored, may influence the shape of reality created by the 
media. Other types of narratives that can be distinguished based on horizontal scanning 
are single-actor and multi-actor narratives. They help determine whether, for a given media 
type, the narrative is created by a single entity or multiple entities. The single-actor narra-
tive involves the creation of media reality by a single entity that is the main opinion-maker 
for the problem, issue, or phenomenon being studied. In the case of a multi-actor narrative, 
media discourse is created by multiple actors who have different perspectives and views on 
the phenomenon under analysis. A multi-actor narrative introduces pluralism of opinion 
which, as in the case of the broad narrative, allows for a detailed and multi-faceted look 
at the issue of, e.g., the low-carbon economy. Single- and multi-actor narratives are deter-
mined on the basis of the narrative ratio. The first step in determining the narrative ratio 
is to determine how many times keywords appear in a given newspaper, a given television 
channel, and a given website during the study period. Then, once the keyword counts have 
been determined, they need to be ranked against one another across media types, e.g., in 
Gazeta Wyborcza the keywords appeared 8 times, in Dziennik Gazeta Prawna 6 times and 
in Rzeczpospolita 4 times. Thus, the narrative ratio is 8:6:4, and in an irreducible form 
at gcd = 2 it is 4:3:2. If the sum of the two lower narrative ratio factors is greater than the 
value of the highest factor, or all factors are equal, we are dealing with a multi-actor nar-
rative. If the sum of the two lower narrative ratio factors is smaller than the highest factor, 
we will call such a narrative single-actor. On the other hand, if the sum of the two lower 
factors is equal to the higher factor, we are talking about an intermediate narrative, between 
single- and multi-actor.

Determining the narrative ratio allows us to learn the ratio of keywords taken up by the 
media analysed. Based on these values, the type of narrative is determined according to the 
number of actors that compose it. The authors’ own method of separating narratives based 
on the number of keywords considered and the number of actors creating the narrative 
allows us to present, firstly, the scope of the research problem addressed in particular types 
of media (narrow narrative and broad narrative) and the overall background to the low-car-
bon economy in Poland. Secondly, this method will show whether the topic of low-carbon 
economy in the context of the examined media types is shaped by one or many actors, and 
therefore whether we are dealing with information monopoly or opinion pluralism.

4  Results

4.1  The power of keywords

The results of the media scan proved that the vast majority of keywords, i.e., 14 out of 15 
appeared at least once during the period considered. Most observations were recorded for 
‘RES’ (22). The second most frequently registered keyword was ‘CO2 emissions’ (10), and 
the third place was taken by subsidies from government programmes related to the replace-
ment of individual furnaces and the national ‘Clean Air’ programme (8). However, it is 
significant that there was not detected even one mention of the RES Directive (Directive 
2009/28/EC). This may indicate that the media ignore the problematic issues related to 
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Fig. 3  Frequency of the keywords in the study. Source: Own study

Fig. 4  The most common keywords in the press and on the Internet. a Press; b Internet. Source: Own study
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the need for Poland to achieve the 2020 targets which this document sets in terms of RES 
growth, energy efficiency, and  CO2 reduction (Fig. 3).

4.2  The results of horizon scanning of the media triad

In total, the keywords were recorded in the studied period 77 times, of which 4 times on 
TV (5%), 16 times in press (20%) and 57 times on the Internet (75%). Only three of them 
were present on television: furnace replacement/clean air, RES, and energy security. The 
most prominent keywords in the press were the following: RES, smog, and CO2 emissions. 
On the other hand, the Internet most frequently contained mentions of RES and CO2 emis-
sions, as well as green economy and electromobility (Fig. 4).

The subject of energy transition, including the abandonment of fossil fuels in favour of 
RES, has been one of the most emotional issues in Poland for years (Chodkowska-Miszc-
zuk, 2021; Chodkowska-Miszczuk et al., 2021a; Foltyn-Zarychta et al., 2021; Perlaviciute 
et  al., 2018; Pietrzak et  al., 2021; Wagner et  al., 2016). Carelessly communicated infor-
mation on this subject can lead to conflicts or deepen social divisions. This is extremely 
important especially in a country dependent on coal, characterised by a top-down-defined 
coal culture and the extraordinary prestige of the mining profession (Szpor & Ziółkowska, 
2018). Analysing the results of horizon scanning in the context of RES, we found discrep-
ancies in the narratives of individual media outlets. In the period under examination, the 
topic of RES in television was presented only once and in a rather controversial light. Pub-
lic television referred to the topic of biogas plants. It showed this issue in the form of a 
socio-spatial conflict (Wójcik et al., 2014) between inhabitants and city authorities. What 
was presented was the unwillingness of the local authorities of the area where the biogas 
investment was planned to talk to the residents. The potential costs for the locals and the 
environment resulting from the construction of the biogas plant were also articulated. 
The presented narrative was generally negative, focusing mainly on conflicts and disputes 
rather than on the reliable presentation of the opportunities and threats resulting from new 
RES investments.

Contrary to the narrative created by TV broadcasters, in the press, the topic of RES 
was one of the most frequently addressed issues. The press presents a positive approach 
to RES facilities. Among all RES installations, issues concerning wind and photovoltaic 
power plants are most frequently discussed (Bałamut, 2017). According to the narrative 
presented by the press, wind energy brings profits for the economy and the environment. 
Political issues related to energy transition are not overlooked. Photovoltaics is singled 
out as a viable alternative to coal (Kochanek, 2021). The timeliness of published news is 
an extremely valuable feature. The press discusses issues related to the interventions of 
national authorities in relation to counteracting the economic effects of the pandemic (anti-
crisis shields). According to experts’ views, the introduced shields should support the RES 
sector in Poland. With this approach, the press narrative merges with that presented on the 
Internet, where the topic of the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on RES is also consid-
ered (Eroğlu, 2021).

The Internet is the medium that refers to the vast majority of RES types. The CIRE 
website leads the way in providing information. The narrative presented on the Internet 
presents an objective and holistic approach to RES. The topics that did not appear in other 
media were included in the coverage (Świątkiewicz-Mośny & Wagner, 2012). These are 
more detailed issues, often of a technical nature, allowing interested persons to acquire 
professional and full knowledge about RES investment opportunities. The websites widely 
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comment on unpopular topics related to the current energy policy of the country, including 
RES auctions or the activity of Polish Waters (national water management authority) in 
the RES sector, i.e., its attempted market entry. The web portals also present the topic of 
biofuels and biogas, still neglected by Poland (Chodkowska-Miszczuk, 2021) Similarly to 
the press, the Internet highlights the issue of the coronavirus pandemic but goes further in 
stating that the pandemic may stop, and certainly harm, the energy transition of the Polish 
economy (Zobeidi et al., 2021).

Another element of the horizon scanning analysis is the cross-referencing of the nar-
ratives presented by television, the press, and the Internet. This resulted in distinguishing 
two basic types of narrative: narrow and broad (Table  2). Generally speaking, a narrow 
narrative comes down to narrowing down the presented content. It is tantamount to put-
ting a given issue first in a programme to attract the attention of the audience, or to convey 
the importance of a certain way of acting as a form of pressure to adopt a specific politi-
cal solution. A broad narrative, on the other hand, is the presentation of the complexity 
of a specific issue, a proposal to consider a wider range of views and opinions (Davidson, 
2017).

A narrow narrative refers to a very small number of keywords, it does not present the 
subject under examination as a whole but rather focuses more superficially and fragmen-
tarily on conflict situations. A broad narrative takes into account most of the analysed slo-
gans. The second type of distinguished narrative takes into account the number of enti-
ties involved. This narrative can be divided into a single-actor narrative—one TV channel, 
one newspaper, one portal dominates the narrative, and a multi-actor narrative—created 
equally by all analysed entities. Considering the types of the narrative presented above, the 
analysed media can be classified as follows:

1. Television—narrow, multi-actor (two keywords on TVP and Polsat; none on TVN).
2. Press—it is not possible to determine whether the narrative is narrow or broad due to 

the scope of the keywords mentioned; it can be indicated that the press narrative is an 
intermediate one, trending towards a broad narrative. Considering the number of enti-
ties forming the narrative, the narrative of the press is multi-actor. The narrative ratio 
of Gazeta Wyborcza, Dziennik Gazeta Prawna, and Rzeczpospolita is 4:3:2 (gcd = 2).

3. Internet—broad, single-actor; the narrative ratio of CIRE, 300gospodarka.pl, and ener-
getyka24.com is 18:7:9 (gcd = 2).

5  Discussion

Freezing economies during the pandemic resulted in positive environmental changes, an 
apparent reduction in emissions and energy intensity of economies (Le Quéré et al., 2020). 
Despite a deep pandemic crisis, the calls to accelerate the decarbonisation of the economy 
were still visible (Chiaramonti & Maniatis, 2020). This is the case in Poland too, where 
the pandemic had a striking impact on the debate on coal mining. As a result of the high 
incidence of COVID-19 among miners, Polish authorities decided to temporarily halt coal 
mining. This situation resulted in the rise of negative public attitudes toward miners (Żuk 
et al., 2021). It should be added here that a higher rate of morbidity among miners results 
from the nature of their job, but also due to a high population density, damaged environ-
ment and extreme urbanisation of the mining regions (Krzysztofik et al., 2021). There were 
even voices in the public debate arguing that the coronavirus pandemic accelerated the 
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exposure of the economic, environmental, and social problems associated with continued 
support for a carbon-based economy (Żuk et al., 2021).

Widely accessible media started shaping public opinion in the post-WWII period. The 
era of the industrialisation and after-war reconstruction of the country, which began in the 
1950s, was also the time when Communist propaganda promoted Soviet-style patterns of 
social and economic development based on coal. Those days, the national public television 
and press would play a priority role here in terms of form and content (Łęcicki, 2013). The 
public message was dominated by the affirmation of the coal culture, which was accom-
panied by a deeply rooted conviction that the carbonisation of the economy is the only 
way to economic success (Rosicki, 2018). The systemic changes that took place in Poland 
after the year 1989 constituted a new start for Poland and its inhabitants. The opening to 
the West, new media, including mainly the Internet and private media, made the topics 
of environmental degradation, ecology or new forms of energy generation known more to 
every Polish citizen, who in 2004 also became a citizen of the European Union (Churski, 
2018; Dyląg, 2014). The media can play an important role in the energy transition both by 
presenting information in a specific way and by omitting it (Lyytimäki et al., 2018).

When analysing the triad of television, press and the Internet, we should consider the 
Internet the medium whose message about the low-carbon economy is the broadest and, 
in principle, the most substantive. Despite the fact that each of the information channels 
conveys messages containing the keyword RES, the context of their presentation is differ-
ent. The Internet also reacts very quickly to information fluctuations and megatrends—it 
highlights, for example, the COVID-19 pandemic and its negative impact on the energy 
transformation. This advantage of the Internet over traditional media in providing infor-
mation about the low-carbon economy may also be perceived as a threat. The Internet is 
mainly used by young, educated people, often coming from urban centres. In this context, 
elderly people without appropriate infrastructure (laptop, fixed Internet connection or WIFI 
network) may suffer from digital and, consequently, informational exclusion (Hirszowicz, 
2007). Such a state of affairs may deepen social divisions, emphasising the class dimen-
sion of inequality or, ultimately, deepening the division of the country into a ‘two-speed 
Poland’ (Janicka, 2010; Kochan, 2011). It is worth noting that the Directive defining the 
2020 target for the share of RES, an increase in energy efficiency, and a reduction of green-
house gas emissions for each EU member, including Poland, was not mentioned even once 
in any of the analysed types of media during the entire research period. The omission of 
these problematic issues only reinforces the lack of awareness of (Lyytimäki et al., 2018) 
national obligations resulting from the fact that Poland, as a member of the international 
community, is a signatory to the EU energy policy.

Moreover, when analysing the origin, development, and trajectories of renewable energy 
sources (RES) use in Poland, a certain mechanism becomes visible from the very begin-
ning. The vast majority of information, policies, and subsidy programmes that encourage 
investment and participation in renewable energy generation are typical. Relatively often, 
this means supporting selected energy sources without taking into account the local con-
text that predestines a given area to use a variety of RES (Chodkowska-Miszczuk, 2019; 
Kazak et  al., 2020). However, it should be noted that current attempts by the media to 
improve knowledge of the low-carbon economy are promising. It is crucial now because 
capital accumulation ensures ecological destabilization (Caraway, 2017). An example is 
the enrichment of the public television programming offer with a programme devoted 
exclusively to RES. Similarly, the press is addressing low-carbon economy issues in the 
form of cyclical articles.
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6  Conclusions

The aim of this study was to reflect on the role of the media in shaping a low-carbon econ-
omy. By means of media analyses conducted during March and April 2020 on selected 
newspapers, TV stations, and web pages in Poland, we found that (concerning the first 
specific objective of the study) media create a space for debate on energy transition and the 
low-carbon economy. Nevertheless, the substantive part of the discourse is characterised by 
the political connections of individual media broadcasters. The knowledge about obvious 
political preferences of individual media and publishing houses is particularly important 
when interpreting the results. It seems that growing environmental awareness is gradually 
included in the vast majority of political agendas, however, differences might be found 
primarily in the urgency and the ways how the low-carbon economy should be enhanced. 
Concerning the second research objective, it was ascertained that the media inform the 
public about ongoing processes. However, the context and scope of the presented content 
vary between media types, from a narrow narrative characteristic of television to a broad 
one produced on the Internet. As for the third research objective, we discovered that the 
media mobilise the community to actively participate in identified transformations related 
to the development of the RES sector and dissemination of pro-environmental activities. 
This activity was identified primarily in the Internet media.

This result signals an enormously growing impact of the Internet media that was even 
increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is highly likely this unprecedented situation 
will surely affect both the timing and dynamics of how the low-carbon economy meas-
ures will be introduced and developed. There is no doubt that the priorities defined in the 
pre-COVID 19 era will be reconsidered. In the case of the research conducted, the incipi-
ent COVID-19 pandemic may have been a phenomenon affecting the intensity of keyword 
appearances in the media. Therefore, the horizontal scanning analysis was also carried out 
in relation to the Internet, i.e., the medium that plays a major informational role in the 
pandemic era due to the transfer of many traditional activities to the online sphere. The 
question of whether the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced the framing of the low-carbon 
economy narrative in the media will be answered through a comparative study conducted 
over a similar period, but at a time when the pandemic is in remission. The overall support 
for the increase of public participation in renewable energy projects is a highly optimistic 
(although surprising) result. We already know that the successful implementation of the 
energy transition is deeply rooted in the participation of various groups of stakeholders 
(Stober et al., 2021). This is massively important especially in Central Europe, where the 
tradition of public participation in public matters is lower due to its tangled recent history.

We are aware of the fact that only carefully selected media were utilized for our anal-
ysis. If more and other media sources are taken into account, probably slightly different 
media picture would be ascertained. It would be extremely interesting for our further media 
studies to focus on media in active coal-mining regions where the narrative on the low-car-
bon economy will be probably different. Our study covered the initial stage of the COVID-
19 pandemic when global effects and implications were not known. Thus, it is likely that 
if a wider period was covered, even more fears and scepticism as to the implications for 
the development of the low-carbon economy would be expressed. In our future studies, 
it would be also necessary to focus on comparative media analyses from different Central 
European countries so that different trajectories in the levels of media perceptions of the 
low-carbon economy could be traced.
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