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Abstract 
 
 

Communicating climate change issues in the Internet era requires new strategies 

that incorporate online communication. The rapid growth of new media and 

widespread use of the internet has marked everyday lifestyles in modern society. 

Information on a wide range of social issues, including climate change, is 

disseminated and debated through online discussions in internet fora.  

In this research, communication on internet fora and other potential forms of 

online social interaction are explored, to identify ways to enhance climate change 

communication on the Internet. The thesis raises three research questions to explore 

the communication context of internet fora discussion, namely: what are 

characteristics of the communication process on internet fora? Who is involved in the 

communication process? What influences do these online communication activities 

have on users’ everyday activities? The research applies a mixed-methods approach of 

analysing the usage of Internet fora and the contents of fora communication activities 

to explore these questions. This includes qualitative reviews of topic-thread 

discussions to reveal users’ roles in discussions, as well as surveys of fora users. It is 

argued that with increasing levels of interaction among communicators (people who 

post or reply to articles in order to express or respond ideas) on internet fora, these 

communicators are mobilised to join the online discussion process, competing for 

opinion leadership. The online discussions further contribute to the formation of 

opinions on climate change, as climate change and related issues are discussed The 

thesis thereby aims to contribute to the development of effective approaches for 

opinion formation and climate change communication online, and to encourage 

individuals to discuss changing behaviour patterns and public engagement of 

greenhouse gas reduction actions.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

1-1. Communicating Climate Change in Internet Fora  

 

Climate change is not only a scientific issue, but also a public one (Bray & Von 

Storch, 1999). While people may hear and learn about climate change from various 

sources (i.e. news media or government statements), messages and ideas regarding 

climate change issues are now widely and rapidly circulated through the Internet. In 

particular, discussing climate change issues online is becoming very popular on 

Internet media. As with other public issues, online discussions about climate change 

can become a rich source of information and exchange of ideas. These communication 

activities are usually publicly accessible and involve a wide base of participants. As a 

result, Internet services act as “virtual spaces” for initiating, developing and recording 

these discussions; they are new media that provide not only information and 

knowledge but also that enable users to interact on their views such as relating to 

climate change. 

In order to improve climate communication online, in-depth research of the 

communication process on Internet media would be required. This chapter details the 

research context, aims and research questions, as well as the contents of following 

chapters in the thesis.   
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1-2. Research Context  
 

     Climate change issues have been the subject of extensive media and public 

interest in recent years. These are manifest as discussions on the findings of climate 

science, the politics of recognising the science findings and taking actions, and efforts 

of mitigating and adapting to climate change. Through media reports and public 

campaigns, these issues are communicated to the public, but communicating climate 

change issues remains a complex process.  

     Studies have demonstrated an increase in media coverage of climate change 

since the turn of the century (Carvalho & Burgess, 2005; Boykoff & Rajan, 2007). 

This media coverage can affect people’s attitudes and perceptions on climate change 

issues. However, communication of information and messages can be manipulated 

and distorted. For instance, following the theft of emails from the Climatic Research 

Unit of the University of East Anglia (termed “Climategate”), distorted information of 

research and rumours were widely forwarded to various Internet fora, which provoked 

intense debate (Leiserowitz et al., 2010). This series of events demonstrated the 

interactive nature of the Internet and how it allows plural voices, information, biases, 

and opinions to be spread in a very short space of time and without verification (i.e. 

they went ‘viral’). The “Climategate” event demonstrated that online discussions can 

transform conversations about “objective” scientific considerations of climate change 

to much more subjective rumours or even gossip. Yet how these climate-related 

communication processes take place online, including the formation of opinions, flow 

of messages, and influences on Internet users’ perceptions and their attitudes, is still 

under-researched. 

The use of the Internet as an information source has increased dramatically in 
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recent years, and people tend to access the Internet to widen their knowledge and 

understandings, even after accessing other types of media (Lupia & Baird, 2003). 

Jennings & Hulme (2010) demonstrate how most national and local newspapers and 

news broadcast services in the UK now have their own Internet sites where the public 

can easily check the latest headlines, read articles online and find details about 

environmental issues. In addition, people are increasingly using the Internet to 

communicate with each other, as shown in the Eurobarometer poll (May, 2010). 

Therefore, Internet users are familiar with accessing Internet fora as platforms of 

online communication. In the context of online communication (the “virtual space”), 

their discussions are usually recorded in publicly accessible formats. 

Moreover, the recent and rapid development of “interactive” communication 

services based on Internet (i.e. Internet fora, online social networks, online chat rooms, 

etc.) has quickly increased the importance of the Internet as a modern communication 

means. It is suggested that online discussions may have positive effects on the 

individuals taking part by providing them access to diverse information (Bauer et al., 

2002), by widening users' social circles (Hampton & Wellman, 2003), or by 

enhancing psychological well-being (Kang, 2007). Some researchers argue that online 

discussion is a new form of computer-based interaction and leads to a virtual public 

sphere (Wright & Street, 2007), that the Internet is a “cyberspace” (Volkmer, 2003; 

Poell, 2009) for discussing public issues such as climate change and greenhouse gas 

(GHG) reduction schemes. Therefore online discussion is regarded as the 

representation of “freedom of speech” and “electronic democracy” via modern 

communication technology (Frissen, 2008). On the other hand, some researchers have 

suggested that the characteristics of Internet communication may also have “negative 

effects” such as isolating individuals from "real" society and decreasing their ‘real’ (as 
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opposed to virtual) interaction with family members and friends (e.g. Kraut et al., 

1998; Kraut et al., 2002; Sanders et al., 2000). It has also been argued that there may 

develop an “addiction” to the new media (e.g. Kim et al., 2009).  

The rapid growth of the use the Internet has created relatively new forms and 

platforms for communication. The “Internet forum” is one of the most popular online 

communication platforms; it refers to an online space where people can hold 

conversations through messages exchanged and communicated online. Forum users 

can access other users’ opinions, express their own ideas and respond to others’ 

messages (“posts”). Internet fora allow users interactively communicate with others 

asynchronously. Facilitated by Internet technology, Internet fora have the following 

characteristics: 

1. Hosting remote and interactive communication; 

2. The coexistence of synchronous and asynchronous modes of communication; 

3. Anonymous, or identified (ID-tagged) participation is allowed; 

4. Individuals’ opinions are expressed, personalised, and discussed by others (usually 

fora members). 

Internet fora host an immense range of discussions. By enabling information 

exchange networks to be used by citizens, the value of the Internet in facilitating 

public participation in social movements and public involvement is recognised (e.g. 

Drache, 2008). In particular, studies have identified the importance of “grassroots” 

uses of the Internet; and groups encouraging their members to engage with sustainable 

behaviour change for GHG reduction (Rajan, 2004; Seethaler & Rose, 2006).  

A more in-depth understanding of the influences of Internet communication on 

engaging individuals in climate change issues is critical because of the potential 

consequences of online discussions. These include (see Schrire, 2006):  
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1. Discussions on the Internet could enhance Internet users’ knowledge and affect 

their views of climate change by making both scientific information and people’s 

viewpoints and perceptions accessible to them; 

2. Discussions on the Internet generate records of the “contents” of such discussions 

including online discussion threads that reflect people’s perception of climate 

change issues as well as their interactions with other participants in the 

discussions; 

3. Online discussions may reveal to researchers, policy makers and social groups 

how messages are being presented and interpreted via Internet communication.  

Given the potential of these impacts of online discussions, the research in this 

thesis focuses on exploring climate change communication in Internet fora.  

 

 

1-3. Research Aims and Questions 
 

This thesis aims to understand the communication processes in online 

discussions of climate change issues. In particular, the thesis seeks to investigate: (1) 

the characteristics of climate change communication processes in Internet fora 

including users’ interactions; (2) users’ roles in the online discussion processes and 

their engagement in climate change discussions; and (3) the influence of online 

communication on people's views and attitudes. 

The communication activities that are investigated include users’ expression of 

opinions and exchange via posting, replying, or forwarding contents in various fora. 

Their interactions such as supporting, challenging or networking with others are also 

examined, as are the roles of participants in the communication process.  
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Since the Internet enables users of these fora to have interactions with each other 

in a specific virtual online space, it provides an opportunity to observe the 

communication processes in a reviewable, accessible, and topic-selectable manner, 

without interrupting users’ communication activities. This makes it possible to study 

the details and interactions of climate change communication online.  

   In order to achieve the research aims, three research questions are identified. 

These questions are derived from key gaps in the literature identified in Chapter 2.  

1. How do individuals communicate climate change issues and interact with others 

through online discussions in Internet fora?  

2. What are the roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how do these 

develop? 

3. Does communication around climate change in online fora change individuals' 

perceptions and motivate them to consider changing behaviours? 

These research questions cover some fundamental issues related to 

communication of climate change through Internet discussions. Specifically, they 

address how Internet discussions of climate change could be initiated and developed; 

who are involved, what the roles Internet users have and why they are motivated to 

join discussions online; and, perhaps most importantly, what influence these 

discussions could have on users’ perceptions, behaviours and actions. 

 

 

1-4. Thesis Overview 
 

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews studies relevant to the three 

research questions in the thesis. The scientific evidence of climate change is explored, 
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as well as current studies regarding people’s perceptions of climate change issues. 

Research on the influence of media on people’s perceptions is reviewed, including 

characteristics and implications of Internet communication processes. Chapter 3 

introduces the methodological approaches used in the study, and justifies the use of a 

multi-method approach. This chapter also outlines the development of ways of 

analysing fora statistics and studying recorded contents (archives) of online 

discussions, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  

The first research question is addressed in Chapter 4, where characteristics and 

features of online climate change communication are examined. This involves 

analyses of Internet discussion content, of online communication, and motivations for 

participation and initiating communications in these fora. Chapter 5 addresses the 

second research question, through an analysis of participants’ roles in online 

discussions. Chapter 6 addresses the third research question, exploring influences of 

online communication processes on fora users, by examining their self-evaluations of 

the use of fora, participation in online discussions, and the implications on their 

everyday lives. Chapter 7 discusses the overall findings of the research. The final 

chapter, Chapter 8, considers the limitations of the research and outlines implications 

for formulating effective strategies of communicating climate change online. The 

entire structure of the thesis is presented in Figure 1-1. 
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Figure 1.1 Thesis Structure 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review： 
Climate Change Understandings, Communication, 
and Use of New Media 

 

2-0. Introduction  

This chapter reviews the literature on the scientific evidence for anthropogenic 

climate change, how people’s perceptions have changed over time, how the 

communication of climate change has developed in traditional as well as new media, 

and what influences the communication process may have on people’s attitudes and 

actions. This chapter also reviews work on the processes of online communication, 

roles in these processes and online users’ interactions within online fora.  

 

 

2-1. Perspectives on Climate Change 

Since worldwide attention has been drawn to the effects of long-term 

accumulation of human-made greenhouse gases (GHGs) observed as far back as the 

turn of the century (Abbot & Fowle, 1908, cited by Weart, 2008), the anthropogenic 

influences on the global climate have been of interest to a variety of social actors 

including individuals, international organisations and governments around the world. 

Regular reports from Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reveal 

major evidence for, and the potential impact of, climate change. However, some 

scientists disagree with the IPCC's conclusions and these mainstream projections of 

climate change.  The next two subsections examine the arguments posed by both 
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Adapted from Lean and Rind (2009: 36).  

sides, given that these discussions have triggered intensive debates in the public realm 

and may possibly affect people’s perceptions of climate change. 

 

2-1-1. Arguments for Anthropogenic Influences on the Climate  

In order to understand the science of climate change and explore the potential 

consequences of human activities on the global climate, the IPCC was established in 

1988 jointly by the United Nations Environmental Panel and World Meteorological 

Organisation. The IPCC aims to perform continued assessments of the state of 

knowledge on various aspects of climate change including “scientific, environmental 

and socio-economic impacts and realistic response strategies” (IPCC, 2004:2). The 

IPCC publishes reports regularly, the most recent of which suggests that global 

climate change is already having an impact and is primarily induced by human actions. 

Moreover, improved computer models and observational data from multiple sources 

in this latest report have contributed to strengthening the assertion that human 

emissions are very likely to cause serious climate change (Lean & Rind, 2009; See 

Figure 2-1).  

 
Figure 2-1. The anthropogenic effects on global temperature 
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The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), published in 2007, underscores 

the urgent need of stabilising global GHG concentrations at particular levels, so that 

the risk of severe future climate change damage can be limited. The IPCC’s 

projections of future GHG concentrations in the atmosphere range from optimistic 

estimates (if GHGs emissions are cut substantially, atmospheric CO2 concentrations 

will stay below 560 parts per million (ppm) during the 21st century – IPCC AR4, 

2007:803) to much more extreme projection levels (e.g. 1550 ppm by the year 2100 in 

the “A1F1” fossil intensive scenario). Estimates of GHG concentrations by others 

echo IPCC projections to some degree, and some are accompanied by normative 

statements. For example Hansen et al. (2008:217) indicate that the level of 350ppm 

CO2 should be the ceiling “if humanity wishes to preserve a planet similar to that on 

which civilization developed and to which life on Earth is adapted”, while Roy and 

Pal (2009) reflect the assertions of other mainstream researchers who urge for lifestyle 

changes to address climate change risks (Weber & Perrels, 2000; Wei et al., 2007; 

Roy & Pal, 2009; Carrico et al., 2010). In this context, it is important to note how the 

IPCC reiterates its scientific authority announcing the AR4 in terms of the 

geographical coverage of its authors and the extensive reviewing process (IPCC flyer, 

2007). The IPCC’s conclusions have also been endorsed by the national science 

academies of the G8 nations and the five leading emerging economies, namely Brazil, 

China, India, Mexico, S. Africa, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, US, 

UK (Joint Science Academies’ Statement, 2007, 2008, 2009). 

 

2-1-2. Sceptical views of Climate Change Science 

While IPCC authors claim they are “90% certain” that global climate change is 

already having an impact and is primarily induced by human influences (See 
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Summary for Policy Makers of IPCC WGI Fourth Assessment Report, 2007), the 

so-called “climate sceptics” (Antilla, 2005:339; Poortinga et al., 2011) maintain that 

the evidence linking human activities to changes in the current and future climate are 

very uncertain. Some of the sceptics’ popular arguments (e.g. Brenchley, 2011) 

suggest that the explicit trend of climate change shown by collected climate data has 

been manipulated by scientists, using “highly uncertain” computational models while 

considering only limited factors that could affect the complex climate system 

(Lindzen, 1992).  Sceptics' arguments to this regards were  supported by 

inaccuracies found in scientific reports, such as the claim that the calculation of 

“climate sensitivity” used in the IPCC's AR4 actually leads to predictions different to 

the IPCC's scenarios (but the IPCC’s counter argument was that these calculations 

were not used to perform the published IPCC temperature projections).Though the 

IPCC later clarified their procedures, sceptics are not convinced and gained some 

support following the controversies surrounding the hacking of climate scientists’ 

emails before the 15th session of the Conference of Parties (COP 15) in Copenhagen.  

 
2-1-3. Evolving Public Perceptions on Climate Change 

Much research has looked at how public perceptions are related to public 

understandings and responses in various social contexts (Wynne, 1992). In this 

research, public perceptions are explored in the context of public understandings and 

feelings regarding climate change. Over last ten years, many studies have explored 

public views of climate change. Leiserowitz (2007; 2010) summarises multiple 

assessments of global public opinion of climate change, from numerous cross-national 

surveys (including GlobalScan, 1998, 1999, 2001, 2005; Leiserowitz, 2003, 2004, 

2005; PEW, 2006, CCGA/WPO, 2007; Gallup, 2007). These surveys are from across 

developed countries including the US, UK, Australia and other EU countries, as well 
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as some developing countries including China, India and Pakistan. Leiserowitz’s 

meta-analysis (2010) indicates that the publics in surveyed countries expressed 

significant concern about climate change while the necessity/urgency of taking 

immediate and drastic actions remained contested between different countries. A 

notable difference is that respondents from developed countries are less convinced 

than people in developing countries that global warming will directly affect them, 

their families and their communities.  

 The survey results include country-specific findings that show recent changes in 

perceptions around the anthropogenic nature of climate change. During the time that 

the thesis was conducted between 2008 and 2010, a notable decrease has been 

observed in American publics of those who believe “global warming is human caused” 

(57% in November 2008 to 47% in January 2010). Since then the percentage who 

believe climate change has returned to near where it was before (back to 54% in 

September 2012), according to the latest result of survey conducted by Yale Project 

and  George Mason University Center for Climate Change Communication. 

Meanwhile in the UK, there has also been a reduction in the number of people 

between 2005 and 2010 believing in the climate change as risk (Spence et al., 2010). 

However, this UK survey also found that the majority (65%) of people are willing to 

reduce their energy use in order to tackle climate change. BBC (2010) polls found that 

the British public still mainly believe the climate is changing, that it is partly 

human-made, and that they are willing to act on this despite a slight fall of 8% in the 

number who believed global warming is taking place (83% to 75% from November 

2009 to February 2010). It appears then that in both the US and the UK, the 

proportion of the public who believe climate change is man-made dropped in 2010 

but has since started to increase again. A recent UK survey (2012) conducted by 
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YouGov / Sunday Times that the proportion of people believing in man-made global 

warming (43%) slightly increased since 2010 (39%), but was not back to the level in 

2008 survey when 55% of British people reported to agree that global warming was 

due to humans’ activity.  

A survey conducted by UK Department for Transport (DFT) (2009-2010) gives 

more insight on climate change attitudes and specifically the relationship between 

people's attitudes toward climate change and actions on cutting emissions. A 

substantial majority (58% of survey respondents) of people believe that the climate is 

changing but a considerable proportion (39%) also believed they have done as much 

as they can do to reduce emissions. In other words, a large proportion of the public are 

not welcome to potentially painful changes in lifestyle. For example, only 10% stated 

they would make a lifestyle change such as only using public transport. 

All the above surveys were mainly conducted by questionnaires and telephone 

polls; however the increasing use of the Internet provides an opportunity of surveying 

internet users’ attitudes and perceptions on climate change across multiple countries. 

In Nielsen's 2011 Global Online Environment & Sustainability Survey (2011), 69% of 

more than 25,000 internet users in 51 countries said they were "very concerned" or 

“quite concerned” about climate change, showing a slight downturn from 72% in a 

similar poll four years ago (2007) but up from 66% in 2009. It is important to note 

that the trend from this online survey is similar with the survey results from 

Leiserowitz (2010) and Spence et al., (2010) above. However, in Nielsen's 2011 

Global survey, some countries with fast-growing economies such as China show 

fluctuating attitudes toward climate change in this longitudinal survey: 60% of 

respondents from China express concerns in 2007, in 2009 this rose to 72%, but then 

fell back to 64% in 2011. 
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Based on all of these survey results, it is suggested that people’s attitudes could 

shift and fluctuate despite the growing evidence and knowledge of climate science. 

While there is evidence that the level of concern for human-induced climate change 

has decreased all over the world since around 2008, the causes of this decline remain 

unclear. Some in-depth analysis in the US (Krosnick & Tompson, 2010; Leiserowitz, 

2010) suggests that the reasons for this decline maybe a combination of responses to 

the media reporting on the University of East Anglia email hacking, and fears about 

the economic downturn.  

Gavin A. Schmidt, a senior climatologist with NASA’s Goddard Institute of 

Space Studies (GISS) and co-founder of the famous blog “Real Climate.org” 1, 

expressed his concerns in the New York Times regarding the media setting the agenda 

for climate science, describing these chapters of events as “a perfect storm” for 

climate science which allows the sceptics’ to control the agenda (Broder, 2010). 

Indeed, these controversial discussions by sceptics on the manipulation of “climate 

sensitivity” (Broder, 2010:21) indicate a certain uncertainty in the general public on 

the climate science, derived from media reporting on events. The controversial 

debates over climate change, including its existence, causes, and risks, cannot be 

eliminated from public discussions; it is a feature of conversations about climate 

change.  

 

 

1 Real Climate.org is a blog that covers areas of climate science knowledge of mainstream views and 
latest updates—Schmidt is a cofounder and work with others to communicate and discuss global 
climate change and relevant phenomenon online. It is regarded as a successful example of using 
internet to communicate climate change (Placing et al., 2012). 
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2-2. The Processes of Communicating Climate Change 

While they show us certain trends in attitude, the polls and surveys mentioned 

above offer limited help in understanding other aspects of climate change 

communication, including: how public perceptions of climate change are formed and 

communicated, who plays which roles in the communication process, and how the 

communication processes influence people’s ideas on climate change (Marin & 

Berkes, 2012). The surveys also provide little insight into the type of media people 

use to communicate climate change, whether online (internet media) or offline 

(through people’s social groups or specific individuals). However, other research 

provides observations into how people form their perceptions within this 

communication process, and how the subject of climate change has developed and 

moved from the natural sciences into the public sphere, as will be introduced in 

following sub-sections.  

 

2-2-1. Communication Processes and Models 

People’s perceptions are an active and fundamental process of learning and 

interpreting things (Rubin, 1993; Zhou & Moy, 2007). The formation of such 

perceptions can easily be affected by the context of the communication process (Zhou 

& Moy, 2007).  In Shannon and Weaver's (1949) communication model, 

communication is defined as the exchange of information between a sender and a 

receiver, which involves the process of encoding (from senders) and decoding (by 

receivers). In the process, individuals’ perceptions of meaning are regarded as part of 

the contents of their decoding (Walter, 2004); thus the perceptual model of 

communication is regarded as a process in which receivers create meaning in their 

own minds (Ibid.).  Other models suggest that content transmitted by mass media 
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can affect people’s perception of specific issues, through a process of “framing” the 

world (Scheufele, 1999; Nisbet & Mooney, 2009), their own mind-set about a specific 

issue (Preston & Clair, 2011) or  interpersonal communication (Burkitt, 2010; West 

& Turner, 2010).  

It has been found that roles of scientists in online communication are mostly 

limited to being the source of information about scientific knowledge; few interact in 

the process of online communication (Lederbogen & Trebbe, 2003), while sceptics 

and activists on the other hand frequently use the Internet and circulate their opinions 

(Lockwood, 2008; DeLuca, 2009). Communication is a complex process of 

discussion amongst individuals, the public and the media, and it has been studied in 

various research fields. Research on ‘communication flow’, the flow of information in 

the communication processes, has been studied at least since the 1940s. Harold 

Lasswell (1948) described a linear communication model characterised by several key 

aspects (Lasswell, 1948; cited by Schulz, 2009). In the basic description of 

communication flow, Lasswell identified research directions on communication roles 

(‘Who’), communication contents (‘Says what’), communication media and patterns 

(‘In which channel’), studies of audiences (‘To whom’), and influences of 

communication process (’With what effect’). Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) 

mathematical model of communication breaks the process down further into 

sub-processes of encoding and decoding, each of which is carried out by senders and 

receivers, and process of transmitting via communication channels (See Figure 2-2 

below). In the communication model, the process of communication is regarded as 

procedure of encoding and decoding messages that flow through specific media / 

channels. Therefore research on communication focus on how messages are encoded / 

decoded, and how messages are delivered via media. 
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The Shannon-Weaver model identified several components of the 

communication process, including an information source, transmitter, channel, noise, 

receiver, and the destination, as shown in Figure 2-2. The communication model has 

been widely studied in the communication research field, and the early study reveals 

the nature of communication as the process of encoding and decoding meanings. 

Other pioneering research investigated the functions and roles in the process, and later 

it was found the model over-simplified the process, which should be diverse and 

constantly changing all the time. By comparison in Dance’s “helical spiral” model of 

communication (1970), communication flow is proposed as a continuous and 

evolving process, where participants (communicators) accumulate their 

communicative experiences based on non-repeatable events. Dance's model 

emphasises the dynamic nature of communication, including changing roles of 

communicators and different standpoints in varied contexts. He and scholars since 

have regarded the complexity of communication as the evolutionary paths through 

which an organism develops to be self-consistent and socially meaningful (Machin, 

1989; Blackburn, 2007; Bramwell, 2011). Based on the helical model of 

communication, Dance further suggests relationships between communicators as a 

Figure 2-2. The Shannon-Weaver communication model (1949) 

Source: Adapted from Figure 1 in Flensburg (2009)  
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“social helix” or “triple helix” (as shown in Figure 2-3), which refers to the process of 

communication with consideration of individuals' past behaviours and influences on 

activities of communication back and forward. 

 

Figure 2-3. Helical model of communication (Dance, 1970) 

 

 

Research on communication models has turned to exploring the interactions 

between information providers and receivers. Questions remain on whether the 

process is static or dynamic, linear or non-linear, directional or non-directional, and 

are highly relevant to the contexts and participant roles in communication activities. 

In recent years, some other communication models (i.e. uses and gratifications model, 

“computer-mediated communication CMC”, etc.) (Thurlow et al., 2004; Wang et al., 

2008) have emphasised the importance of researching models of communication flow. 

They have particularly focused on the active roles (i.e. media “users”) in the 

communication process where users are treating communication as a means for 

accessing information and ideas they want. For instance, the uses and gratification 

Source: Figure 1.9 in Hill et al. (2007)  
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model proposes that individuals use media to fulfil their various needs, and people 

will choose media according to their expectations and desire to attain a gratifying 

experience (Park et al., 2009). Within these theories, media effects are limited: such 

theories seek to understand the audience that the media attract (and in turn, the 

audiences that use the media) in light of their social and psychological needs, rather 

than focusing on the components or directions of the media’s influence.  

The assumption that audiences are active in the communication process fits well 

with the study of new media, which are designed for active use and known for 

interactivity (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Park et al., 2009). The Internet allows 

users to actively choose contents they want to access, and messages they preferred in 

topic discussions, and get satisfaction (Ko et al., 2008). Based on this “active user” 

assumption, it would suggest internet users are actively sending and seeking 

information as ‘communicators’ on climate change too. 

The communication models above imply a communication context that has 

limited media effect, suggesting that communicating climate change depends more on 

media users’ interpretations of climate change than information providers’ statements 

on this (e.g. media, or opinion leaders). However other research such as studies of 

“the spiral of silence” (Noelle-Neumann, 1984; Scheufele, 2008; Liu & Fahmy, 2011), 

or Mcleod et al’s “O-S-O-R” Model (Mcleod, et al., 1994; Cho et al., 2009 – see 

below) suggest the processes should focus on participation in the communication 

process than interpretation of communication by individuals. Noelle-Neumann (1984) 

suggests that people tend to avoid feelings of isolation in communication process, and 

so prefer to sense the ‘climate of opinion’ to see if they stand on the majority of side 

of public opinion. Opinions of “majority” are further reinforced by the silent minority. 

This phenomenon is named the “spiral of silence”, meaning that even though 
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information can be accessed and interpreted according to users’ needs, in many cases 

individuals will be reticent to express minority opinions. This creates a direction of 

messages or ideas flow from the majority to the minority. Scholars argue that the fear 

of isolation is an integral part of public opinion formation, and has profound 

implications for one's susceptibility to social influence (Noelle-Neumann, 1984; Page 

et al., 1987).  

The O-S-O-R model was derived from the original stimulus–response (S–R) 

theory of direct communication effects, based on Markus and Zajonc’s O-S-O-R 

cognitive framework (Markus & Zajonc, 1985). The first ‘‘O’’ includes ‘‘structural, 

cultural, cognitive, and motivational characteristics the audience brings to the 

reception situation that affect the impact of the message’’, and the second "O" 

represents "what is likely to happen between reception of the message and the 

response of the audience member" (McLeod et al., 1994:146–147). Therefore this 

model recognizes both the importance of individuals’ characteristics and the context 

of communication in interpreting messages and generating responses. The research on 

the “spiral of silence” and the general O-S-O-R perspective provide theoretical 

foundations for recognizing the effects of communication mediation, and support 

findings of individuals’ roles in diverse communication contexts. In other words, 

these studies provide hints to depict the communication process and individual roles 

by recognizing the effect of individual characteristics and importance of 

communication contexts. Messages through media can be interpreted differently by 

media users. Communication contexts can also vary and affect users’ perceptions and 

interpretations of opinions communicated.  
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2-2-2. Two-Step Communication Flow  

The communication studies reviewed in the previous section focus on users’ 

participation in communication, without much attention to how the nature of media 

affects users’ perceptions. However, many studies have found that media affects 

individuals’ perceptions via indirect communication flows. For instance, in Katz and 

Lazarsfield’s research (1948) on voters’ decision-making processes during a 1940 

presidential election campaign, they found that voters depend on opinion leaders to 

deliver and interpret information from mass media. It is suggested that information 

from media first reaches "opinion leaders" who filter information to their associates, 

with whom they are influential. The study demonstrated that the flow of mass 

communication is less direct than scholars previously supposed. The cascade 

connecting voters, opinion leaders and mass media has been described as a “two-step” 

model of communication flow.  

Two-step models have been widely tested and discussed in the past2. Weimann et 

al. (2007) address the relationship between opinion leaders in internet communication 

and agenda-setting effects. Agenda-setting effect is a specific term that describes 

media’s ability of focusing on specific topics and raising wider discussions. Weimann 

et al.’s work (Ibid.) sparked new interest in observation of opinion leaders is extended 

to not only their role in relation to mass media, but also to the ability of setting the 

agenda. More recently, Nisbet & Kotcher (2009b) set out to explain media effects on 

climate change communication by using of the theory of two-step communication 

flow. Nisbet and Kotcher explored modes of communication in the Internet, and 

conclude that a two-step communication process also occurs in internet fora. Their 

2  More recently, some researchers have focused on studying what they call “multi-levels” of 
communication flow, forming a theoretical framework for further research including the “diffusion of 
innovation” theory (Rogers, 2003; Benedetto, 2010). 
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work reveals how opinion formation takes place based on individuals’ perception and 

their in-depth cognition. However, Nisbet and Kotcher’s, and others’ research that is 

based on the two-step flow of communication rarely consider shared values and 

emotional responses on climate change. Since various forms of social media (internet 

fora, online social networks, etc.) are getting popular, the boundary of opinion leaders 

and their social groups has blurred. Furthermore, the importance of the interaction 

between opinion leaders and their social web is recognised as important in this 

generation (Wright & Hinson, 2010). There are no clear indications of individuals’ 

roles in online interactions found in literature or in the two-step communication 

research. 

 

2-2-3. Evolution of Two-Step Flow: Multi-step Communication 

Flow 

Research on the two-step flow of communication flow model offered an insight 

into the flow of information and ideas (from mass media, to opinion leaders, to people 

in general) (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995).Many scholars then tested the two-step flow 

process in follow-up research, and suggested that information actually tends to travel 

via multi-step flow processes, with multiple directions and iterations (Robinson, 1976; 

Weimann, 1982; Burt, 1999). Indeed, the simplicity of the two-step flow model, 

which relies heavily on opinion leaders as interpreters and disseminators of 

information, has been challenged by some within the communication research field 

(i.e. Rogers, 2003; Weiman, 1982; Burt, 1999; Bennett & Manheim, 2006). These 

studies showed how two-step flow theory can evolve into multi-step communication 

flow (Stoneman & Kwon, 1994), as various stakeholders could develop interests at 
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different points in time3.  

As communication technology advances, with an evolution of media formats, 

individual media use habits, and social distribution of media, the media landscape 

with its flow of communication process is changing (Bennett & Manheim, 2006). The 

technological and media changes over the last thirty years have made it possible for 

interest groups, including individuals or active organizations, to target their messages 

at increasingly more specific areas of the general public. . It seems that the boundary 

between two-step and multi-step flows has been blurred with recent advances in 

communication technologies too. The idea of messages flowing through key roles in a 

social network as “steps” is becoming more important. Therefore scholars have 

recently focused on opinion leaders when conducting communication studies 

involving new media (e.g. Nisbet & Kotcher, 2009; Wright & Hinson, 2010). 

Furthermore, communicators and social movement campaigners may find that the rise 

of internet communication, such as internet fora discussions or online social networks, 

should lead to increased efforts to reach opinion leaders as active social media users 

(Wright & Hinson, 2010).  

  

2-2-4. The Role of the Media in Climate Change Communication 

The process of communicating climate change not only refers to the flow of 

information between transmitters and receivers as Shannon and Weaver’s model calls 

them, but it also refers to the channels of the communication activities. Mass media 

have traditionally become our primary communication channels and information 

sources. In early research media was supposed to be a magic bullet for propaganda 

3 The “diffusion of innovation” process proposed by Rogers (2003) can also be regarded as part of 

multi-step communication flow theory.   
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and information delivery, while later studies found that the effect of media was 

limited due to the two-step communication flow (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Studies of 

the effect of media on “agenda setting” (Pralle, 2009) revealed further effects – that 

people’s behaviour may not be directly affected by media campaigns, but rather their 

views on climate change. It is argued by some that audiences’ attentions to certain 

issues are selected by media (McCombs & Shaw, 1993; McCombs., 1997; Miller & 

Wanta, 1996; Wanta & Ghanem, 2007). In other words, media may not only decide 

“what we think”, but also “what we think about” (Wanta & Golan, 2004).  

While the public may get involved in the discussions around social change, the 

role of the media in shaping public opinion is increasingly recognised (Wilson, 2000; 

Moser & Dilling, 2007). However, recently scholars have warned that the media 

influence public understanding of climate science and perception of risk by focussing 

on reporting the controversies or disaster outcomes of climate change, rather than 

providing balanced information and motivating actual behaviour change. Lowe et al. 

(2006) make the point that the media usually offer images of climate change as 

“disaster narratives” (such as melting ice and global flooding, rising sea levels and 

wiped out island cultures, submerged coastlines and climate refugees, etc.). 

Studies have shown how media contents are frequently exaggerated, 

sensationalised (prone to bias), as well as based on contradictory framings (Boykoff 

& Boykoff, 2004; Lowe et al., 2006; Petersen et al., 2009; Nisbet & Mooney, 2009). 

Some researchers have even argued that the media is a major contributor to the 

decline in civic and political participation, due to it channelling time away that might 

be spent in civic engagements (Putnam, 1995).  

In order to tackle the challenge of communicating climate change, Ockwell et al. 

(2009) argue that communication should meaningfully engage implicit values, 
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emotions, and attitudes of individuals. To help with this, different means of 

communication can encourage people to express their views and discuss how to 

overcome difficulties with engagement. The theory of “active audiences” suggests 

that individuals can actively select and freely choose their information sources and 

interpret their messages (Ko et al., 2008; Bruns, 2008), however relatively few studies 

have explored how these conditions and processes operate online. Barr’s (2007) work 

focuses on how people interpret information they receive, based on their own personal 

experiences and their social contexts. He argues that how the way information is 

received, rather than its actual content, is of much stronger influence in determining 

environmental action. Indeed, research on climate change communication has also 

found a very limited correspondence between information provision and concern 

about climate change (e.g. Moser & Dilling, 2007).  

As a result, environmental issues (e.g., nature, pollution, biodiversity, etc.) are 

supposed continuously to be constructed and redefined by engaged individuals and 

media (Macnaghten, 2003; Hannigan, 2006; Hansen, 2010). Information provided by 

the media has the power to influence public opinion about crucial public issues, such 

as climate change (Carvalho & Burgess, 2005; Boykoff & Boykoff, 2007). The media 

may draw attention to specific aspects or particular perspectives of issues, thus 

affecting public opinion on them by setting the agenda and framing the issues in a 

particular way (Wanta et al., 2004). For example, despite the growing scientific 

consensus about the threat of climate change, the mass media frequently portrays the 

subject as one of scientific controversy and debate by giving equal balance to 

opposing views (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004), by presenting climate change as a global 

problem. By doing so, the risks are kept increasingly distant and irrelevant to 

individuals’ mental worlds (Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Hulme, 2009). 
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2-2-5. A Network Perspective of the Communication Process 

In addition to studying the effects of the media on internet users, scholars have 

also explored the relationships between media and communicators, and the 

information flows generated. Analysing communication processes through a network 

perspective can be an effective approach for observing how knowledge can be 

distributed and improved by coordinating people with competing information, 

interests, or agendas (Newman & Dale, 2005). The network perspective is different 

from linear models that focus on senders and receivers in the communication process 

(e.g. Shannon and Weaver’s model). In “communication networks” models, 

communicators are not simply information providers and receivers (Wellman, 2001, 

2007; Foth, 2006; Monge & Contractor, 2003). Instead, they are considered as part of 

interpersonal networks which connect different sources of information and 

communication, and form a networked society (Castells, 1996; 2001). The 

relationships of such networks are often measured by strength (i.e. levels of 

communication activities), multiplicity (that usually refers to multiple contents flow 

between two individuals), asymmetry (that regards to comparison of communication 

levels between two individuals), and status, referring to people’s ranks in 

communication activities (i.e. if someone’s opinions are strong and dominant). Within 

the concept of ‘space of flows’, Castells describes private ‘portfolios of sociability’ 

that people create and maintain, which not only include family and kinship ties but 

also a variety of other social ties – both strong and weak – with friends, co-workers, 

peers and other acquaintances (Castells, 2001:132). 

The network-based perspective of communication processes leads to the 

popularity of networking approaches in climate change communication. For instance, 
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based on the idea of encouraging behaviour change within individuals’ social context, 

Global Action Plan (GAP) formed as an international network with the aim to 

establish programmes for enhancing pro-environmental behaviour – including 

promoting 'carbon neutral' households (assisting communities, families) and 

coordinating company staff to reduce carbon in the workplace. GAP helps individuals 

and group members who are willing to adopt environmental friendly behaviours, with 

the support of new technologies including the internet, to facilitate communication. In 

their programme called “Eco-Team Households”, GAP works with households and 

communities, demonstrating good practice and playing a role in fostering action 

within their own neighbourhoods / communities (James & Lahti, 2004). Such 

schemes offer the opportunity to establish channels for dialogue and conversation, 

which aims to gather visions in order to promote actions for climate change (see 

Cooper, 2006). Indeed, only through effective communication can enhanced dialogues 

of potential risks occur and civic actions be mobilised; unfortunately, the “fear-based” 

communication strategies, such as setting climate change as disaster narrative, 

frequently fail in achieving desired behavioural outcomes (O'Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 

2009). 

The networking approach of GAP and their experiences of "Action at Home" 

programme (that encourages carbon neutral' households) gained the support of local 

government, including with advertising, local knowledge, financial input, and 

financial support in establishing local volunteer networks to support the participating 

households. However, there has been little research on how the information is 

delivered online, interpreted, and communicated by new media users. In particular, 

there is little understanding how opinions are formed, reinforced, or altered. Recently 

Baker, Coaffee, and Sherriff (2007) argued that public participation in schemes 
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increases sharply when specific ‘online opinion leaders’ emerge and maintain weak 

social ties within the social network. Opinion leaders and voluntary associations serve 

crucial roles in local communities (and within our larger democratic society) by 

aggregating shared interests, collective will, and cultivating civic competencies that 

nurture “democratic actions” in groups (i.e. encouraging discussions for ideas of 

low-carbon community actions) (Baker et al., 2007). Therefore, identifying roles in 

“communication networks” is critical when conducting network approaches in 

communication campaigns. 

 

 

2-3. Roles in Communicating Climate Change: Opinion 

Leadership 

 

In early studies, individuals’ roles in communication processes were not given 

much attention. Instead, they were regarded as uniformly controlled by mass 

communication, reacting to “whatever 'stimuli' came along" (Lowery & De Fleur, 

1995: 400).  

The role of communicators was first studied in the context of two-step 

communication flows. The two-step model offers a perspective on the influences of 

“opinion leaders” in their social groups. Scholars such as Elihu Katz (1957) found that 

these opinion leaders in social groups (such as active neighbours in a community) 

actually have even more influence on public opinions and perceptions than the media 

(Katz, 1957; cited by Rogers, 2003). In a later book, “The Tipping Point”, Malcolm 

Gladwell (2000:273) argues that social views are driven in large part by a very small 

minority of special individuals, often opinion leaders, who are unusually “active, 
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persuasive, or well-connected”. Keller and Berry (2003) studied (2003) the actual 

roles and characteristics of opinion leaders. Keller and Berry (2003) defined opinion 

leaders (termed as “influentials”) as the top ten per cent of individuals who are most 

active and most frequent communicators in social groups. In their study, the 

activeness of opinion leaders as the frequency of expressing opinions were used as 

one of the major indicators of leadership, alongside the effect of the interaction 

between “leaders and followers”. Kotler (2006) further identifies aspects that 

underpin opinion leaders’ influence, including their special techniques, knowledge, 

personalities, and other unique characteristics. Leaders diffuse their views effectively, 

for they are seen as trustworthy, knowledgeable, and non-purposive – people do not 

feel they are being tricked into thinking a certain way about something from someone 

they know. Thus opinion leaders are indicated as having more influence in shaping 

individual views than the media.  

With influence and leadership in their social groups, these opinion leaders play a 

crucial role in the communication process. Opinion leaders seem constrained to 

particular topics; individuals who act as opinion leaders on one issue may not be 

considered opinion leaders on other issues (Rogers, 2003). Nevertheless, some 

scholars argue that only active communication in the media brings out people’s 

interests and participation (Litvin et al., 2008; Fu & Chen, 2008), and so an opinion 

leader has to be more active in accessing and communicating information than their 

followers. Opinion leadership does not mainly derive from an individual’s knowledge, 

but rather from their influence in the process of ‘agenda setting’. As an example, the 

forum opinion leader on the online “Free Tibet” movement was a strong opinion 

leader (Fu & Chen, 2008). In addition to the influence of agenda-setting through 

selective information provision by the media, these studies have shown how opinion 
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leaders may greatly influence the process of agenda-setting too.  

In Moser's analysis (2007) of the process of communicating climate change, she 

identified communicators who carry messages with their own views and deliver 

information through ‘channels’ and ‘messengers’. She refers to influential individuals, 

regarding them as messengers who are able to communicate information interpreted 

in particular ways. Nisbet & Kotcher (2009) indicate that opinion leaders deliver 

selective (i.e. framed) climate change information, which reflects the background of 

their targeted audiences, and addresses their personal information needs. The actions 

of opinion leaders (e.g. advocating actions for tackling climate change) encourage and 

assist online group members in their interpretation of the climate change.  

Though the role of opinion leaders was suggested as far back as the 1940s, it 

remains a challenge to identify the effectiveness of opinion leadership in different 

disciples (Mckenna & Green, 2002; Valente & Pumpuang, 2007). Some studies show 

the way in which opinion leaders influence the perception of others. Valente and 

Pumpuang (2007) found that opinion leaders have influence through intervening in 

people's information selection, and building their motivation for behaviour change; 

opinion leaders act as gatekeepers for information and views regarding change to 

social norms, and thus are in a position to present both the advantages and 

disadvantages of behaviour change. Weimann and colleagues (2007) suggest that 

opinion leaders must be socially accessible in order to spread information and exert 

influence (see also Rogers, 2003). In fact, opinion leaders generally have a greater 

influence on social groups through interpersonal communication context. In research 

of social ties in mobile telecom networks, it was found how interpersonal 

communication and interaction can affect the formation or consolidation of people’s 

social networks (Dasgupta et al., 2008). In contradiction to these studies, some have 
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found that opinion leaders have far less impact on public views than is generally 

supposed (Watts & Dodd, 2007), while others suggest the origins of opinion leader’s 

influence come from implicit operations, such as circulating meanings and systems of 

representations (Nisbet & Kotcher, 2009). Nisbet and Kotcher (2009) studied Al 

Gore’s Climate Project, which successfully utilised opinion leaders to increase public 

engagement with climate change in the US. The project first attracts opinion leaders 

by recruiting individuals who were educated on environmental issues and saw 

themselves as influential in their community and amongst their friends and family; 

then the project trains these opinion leaders by providing skills and the correct climate 

change information. The opinion leaders become effective role of communicating 

climate change as they passed on selectively framed information about climate change 

that resonated with the background of the target audiences and addressed their 

personal information needs (Nisbet & Kotcher, 2009). By using opinion leaders, Al 

Gore’s project was able to persuade and influence the public in US to take notice of 

climate change and change their actions. In fact, Al Gore himself can be regarded as 

one of the most influential opinion leaders on this topic – for instance the Nobel 

Committee recognised his influence, saying: “He is probably the single individual 

who has done most to create greater worldwide understanding of the measures that 

need to be adopted” (the Nobel Committee, 2007 sited by Gibbs & Lyall, 2007).  

In a more recent study, on energy saving approaches, Heiskanen and Lovio (2010) 

show how expertise among lay people in apartment buildings was developed on a 

voluntary basis through a communication network. The study was based on the 

Finnish Energy Expert programme, in which professional institutes (e.g. the House 

Association VVO, the Finnish energy agency, Motiva, and others) trained over 3000 

lay experts to form a communication network. These experts not only share 
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information and have discussions with their associates, but also organise a 

peer-to-peer network for mutual support. Through training opinion leaders as “lay 

experts”, these opinion leaders can mitigate the gap between experts and the public, 

motivate behaviour changes, and contribute to real actions. Their influence and advice 

in their networks has clearly had an impact on resident behaviour, as the results show 

electricity consumption is approximately 10% lower and water consumption about 20% 

lower than average.  

Nevertheless, whilst the idea of an opinion leader and its importance in the 

two-step communication model is intuitively compelling, it does not explain how 

these roles have been formed, how information is obtained (either from the media, 

opinion leaders, or others), or how people’s thoughts and views actually spread. If 

how people interact and interpret the messages from opinion leaders are indeed 

decisive factors in people’s decision-making processes, these factors will need to be 

further clarified.  

The increasing popularity of interactive media technology means individuals can 

actively partake in shaping communication according to their preferences and 

characteristics. Indeed, they are no longer a homogenous ‘mass’ as identified in early 

communication studies (Berger, 1995). New media allows users to interact with each 

other in an anonymous way, contributing to the formation of media discussions 

(posted articles in internet fora). Studies of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) - 

which refers to informal communication through a persuasive message designed to 

spread, typically online, both positive and negative, between individuals about 

characteristics of a supplier and/or his products, and services (Helm 2000:158) - 

stated that the informal information delivery (termed “viral communication”) can be 

regarded as a marketing communication tool for building word of mouth via 
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electronic communication contexts. The eWOM involved into interpersonal 

communication, including users’ roles, their use of the Internet, as well as the 

gratification, motivations, and effects on their behaviours (Baym, 2000; Kiecker & 

Cowles, 2002; Gruen et al., 2006; Goldsmith & Horowitz, 2006; Edwards et al., 

2007). 

Though internet users’ roles and their activities in online communication 

process have been the subject of several eWOM studies (Offenhuber & Donath, 2008; 

Windahl et al., 2008), the categorisation of communicator roles in these studies may 

not be comprehensive enough for clarifying online interactions of communicators. 

These categorisations are based only on fora users’ activeness and so are restricted to 

communicators who ‘speak’ (express ideas or respond to others in fora). These 

categorisations do not explore motivations to participate in the communication 

processes, nor their actions and influences on the communication process.  

 

 

2-4. Communication in New Media: Internet Fora 

 

A number of studies have recently shown how online communication 

technologies (e.g. email, instant messages, online chat and fora, social network sites) 

have become new media that provide information instantly and remotely, with 

different levels of interactions among editors and communicators (Wellman & 

Haythornthwaite, 2002; Fallows, 2004; Boase et al. 2006). Communication processes 

in new media consist of the sharing and exchanging of information, understanding, 

values, and beliefs among communicators, or “participants” (Baym, 2000; Wellman, 

1997; Baym, 2000; Fortner, 2007). Although scholars have long acknowledged the 
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importance of communication, there are relatively few studies about the exchange of 

climate change information on the Internet, and the process of forming opinion on this 

topic in the online context.  

Early discussions of the role of online communication ranged from wildly 

optimistic scenarios of their potential to a return to “direct democracy” (Bimber, 1998; 

Morris, 2001), and from producing empowered citizens to deeply pessimistic 

predictions of the rise of ‘push-button’ democracy and a fragmentation of the public 

sphere (Coleman, 1999). Woo-Young (2005) characterised the relationship between 

the Internet or new media, and public policy dialogue by: (1) convenient access to 

detailed information, (2) free expression and exchange of opinions, (3) online 

activism led by a politicised agenda, and (4) active formation of cyber groups 

(Woo-Young, 2005).  

While new media seems to have become a virtual public area where people can 

join the discussion of public policies, it is still disputed if s people’s engagement of 

public issues has been improved in new media. Gregson’s (2001) study of citizen 

participation within new media concluded that new media can enhance dialogue over 

public policies. McDevitt and colleagues (2003) argue that a spiral of silence exists 

within the virtual sphere and evolves as a “spiral of moderation”; what this means is 

that expression of opinions in computer-mediated discussion is impeded for minority 

viewpoints, due to the overflow of information, inequity of accessibility to 

information, as well as information gaps (McDevitt et al., 2003). Garrett (2005) found 

a similar finding in recent research of audiences' attitudes towards online information. 

This study revealed that individuals consistently seek information that supports their 

own views, from the Internet, and avoid repeated contact with challenging viewpoints, 

even though they do not intend to exclude it entirely (Garrett, 2005).  
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2-4-1. Internet Fora as Popular Communication Platforms 

Among various types of Internet applications that enable users to interact and 

network with other users, internet fora are a significant and highly popular tool to 

express opinions online. In the latest Eurobarometer poll (May 2010), Internet fora 

were found to be one of the most popular applications for internet users to 

communicate online: within the EU, 62.7% respondents said they frequently access 

internet fora, which exceeded those who used online social network web sites for the 

same purpose (53.1%), and only websites (79.2%) have more frequent access 

(Eurobarometer, 2010). Unlike social networking sites that only emerged recently, 

Internet fora have been around since the 1970s when the bulletin board system (BBS) 

and news groups became popular.  

Many scholars regard internet fora as a popular application of online discussion, 

and therefore a manifestation of the public sphere (e.g. Poell, 2009; Yang, 2009; 

Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). For example in China, some types of fora (e.g. Bulletin 

Board Systems, BBS) are regarded as a hotbed for challenging opinions, existing 

policies, and even political systems (Yang, 2009). The anonymity in online fora 

communication also facilitates discussions as people are able to express their opinions 

without exposing their real identities.  

Internet fora do not directly provide information to users, but record the process 

of communication as “contents”, that in many cases are accessible to members. 

Communication on internet fora is characterised as “asynchronous interaction” 

(Montero et al., 2007), meaning that users are able to leave messages with each other 

at different times, and they can read and respond posted messages within a discussion 

thread. The interaction eventually will be recorded as content in internet fora. Other 
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types of internet services allow similar interactions, but differ in that they are with 

specific individuals (e.g. blogs), and are usually non-recordable (e.g. internet chat 

rooms). 

 

2-4-2. Characterising Communication Processes in Internet Fora 

While members of fora become part of a group on the basis of discussions in the 

fora, the communication process also requires their involvement back into the fora. It 

is important to note that the exchange of information and opinions among participants 

in internet fora is not distributed equally (Kollock & Smith, 1999; Baym, 2000; 

Keitaro & Moasao, 2006). Kollock and Smith (1999) describe online fora as “pull” 

media, suggesting that people select groups to participate in, in an active way. Online 

fora do not “push” information as traditional mass media or E-Mail does, but instead 

they allow users to select topics that interest them, and to contribute more information 

on the topic if they wish. In fact, most online fora are interest-based (Baym, 2000; 

Rheingold, 2007). The engagement and interactions of internet fora users could share 

information or their thoughts daily, hourly, or even in real-time; moreover, content 

generated through interactive communication processes is dynamic and attracts 

further engagement (either from original content posters or respondents) (Biggar & 

Middleton, 2010).. 

As most information on these fora is presented through interaction processes and 

exchanges of opinion, it is important to consider the influence of opinion leaders in 

the process (Lyons & Henderson, 2005). It has been found that communication 

between opinion leaders and their followers occurs mainly through 1-to-1 

communication (i.e. instant chatting or replying someone’s articles), or 1-to-many (i.e. 

posting articles) interactions. These studies indicate a centralised communication flow 
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surrounding opinion leaders and their followers (Kollock & Smith, 1999; Soroka & 

Rafaeli, 2006; Sloep & Kester, 2009). Internet fora have triggered debates about the 

consequences of the centralised communication process in fora and the effects of 

discussing specific agendas within the asynchronous interaction context (Kollock & 

Smith, 1999; Johnson et al., 2010; Mital et al., 2010); for instance, Kollock & Smith 

(1999) suggest that through online communication in fora, the relationship between 

users and some opinion leaders are built and thus benefit information provision and 

discussion., Johnson et al. (2009) examined online verbal aggression messages and 

readers' reactions in experimental settings, and they found that the posted messages 

were associated with anger directed toward the online discussion context, including 

the discussion topics, texts of messages, and attitudes presented by other participants. 

Johnson, Cooper, and Chin (2009), examining online verbal aggression messages 

and 148 undergraduate students’ anger in a laboratory, found that the behaviour of 

students posted online verbal aggression messages was associated with anger directed 

toward the negotiating context and negotiator's partners. 

Other studies have focused on how interaction among online communicators has 

occurred. Gunawardena and colleagues (1995; 1997a) argued that the 

computer-mediated environment has depressed the importance of mass media 

communication, creating a more networked model of information flow. Interactions 

are regarded as the foundation of peoples’ social ties in a network, as described in 

Jankowski’s research (2009) on community environmental decision-making context. 

Koh and colleagues (2007) found that the perception of a large amount of useful 

information triggers more frequent viewing by group members. As a result, users 

receive and share information in online fora attracts more users’ access and their 

motivations of “being recognized” by other group members, which leads to the 
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interaction process in fora (Koh et al., 2007). However, how people’s interaction in 

online fora relates to their “offline” social network is not yet clear, and requires 

further study. Initial research has shown that new media and information technologies 

can play a positive role in the development of knowledge-based urban communities, 

with a focus on living, working, learning and recreation (Foth et al., 2008).  

When examining how interactions could affect people’s opinions, the way in 

which users were organised as “virtual communities” (i.e. discussion groups in 

internet fora) had a significant influence on the collective construction of opinions. 

Dholakia and colleagues (2004) characterised small virtual communities (e.g. Harley 

Owners Group) with a two-tiered typology of small groups and networks. In 

small-group-based virtual communities, participants are centred around active roles 

and form small groups; these small groups are also networked as units of virtual 

communities (two-tiered as users-active roles and groups-communities). In 

networked-based-communities, users are inter-connected and consider their groups as 

communities (two-tiered as users-groups and users-communities). These virtual 

groups had higher-level interactions online, sharing similar values on an issue. This 

appeared to influence those who took part. Some researchers have suggested that 

online interaction could enhance, support or even replace (face-to-face) interpersonal 

communications as interactive new media technology becomes increasingly used, and 

sometimes preferred, as a means of communication (Wellman et al., 2001). Online 

relationships allow formal and informal communication networks to coexist in a 

group (Monge & Contractor, 2003). As recently explored in Bar-Ilan (2005) and Song 

and colleagues’ (2007) research, this often occurs in internet fora, where members 

obtain their information primarily from opinion exchange online, and thus contents of 

interaction have formed their fundamental knowledge and perceptions of specific 

  46  

 



 

issues.  

Recent research has started examining how internet fora offer a flexible 

communicative space for different groups of people (Feenberg & Bakardjieva, 2004). 

Baym (2000) described online interaction as “a novel hybrid between written, oral, 

interpersonal and mass communication” (p13), and argued how personal relationships 

and communities may emerge through the process of interaction. Hence the online 

communication process can also be regarded as a means of forming social networks 

(Wellman, 2007), which are a series of personal links created, established and 

maintained by individual internet users. 

 

2-4-3. Roles in Fora Communication 

Some researchers (e.g. Kollock & Smith, 1999) have claimed that traditional 

opinion leadership theory can be applied to communication in new media and offers 

perspectives on opinion leaders in internet fora. In this study, fora participants were 

identified as opinion leaders for they displayed strong influential ability; in contrast, 

the many free-ride “lurkers” (the “silent” majority) had few interactions in the online 

groups (Kollock & Smith, 1999; Soroka & Rafaeli, 2006; Sloep & Kester, 2009). 

These studies are also supported by Keitaro and Moasao's analysis (2006) of internet 

fora statistics, which shows that posts submitted to a communication ‘thread’ follow a 

lognormal distribution, indicating that some people are heavy posters, while most 

participants seldom submit posts.  

To identify roles in process of online communication, Baym (2000) suggested 

that people who are involved in processes of communication should be regarded as 

“participants”, that can be further subdivided into “activists” (individuals who are 

active in reading articles, posting and replying etc.) and “lurkers” (individuals who 
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only read messages without actively taking part). These different roles and online 

behaviours reflect the importance of users’ involvement and participation in 

communication processes (Offenhuber & Donath, 2008; Windahl et al., 2008). Since 

“activists” are the individuals who contribute explicitly to content generation and the 

online communication process, some scholars only identified these respondents are 

communicators in the online communication process (e.g. Sun et al., 2006). 

“Communicators” thus usually refer to those individuals who are more active in 

participation and tend to express their ideas, share information, and form dialogues 

with each other.  

The continuous process of interaction that occurs (e.g. updating articles or 

real-time chatting) builds the "credibility" of information (Mankoff et al., 2010).  

The relationships between communicators, information channels (e.g. mass 

media or opinion leaders), and the larger social system can be regarded as social ties. 

It is recognised that we all depend on these ties to meet information needs and achieve 

information gratifications (Castells, 2002). However which information source we 

depend on (e.g. opinion leaders or media), how we seek the information, and what 

type of information we obtain differs during the process (Castells 2002). Previous 

research on the relational aspects of computer-mediated communication has pointed 

out that social interaction is the basic element of any online communication activity, 

which then allows individuals to further establish their interpersonal contacts and 

social networks (Liaw & Huang, 2000; Northrup, 2002; Kreijns et al., 2003). The 

selection and translation of information into comprehensible public messages occurs 

through various media channels. Much research has focused on this process in the 

area of computer-mediated communication (CMC), particularly in the context of 

online fora (Sun et al., 2006). 
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Mao and You (2006) suggest that the level of communication and type of 

communication behaviour among participants can be further classified on the basis of 

quantitative assessments of their contributions, such as the volume and frequency of 

messaging, posting, or reply to articles in fora, Mao and You (2006) classified 

participants into five types, in terms of their behaviours patterns and influences: 1) 

leaders; 2) respondents; 3) browsers; 4) learners.  

 

2-4-4. Influence of Fora Communication  

In addition to the processes and roles in internet fora communication, the way in 

which communications influence users’ perceptions must be considered too. Users 

may be influenced by specific fora users’ contributions (i.e. by opinion leadership) 

(Hennig‐Thurau et al., 2004; Lyons & Henderson, 2005). Sun and colleagues (2006) 

observe the formation of popular opinions by exploring how some individuals take a 

leading role in information dissemination and encouraging discussions on behaviours 

online (Sun et al., 2006). In the online discussion process, these individuals affect 

communication process by identifying agendas in the media and contribute to setting 

the agenda of discussion for the group. Further, the influences of internet fora 

discussion are explored by tracking the representation of opinion exchange among 

members in the virtual communities. Bodendorf and Kaiser (2010) suggest a process 

of evaluating the recognition of opinion in online fora whilst also identifying opinion 

leaders. Bodendorf and Kaiser apply computer software to calculate numbers of terms 

that present repliers’ support towards the original postings of discussion thread. As a 

result, the higher numbers of words that express repliers’ support are regarded as the 

evidence of repliers’ level of support and endorsement of the posters’ opinions. 

Through measuring “supporting levels” among repliers provides an indication of the 
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influence of opinion leaders on repliers’ discussions.  

Online interactions could also affect individuals’ opinions regarding climate 

change. As discussed, the Internet could play an important role in discussions on 

climate change, for it enables the provision of information in almost any format that 

can be spread widely and instantly, and be accessible to almost anyone with the 

facilities to link up to the internet. Given this potential role, its influence on users’ 

attitudes and perceptions of climate change should be further evaluated. In literature, 

it is supposed that the way in which people’s perceptions are influenced by online 

interactions among communicators is not fully researched (Mao & You, 2006; 

Montero et al., 2007).  

What’s more, pro-environmental behaviours can be more sustained through 

online peer-support (e.g. Bottrill, 2007 with Carbon Action Reduction Groups). It is 

important to consider how online users perceive and interpret online communication 

activities and how it affects their offline behaviours. Mankoff and colleagues (2007) 

studied how online interactions may change behaviour by developing an experimental 

analysis of social interactions online, but their pilot studies only focus on the 

development of behaviour change via encouraging online interaction and getting 

supports online; the ‘real’ situation of people’s everyday communication and media 

context at the time has been overlooked. The theoretical basis for the effectiveness of 

new media in influencing behaviour change for tackling climate change has not been 

clearly established, and to date that no research examines how interactions and 

communication in online fora may influence (or not) participants’ willingness to 

engage in behaviour change for tackling climate change.  
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2-5. Conclusions 
 

Scientists are confident about the importance of anthropogenic influences on the 

climate. Since the IPCC’s first assessment report (AR1) in 1990, growing scientific 

research and assessments suggest human actions that result in greenhouse gases 

(GHGs) being emitted into the atmosphere will continue to induce global climate 

change. A significant part of GHG emissions comes from the household and 

transportation sectors, which are linked to individual behaviour and energy 

consumption activities.  

However the findings of climate science are not what people discuss day to day. 

Therefore it is even more important to acknowledge how effective communication can 

play a significant role in changing perceptions, build trust between experts and the 

public, and foster engagement. Some researchers have argued that the development of 

internet media has changed the ways individuals communicate, and the influences this 

has on individual views and perceptions. As internet communication becomes an 

increasingly used source of information and discussion, this becomes highly relevant 

to how people perceive the issue, exchange ideas online, and decide how to engage 

with the change.  

Research on internet fora recognises that the process of communication through 

this platform is complex and awaiting further investigation. Internet fora are different 

from conventional media channels, as they offer a mechanism of interpersonal 

interactions (via users’ identifications, or IDs) and a virtual place for discussion 

among people’s social networks. As well as providing information, it is argued that 

the interactive context and online social groups may result in significant influences on 

people’s behaviour. Within this communication, the influence of ‘opinion leadership’ 
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is a key factor; opinion leaders can have an influential role in the online interpersonal 

communication process. The assumption of online discussions having an influence on 

users’ perceptions and potentially their behaviours requires further exploration, 

specifically how the online debates affect individuals’ perceptions, attitude, and 

actions to combat climate change. To date there is a lack of research on 

communicating climate change via internet fora, the interactions that occur and the 

formation of opinions through this, and this thesis will add knowledge to this field. 

The following chapters of the thesis discuss how the research in this thesis, into the 

communication process in internet fora, is conducted; how people’s interactions with 

each other (providing and sharing information) and with the collective groups 

(supporting opinion leaders) is examined; and how people who are involved in the 

online discussions perceive and respond to climate change.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3-0. Introduction  

 

This chapter outlines the multi-method research approach chosen for exploring 

the research questions in this thesis; this approach enables a comprehensive 

exploration of the communication of climate change in internet fora. This includes 

quantitative analysis of records of online communication activities (to examine 

archived content and authors’ performance in the internet fora); a qualitative analysis 

of communicators’ ideas in online fora discussions to understand their roles and their 

interactions in online climate change communication processes, and exploration of the 

influence of climate change communication on fora users’ perceptions, through an 

online survey.  

 
 

3-1. Research Approach  

 

Communication in internet fora is a complex interactive process among fora 

members and social groups (Preece & Maloney-Krichmar, 2003; Quinton & 

Harridge-March, 2010), and thus researchers have applied several methods to explore 

them (i.e. Schneider & Foot, 2004; Gil-Garcia and Pardob, 2006). Various quantitative 

and qualitative approaches have been used in internet communication media research, 

including online content analysis (Rössler, 2002), interviews of internet users 

(Nonnecke & Preece, 2000), and focus groups of cyber groups (Preece & 
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Maloney-Krichmar, 2003). A multi-methods exploratory approach enables the 

application of different methods, drawing upon different data sources and types, in 

order to explore complex interactions.  

To address the first question of this thesis, regarding how individuals 

communicate climate change issues and interact with others through online 

discussions in Internet fora, archived records of interaction among fora members were 

examined. Records of online discussions and fora members’ activities were collected 

to review the details of communication activities, including when and how frequently 

these activities were initiated by members. This phase aims to identify models of 

online communication activities and members’ performance in the communication 

process.  

The second phase of the research addresses the second research question, 

regarding what roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how these roles 

could have been developed. It is concerned with understanding meanings in the 

content of fora communication and also explores roles of communicators in internet 

fora. Fora discussions regarding climate change and related issue, with many 

responses and popular authors were selected, classified on the basis of interaction 

models among communicators, and analysed in terms of how the discussion was 

initiated and the responses received.  

The third phase of enquiry, relating to the third question, regarding whether fora 

communication around climate change may affect individuals' perceptions and 

motivate them to consider changing behaviours, explores fora users’ perspectives on 

the influence of online communications, such as the effects of communication on their 

views of climate change and on their attitudes towards actions to tackle climate 

change.  
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Figure 3.1 below illustrates the three phases of the research, corresponding to the 

three research questions. 

 
Figure 3-1. Diagram of research in relation to key questions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

As shown in the above diagram, the three phases of research apply a combination 

of two main methods, qualitative and quantitative. These are applied during different 

phases of the work, as outlined here: 
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1. Quantitative analyses: 

a.) of fora statistics in phase I: an exploration of general characteristics (of users 

and content) of online communication in the four fora, and identification of 

key authors (see findings in chapter 4);  

b.) of the performance of fora authors in phase II, based on data of members’ 

interactions recorded in accessible fora archives (results are in chapter 5); 

c.) of fora users’ survey regarding perceived leadership and influences on views 

and attitudes in phase III (results are in chapter 6). 

2. Qualitative analyses were used to identify roles of fora members in the online 

communication process, through the analysis of topic-threads (phase II) regarding the 

content of participants’ communication activities (results are in chapter 5).  

The application of a multi-method approach requires careful consideration of 

possible sources of uncertainty and bias inherent in each approach (Brewer and 

Hunter, 2005) and reflection on variation between data sources, their collection, their 

analysis and interpretation. The results chapters of this thesis contain such reflections 

by the author. 

 
 

3-2. Data Collection 

 

Since the number of internet fora is huge and the scale (referring to numbers of 

members and discussion threads, volume of posting articles, and replies to those 

articles) and rules of operation for each vary, it was critical for the research to select a 

sample of suitable fora, for exploring the processes of online climate change 

communication. The selection process and methodology of data collection are 
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introduced in this section. 

 

3-2-1. Selection of Internet Fora 
 

To explore internet communication of climate change, it was important to 

identify arenas or means through which members of the public communicated on this 

issue. Internet fora were identified as a popular means through which people 

exchange ideas and information online. In order to answer the research questions it 

was also necessary to use fora whose members frequently discuss climate change. 

However, since climate change is widely discussed in internet fora also in relation to 

broader environmental issues, it was considered relevant to consider online fora that 

solely focus on climate change discussion and communication, alongside those 

interested in the topic but discussing also broader environmental issues and ideas, as a 

comparison. Therefore, criteria for inclusion of fora in this study were as follows: 

1. Fora characterised by extensive discussions of climate change. 

2. Fora that discuss broader climate change and other environmental issues.  

3. Fora that have similar volume of posting articles, and replies to those articles, and 

analogical principles / rules of membership and authorship (i.e. rules of posting 

and replying articles).  

4. Fora whose discussions are accessible (as archives of interactions to be used in this 

research). 

5. Fora that communicate in the same language, to minimise such variations: it was 

agreed the fora selected should communicate in English and originate in an 

Anglo-Saxon context.  

 

    With these considerations in mind, “climate change-focused” fora and “broader 
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environmental (including climate change) - related” fora were identified. During this 

selection process it became evident that fora also differ in terms of their links to 

defined groups. In other words, some fora are direct expressions of groups existing in 

the physical world, while others were constituted by individuals discussing issues 

almost exclusively via online communication. Bearing these differences in mind, four 

fora were identified as the subjects of this study: 

• two climate change-focused fora, which are widely known and directly linked to 

information exchange on climate change. One forum is a pure virtual platform 

(Climate Concern), the other represents an existing community network 

(Transition Towns).  

• two fora discussing broader environmental issues including climate change: one 

is a virtual platform based on specific interests (OurPlanet / EarthDay1), and the 

other is a forum of existing social groups (LocalSustUK).  

Fora from purely virtual platforms can be regarded as social groups of members 

from ‘borderless’ cyberspace; selecting fora from platforms of existing social groups 

allows access to individuals communicating in a virtual space of discussion, for social 

groups that also exist physically. The two ‘real’ fora were mainly located in the UK. 

The characteristics of these four fora are in Table 3-1:  

 

1 OurPlanet on MySpace® is a very popular online social group that has attracted more than 190,000 

members since 2006. Besides the forum, OurPlanet also had a photo album and even published a real 

book in 2008 (available on Amazon Store) advocating green lifestyles. The forum was renamed 

“EarthDay” on MySpace by its administrators and declared as one of Earth Day activists’ groups online 

in 2010. This was due to the intention of promoting Earth Day activities around the world and declining 

membership in MySpace® with the rise of other online social networking services (i.e. Facebook®). 

As the research for this thesis was conducted during Sep. 1st 2007 ~ Sep. 15th 2009, the forum is 

referred to as OurPlanet / EarthDay (original and renamed forum).  
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Forum Name Basic Info Description Founded Year General Characteristics 

Climate Concern 

Members: 2993 
Language: English 
Site: 
http://group.yahoo.
co.uk/climateconce
rn 

1. Based on Yahoo!’s Group 
service.  

2. An Internet Forum (Bulletin 
Board). 

3. Major topics of discussion are 
relating to global climate 
change science. 

4. Open to all members of 
 Yahoo! Groups 

Jul 15, 2000 
(Archive 
retrievable since 
founding date) 

1. Encourage well-developed and recorded text-based 
interaction. 

2. One of few long-lasting discussion groups about 
climate change, allowing longitudinal content 
analysis for this research. 

3. Also established well-developed links to other 
information resources about climate change 
including news, studies, and blog articles. 

OurPlanet  
(2006-2010) – 
which became 
Earth Day (2010-) 

Members:190,383  
Friends on 
MySpace 
Language: English 
Site: 
http://uk.myspace.c
om/ourplanet 

1. A group of pro-
environmentalists specifically 
discussing behaviour change 
for greener and sustainable 
lifestyles. 

2. Widely known on the MySpace 
social network for sharing 
knowledge and tips on 
protecting the environment. 

May 2006 –
Discussion group 
established 

1. Network-based virtual group. 
2. A combination of network members including 

various NGOs, environmentalists, and other 
MySpace users who have “Our Planet” members 
as their friends. 

3. Based on the idea of sharing common values, some 
celebrities (e.g. Al Gore) also joined the group on 
the basis of similar goals. 

Transition Towns 
(Forum) 

Members: 3697 
(243 Communities)  
Language: English 
Site: 
http://transitiontow
ns.org   

1. Focuses on twin challenges: 
climate change & energy issues 
(e.g. Peak Oil) 

2. Devoted to encouraging local 
community response the 
challenges. 

3. Multi-communication platforms 
include BBS on Google Group, 
public forum, website, and their 
own social networks and blogs. 

May 2005 –  
Kinsale, UK, was 
the first community 
to use this facility. 
In Dec 2005 
Lewes, UK, also 
joined 

1. The idea of “Transition Towns” (TT) has spread 
across the UK and increasingly further afield, 
serving as a catalyst for new communities. 

2. Lewes TT tends to use this as their communication 
platform and records their interaction data well. 

3. The online platforms are inter-networked among 
community committees, local authorities, and 
individuals. 

4. Lewes now has largely transferred their transition 
town tasks to a series of activities on the Internet. 

5. Transition Town movement is widely known as a 
successful example of local movement of 
promoting low carbon lifestyle. 

 

Table 3-1. Details of Selected Internet Fora (1)  
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Forum Name Basic Info Description Founded Year General Characteristics 

Local 
Sustainable UK 
(LocalSustUK) 

Members: 2337 
Language: 
English 
Website: 
http://group.yaho
o.co.uk/localsustu
k 

1. Based on Yahoo!’s Group service.  
2. An open-content discussion forum and 

community portal for local and 
grassroots groups to create and share 
their own knowledge and concepts 
about sustainability. 

3. Open membership and administration. 
4. Define sustainable development as 

“everyone's quality of life and our 
actions”. 

5. Linking relevant communities and 
personal actions for sustainability. 

6. Now primarily focused on community 
actions in U.K. 

December 2004 

1. LocalSustUK emphasises sustainable 
development which is related to their local 
community interests. 

2. Provides updates on local groups’ action 
progress and local projects. 

3. The members have well-connected social 
networks. 

4. Specially address how people evolve their 
“off-line” physical interaction and 
relationships into their more hybrid social 
networks through using new media. 

 

Table 3-1. Background Data of Selected Internet Fora (2) 

Note: membership calculated as at 15th, Sep. 2009 
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Fora selection for this research was not driven by representativeness of Internet 

fora, but by the likelihood of finding active discussions on climate change issues 

within the fora. Though it is acknowledged that these discussions could be biased by 

campaigns and the influence of participants to the discussions, the processes and 

contents of these discussions are examples of online opinions on climate change in 

fora, which are frequently accessed as sources of climate change information when 

internet users look for peoples’ discussions about the issue online. In other words, 

internet users access and potentially learn from discussions about climate change in 

these fora, whether biased/distorted or not. 

In selecting the fora, it was acknowledged membership of internet fora is 

heterogeneous (i.e. that members’ attitudes towards climate change may vary 

considerably in different fora) and that discussion could be biased by the attribution of 

fora members (i.e. environmental activists). Nevertheless, this research did not 

specifically deal with such diversity, apart from selecting the fora as outlined above, 

and therefore exploring what types of discussions were held in the fora set up for 

different purposes.   

Control fora were not included in the analysis. The reason for focusing on fora 

that specifically discussed climate change and fora that discussed broader 

environmental issues was to have a means of comparison between fora users who 

seek information of climate change and those who may not have been seeking 

information specifically on climate change. As researchers have shown (McKenzie, 

2003; Savolainen, 2011) internet users are active in choosing what information they 

want to access and retrieve (see active audience theory in Chapter 2). It was also 

acknowledged that some internet fora have specific boards or subgroups for 

discussing climate change issues. However this research did not include these as most 
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of these types of boards have very different characteristics and are set up in varied 

contexts, making them relatively difficult to compare with fora that have specific 

membership and authorship of posts. It was also critical for the research to use fora 

with well-documented and accessible archives of online discussions. 

 

3-2-2. Exploring Fora Discussions  

 

Once fora were selected, the next step was to access discussions among their 

members. All fora selected have accessible archives of discussions, ensuring 

communication activities are well-documented. These were considered adequate 

records of the forums’ communication activities, enabling their study during the same 

period of time. In the thesis, the study of climate change discussions (including the 

process, involved roles and evaluation of influences) in the selected fora was 

restricted to the two-year period between the COP 13 Conference in Bali (collected 

fora archives from 1st, Dec. 2007) and the COP 15 in Copenhagen (collected fora 

archives until 15th, Dec. 2009). COP 13 was considered a practical starting point, as 

during the COP 13 Conference countries of the United Nations negotiated and agreed 

on the Bali Action Plan – also called the Bali Road Map – intended to establish the 

route for reaching a global long-term agreement at the COP 15 conference in 

Copenhagen in December 2009. The cut-off point at COP 15 was intentional as the 

event has resulted in huge public debate about climate change issues and actions 

before the conference was duly held in Copenhagen (Fisher, 2010). Since online fora 

have been widely perceived as online sphere of public discussion, during the period of 

time discussions of climate change in fora are significantly popular especially in the 

selected fora. In the four selected fora, information about these authors includes their 
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internet identity (forum ID, or nickname), their activities, and their access time. These 

data enable us to calculate numbers of fora members, fora members’ access, numbers 

of members’ posts (including articles and replies), and members’ initiated 

topic-threads (see definition in Table 3-2 below).  

The archives of all four selected fora preserved recorded online discussions 

during the two-year exploration period (Dec 2007-2009). These discussions include 

titles, original posts, responses, and other messages in discussion topic-threads. In 

addition, archives of all these four fora are accessible to all fora users, and thus these 

archives can be reviewed by all fora users. By registering as forum members and 

agreeing to the conditions of forum participation, it was possible to access and review 

contents in these archives. These texts can also be downloaded to a user’s computer 

by using an internet browser (e.g. Microsoft Internet Explorer® or Google Chrome®), 

but in this research the information was accessed using a shareware named “Teleport 

Pro”. Through the shareware, these fora archives are retrieved as readable pages and 

collected into an XML-based database. The database was established on 17th May 

2010. Retrieving the data, collecting data, and storing data into the database were set 

as batched programmes running in a PC with Windows® environment. Thus these data 

(fora archives) should have been collected and categorised automatically; however, 

after a week’s trial, some information in certain fora (Forum of Transition Towns and 

OurPlanet / EarthDay) were found missing (authors’ information, posting IDs and 

date-time). It was concluded that some data were not retrieved by Teleport Pro®, 

which sends a request of retrieving content data to internet fora and collects received 

contents to a database. In these cases, missing data was collected and recorded in the 

XML database manually: data were retrieved as a raw text file and manually divided 

into several categories in a Microsoft Excel® datasheet. All data were exported into 
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Excel datasheets for further analysis.  

The format of statistics and texts of fora communication activities retrieved from 

fora were not consistent, as the fora are based on different internet web platforms. The 

formats of these data usually required pre-processing before statistical analyses could 

be carried out. To do so, information was retrieved from the raw data (including 

numbers of articles and replies, length of posts, authors’ ID, date of posts, numbers of 

topic-threads and participants in topic-thread discussions) and used to check the 

statistics and texts downloaded from the fora. This ensured that information contained 

was comparable among the four fora.  

 

3-2-3. Web Survey  
 

The above mentioned sources of data do not provide insight into fora members’ 

views about communication activities in fora; to obtain this, an internet web survey 

was conducted among members of the four fora selected. This elicited fora users’ 

backgrounds, their frequency and experiences of accessing and using fora, reasons for 

access and participation in fora, perceptions of online communication in fora, and 

influences of the fora communication process on their attitudes and actions.  

    It is recognised that fora members’ prior beliefs and commitments are of 

fundamental importance in interpreting the findings of this data collected. Bias may 

be inherent in the fora discussions, and the effect of collective opinions should also be 

considered when analysing climate change communication process and participant 

roles in the process in fora. 
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3-3. Terminology in Research  

     

  Before the methods used in this research are outlined, specific terms used in 

describing online communication are described here. These terms are frequently used 

on the Internet and online fora, and will be referred to throughout the thesis (Table 

3-2). This table also includes some terms coined specifically by the author for the 

purposes of the research in this thesis.  
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Table 3-2. Fora-specific Terminology Used in the Thesis 

Nouns (adapted from vBulletin®)1 

Forum A service-based platform in the internet world that enables interaction among individuals by posting and replying information 
asynchronously. Forum provides communication service including: a) Posting and / or forwarding articles / contents; b) Replying to 
articles / contents or giving comments; and c)  Forwarding contents inside / outside the forum. 

Membership is usually required in using internet forum for posting and replying messages.  

Posts (incl. 
Article and 
Reply) 

Nouns that describe contents generated by fora members in their discussion activities; to categorize these contents, posts initially 
written by fora members, in text form, and circulated in fora (accessible by fora users), are regarded as articles in the research; messages as 
responses to the articles or other replies (also written by fora members and circulated in fora) are regarded as replies. Both articles and 
replies should include types of information, commentary or discussion. Note that terms can be also used as verbs to denote action (‘to 
post’, ‘to reply’). 

Topic-Thread 

Discussions or debates in fora formed by the combination of articles and replies. A post (usually article) attracts replies from other 
forum users, and members post articles / replies or respond to others’ replies in topic-threads as a way of initiating / joining discussions 
(Morzy, 2009); the development of discussion and its generated contents are regarded as topic-thread in the research. Fora users may 
“initiate” a topic-thread by posting an article in a board and raise discussions. 

Forward Posts (either from other fora boards or information sources in internet) relayed to other users with the purpose of sharing contents. The 
approach of forwarding includes posting the relay contexts (texts or hyperlinks of the posts) as new articles in fora boards, emailing the 
contexts to other fora users, etc. Note ‘forward’ can also be used as a verb (‘to forward’). 

1 vBulletin® is a widely used platform establishing and developing internet fora. As a result, many fora now follow policies set by vBulletin.Org, a global community 

dedicated to extending vBulletin® services which created a series of fora policies 

(http://www.vbulletin.org/forum/info.php?s=33eb158a209967eaee7ebb78cfa7b03a&do=rules ). 
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Archive Recorded communication activities in a forum, including posted articles, replies, authors’ names for unique identity in fora (as 
regarded fora members’ “ID”s in the research), posting time, etc. as defined users’ communication records (Bruckman, 2004, 102-3). Most 
internet fora have well preserved archives of communication activities for members’ references of discussion (including topics and contents 
generated) in the fora. 

Terms describing people in fora (adapted from vBulletin®) 

Fora Users Individuals who use internet fora to seek and exchange information are regarded as fora users in the research. These fora users refer to 
anyone who accesses the fora, including fora members and non-fora members that will defined as follows. 

Fora Members 
Fora users who not only access to fora, but also register to fora are supposed as their members in the research. It is also recognized 

that fora members are those who have permission to post and reply articles in fora, as regulation widely applied in many fora. 

Authors 
Fora members who post or reply articles. By posting or replying articles in fora, these authors are also members who can only interact 

and participate in topic-thread discussions in fora. 

Repliers 
Members who reply to others’ posts in the discussions in online fora. Fora members respond to others in fora by replying their articles 

and thus they can have discussions with each other. As a result, these members sometimes in the thesis are specifically called “repliers”, 
and they are also authors who posted replies to express their ideas, deliver information or interact with other authors. 

Terms specifically created to describe fora users’ performance in communication activities for this thesis 

Volume 
Number of words of articles and replies as an indication of text length in the thesis research. Nevertheless, only the volume of 

accessible and well preserved (in fora archives) content is considered and calculated in the research. 

Lifetime 
Period of an individual’s access to the forum is suggested as fora users’ “lifetime” in fora, expressed in days from his / her registered 

date and the last active login time (during the period covered in this research). 

Frequency 
Number of times a member has accessed the forum during his / her active forum lifetime. Members’ frequency of access is calculated 

by dividing access times with his /her lifetime in the forum (to find out how often members accessed their internet forum). 
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3-4. Frameworks for Analyses of Fora Discussions 

      Two different ways of analysing online social interactions were utilized for 

this research: a) quantitative statistics of when, how, and what users post and reply in 

fora, and what role they assume when interacting in the forum; and b) qualitative 

analyses of discussion texts that represent fora users’ thoughts, understandings, 

feelings, and perceptions of issues. These methods are supported by analyses that 

have been carried out in various research fields, as introduced as below. 
 

3-4-1. Quantitative Analysis of Fora Data 

Communication activities can be measured by the intensity of communication, 

frequency of activities, content length and other statistics (see Table 3-3 below). In a 

study about social roles in internet fora, Morzy (2009) proposed that topics, posts, and 

user characteristics fora can provide insights into communication activities. These 

aspects can help researchers to explore the development of online social networks, 

and social roles within the interactions. Many authors have also carried out 

quantitative analyses of fora contents from a variety of research traditions (i.e. 

Burnard, 1991, 1996; Krippendorff, 2004; Riffe et al., 2005). Though essentially 

limited to examining texts for the frequency of occurrence of identified terms (i.e. 

word counts), Riffe et al. (2005) proposed analysing contents through a more in-depth 

and systematic quantitative approach,. This quantitative content analysis should 

include classifying contents into categorizes, coding contents, sampling contents to 

enhance reliability, and designing a framework of analysis (Riffe et al, 2005). By 

selecting contents randomly from messages and conducting coding procedures on the 

basis of coding sheets, the information obtained should allow for assessment of data 
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quality and enhance the examination of theories (Ibid.).  

A similar approach to Riffe et al. is developed in this thesis in order to establish 

content statistics for analysing characteristics of communication in fora. Information 

and contents of fora, including numbers of topic-threads, posted articles and replies, 

fora members’ replies, comments and online discussions (as topic-threads), were 

collected from selected fora. This information was then categorised according to 

content statistics of fora posts, and user statistics of fora members’ activities. A 

breakdown of this information is shown in Table 3-3. 

 

Table 3-3. Data Types of Fora Statistics  

Fora Data Collected Statistics 

Content Statistics  
(of Fora Posts) 

Types of Posting 

Length of Posting 

Distribution of Posts  
(by ranking of authors’ contribution) 

User Statistics  
(of Members’ Activities) 

Authors in Members 

Authors who Post Articles (as Posters) 
Authors who Post Replies (as Repliers) 
Authors who Obtained Replies in Research 
Period 

Active Author (>1post Author) 

Authors’ Performance 

 

 Having collected this data, communication activities in four selected fora can be 

evaluated and compared through their characteristics of the communication process. 

In Chapter 4, the interaction of fora members is explored by analysing post contents, 

authors of postings, posting date and time, and length of posts; the similarities and 

differences between communication processes in these fora are also compared.  
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3-4-2. Quantitative Analysis of Authors’ Performance 

The second type of quantitative data analysis undertaken in this research focuses 

on fora authors’ performance. Since fora contents are mainly posted (and replied to) 

by authors, analyses of authors’ performance should help understanding interactions 

in fora communication activities. Relatively few studies consider users’ quantitative 

performances in online fora; in a study by McDonald’s (2008), the ability of forum 

users to initiate communication and collaboration in fora was evaluated by their 

numbers of posts using descriptive statistics. Morzy (2009) also proposed that the 

volume of posts by internet fora users, length of posts and topic-threads could be used 

to calculate content statistics of fora, revealing users’ participation levels in fora 

communication. The result of Morzy’s study – which focussed only on users’ 

participation levels in online discussions - shows that users are motivated to post more 

contents if they participate in threads.  

Drawing upon McDonald’s and Morzy’s research, a new method is developed 

and used here for evaluating and ranking fora authors’ performance. In the research, 

the analysis should also include their frequency of participating in discussion and their 

ability of networking with others. Moreover, a “baseline” setting has to be applied to 

define the most active authors, the most frequent authors, and the most capable of 

networking authors before their attributions can be clearly identified.  

An assessment of an author’s performance of activeness and frequency is 

conducted by numerically calculating fora authors’ posts and authors’ replies to the 

authors’ posts, to evaluate users’ activeness, in addition to authors’ frequency of fora 

access and participation in discussion.  

Several criteria are considered in order to assess authors’ performance in fora 

communication activities, including how long or how often authors participate in 
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contributing online communities, and how personal emotion could be motivated or 

associated with messages. Thus an examination of fora authors’ performance is 

expanded in this thesis to include the authors’ activeness and frequency of 

contributing and participating in online communication, as well as authors’ opinion 

leadership. To categorise these criteria for evaluating authors’ performance, three 

indices of authors’ performance are established to denote their activeness, 

participation frequency, and networking ability within the forum. These three 

performance indices - authors’ activeness, participation frequency, and networking 

ability (labelled as alpha, beta and gamma) - are detailed below. 

In terms of measures, authors’ activeness can be regarded as volume of authors’ 

posts, and length of posts and threads, which are calculated by the numbers of authors’ 

posted articles, numbers of authors’ replies, and length of these posts. The index is to 

reveal users' participation levels in fora communication. 

Authors’ participation frequency is an indication of frequency of access to fora 

and the interval between posting articles or replies in these fora; the participation 

frequency is calculated from topic statistics, post statistics, and user statistics, 

following Morzy’s study (2009) (mentioned earlier in this Chapter). In this thesis, the 

participation frequency is used to specify authors’ involvement in joining discussions 

and expressing ideas in the two-year research period.  

Authors’ networking ability is the authors’ performance of networking and 

interacting with others by initiating discussions and encouraging others’ responses. 

The index is measured by number of initiated topic-threads and of obtaining others’ 

responses in the research.  

With these indices, a threshold has to be applied to define the most active authors, 

the most frequent authors, and the most capable of networking authors before their 
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attributions can be clearly identified. Keller and Berry (2003) suggest that the 

“influential” individuals in group communication processes are the top 10% of active 

authors because these are the most involved in the communication process. Other 

works also recognise and use this measure (i.e. Watts & Dodds, 2007; Bakshy et al., 

2011). It is possible that similar influential authors (or ‘influentials’, as Keller and 

Berry, 2003, use) could exist in internet fora. However, in this research, it is argued 

that Keller & Berry’s criteria for selection of influentials are not sufficient: in this 

thesis it is maintained that not just the activeness of authors should be considered, but 

also the frequency of authors’ participation and their networking ability – before some 

authors can be regarded as “opinion leaders”. This 10% threshold in the three indices 

therefore is used in this research: only fora authors ranked as top 10% in the three 

indices of authors’ performance are regarded as “key authors”, that is, authors who 

frequently participate and activate discussions in fora by initiating topics and 

interacting with fora members. (See definition in Box 3-1, and chapter 4 for criteria 

defining inclusion in the top 10%). 

 

Box 3-1. Definition of Key Author 

Key Authors (KA). Authors who are active, frequently participating in online discussions (as 

fora communication process), and capable of networking with other fora members and 

activate discussions in the online fora. They are significant active authors who post a 

considerable volume of posts (articles and replies), have a high frequency of joining fora, and 

actively network with others by initiating discussions and replying to other members. It is 

supposed in the research that key authors should play significant and influential roles in the 

online communication process. 

 

As a result, fora authors’ ranking table of three performance indices are 

developed for this research. The development of authors’ performance indices and 
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lists for evaluating level of activeness, participation, and networking ability is 

outlined in the sections below.      

1. The α List: Author’s Activeness Performance Table 

The study sets authors’ performance ranking list (αlist) of activeness, which can 

be represented as follows: 

 

αp= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇

 ; αr= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇

; αw= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇

 
 
Note: 
ATP: Author’s Total Posting articles; TP: Total Posting articles in forum;  
ATR: Author’s Total Replies; TR: Total Replies in forum; 
ATT: Total of Author triggered Topic-Threads; TT: Total Topic –Threads in forum; 
ATW: Author’s Total post length by Words; TW: Total Length of Words in forum 
 

The α list: 

R(αp)=Rank of αp ;  

R(αr)=Rank of αr ; 

R(αw)=Rank of αw 

In the α list, R(αp) represents the score that an author obtains from the ranking of 

posted articles. The ranking is calculated based on the fraction (αp) of an author’s 

number of posted articles out of the total number of posted articles in the forum. R(αr) 

is the score that one author obtains from the ranking of replies. The ranking is 

calculated based on the fraction (αr) of an author’s total replies out of all replies in the 

forum. R(αw) is the score from the ranking of total posting length (number of posted 

words in posts and replies). The ranking is calculated based on the fraction (αw) of 

author’s total word count out of the total number of words in posts in the forum. 

Since the numbers of posts and authors are similar in each forum, the total 

ranking scores in activeness analysis can be calculated as 0 to 100, where the highest 
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rank obtains 100 and the lowest rank obtains 0. This is calculated using the following 

formulae: 

 

S[R(αp)] = 100 - 100
Qαp

 × [R(αp) - 1] 

S[R(αr)] = 100 - 100
Qαr

 × [R(αr) - 1] 

S[R(αt)] = 100 - 100
Qαt

 × [R(αt) - 1] 

S[R(αw)] = 100 - 100
Qαw

 × [R(αw) - 1] 

 

Where Qαp presents the range of αp ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qαr  

presents the range of αr  ranking;  Qαt presents the range of αp ranking. In the 

following calculation, αACT is normalised as the ranked score of authors, which will 

be calculated with the results of the frequency analysis: 
 

R(αACT) = RANK of ∑{S[R(αp)] + S[R(αr)] + S[R(αt)]  + S[R(αw) ]}; 
 
and 

 

S[R(αACT)] = 100 - 100
Qαact

 × [R(αACT) - 1] 

   where Qαact  represents the range of R(αACT) ranking from the lowest to the 

highest. The value of the R(αACT) score is then used to rank fora authors’ performance 

of activeness; the top 10% of authors in ranking performance in the α list will be 

identified as the most active ones. 

 

2. The β List: Author’s Frequency Performance Table 

Authors’ frequency performance is the assessment of their posting frequency, 

replying frequency, and average interval of posting and replying in an ‘author’s 
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lifetime’ (explained below). It also sets a score list (βlist) for calculating authors’ 

participation intensity in the online communication process, which can be represented 

as follows: 

βp= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴
𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴∗

 ;βt= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 
𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴∗

;βld= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴
𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴∗

 
 
Note: 
ATP: Author’s Total Posting articles; APD: Author’s total Participation Dates in forum; 
ATT: Total of Author triggered Topic-Threads; ALD: Author’s participation “lifetime” span. 
*calculated by unit: Day (APD>0, ALD>1) 
 

Theβlist: 
 

R(βp)=Rank of βp;  

R(βt)=Rank of βt ; 

R(βld)=Rank of βld  
 

In the βlist, the “author’s lifetime” (ALD) (in days) is calculated based on the 

interval between his/her first posting date (whether posting articles or replying to 

others’ posts) and his/her latest posting date, R(βp) represents the score (ranked βp) of 

posting frequency among total authors. The post frequency is calculated based on the 

number of authors’ total posted articles divided by the author’s lifetime, and the 

author’s lifetime, on the Internet forum. The next score, R(βt), represents an author’s 

ranking of the frequency of triggering a topic-thread. The ranking is calculated based 

on the number of an author’s total triggered topic-threads divided by the author’s 

lifetime (in days) in the forum. Finally R(βld), represents the ranking of post length in 

the author’s lifetime. The ranking is based on the word lengths of an author’s total 

posts divided by his / her days participating in the forum communication activities. 

The ranking scores in the frequency analysis are calculated using the following 
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formulae: 

 

S[R(βp)] = 100 - 100
Q𝛃𝛃p

 × [R(βp) - 1] 

S[R(βt)] = 100 - 100
Q𝛃𝛃t

 × [R(βt) - 1] 

S[R(βld)] = 100 - 100
Q𝛃𝛃ld

 × [R(βld) - 1] 

 

    Where Qβp presents the range of βp ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qβt 

presents the range of βt ranking; Qβld presents the range of βld ranking. In the following 

formula, βFREQ is normalized as the rank of total communicators, which can be 

combined with the results of the above activeness analysis: 

R(βFREQ)=RANK of ∑{S[R(βp)]+ S[R(βt)]+S[R(βld)]}
 

 

and 

S[βFREQ] = 100 - 100
Q𝛃𝛃FREQ

 × [R(βFREQ) - 1] 

    where Q𝛃𝛃FREQ presents the range of R(βFREQ) ranking from the lowest to the 

highest. The score value of R(βFREQ) is used to rank fora authors’ frequency 

performance; the top 10% ranking performance authors in the β list will be identified 

as the most frequently participating fora participants. 

 

3. The γList: Author’s Networking Ability Performance Table 

The analysis of authors’ networking ability is an evaluation of authors’ ability to 

initiate topic-threads and obtain responses, in an author’s lifetime. In the research, 

authors’ ability to raise more discussions should also contribute to his/her influences 

on fora communication processes. The score list (γlist) is calculated using the 

numbers of topic-threads and responses triggered by authors. This can be represented 

 

76 

 



 

as follows: 

 

       γt= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇

 ; γr= 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇

 
 

Note: 
ATT: Total of an author’s initiated topic-threads;  
TT: Total topic-threads in research period; 
AR: Repliers recorded in an author’s initiated topic-threads;  
TR: Total Repliers recorded in forum 
 

The γlist: 

R(γt)=Rank ofγt ;  

R(γr)=Rank ofγr ;  
 

The γ list is based on the ranking of two fractions (“γt” and “γr”). The first 

fraction “γt” refers to the number of an author’s initiated topic-threads divided by the 

total recorded topic-threads in fora during the research period. This fraction represents 

an author’s ability of initiating discussions in forum and can be ranked as “R(γt)”. 

In the second fraction “γr ” refers to the number of repliers who respond to an 

author’s initiated topic-threads divided by total repliers in forum. This fraction 

represents an author’s ability of having interactions with other fora members and can 

be ranked as “R(γr)”.  

Based on the ranking of the two fractions, authors’ ability of initiating 

topic-threads is quantified as the ranking of numbers of initiated topic-thread and 

replier in the topic-threads during the period the research considers. R(γt) is the 

ranking of γt and r , and it is used in scoring authors performance. Scores of ranking in 

the four selected fora can also be presented as the following formula: 

 

S[R(γt)] = 100 - 100
Qrt

 × [R(γt) - 1] 
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S[R(γr)] = 100 - 100
Qrr

 × [R(γr) - 1] 

   Where Qrt presents the range of γt ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qrr 

presents the range of γr ranking (from the lowest to the highest). In the following 

formula, it is normalised as the R(γNET), which represents the rank of the score based 

on the two fractions, as shown below: 

 

     R(γNET)=RANK of ∑{S[R(γt)]+ S[R(γr)]} 

and 

     S[γNET] = 100 - 100
QrNET

 × [R(γNET) - 1] 

   Where QrNET represents the range of R(γNET) ranking from the lowest to the 

highest, and S[γNET] refers to the score value of R(γNET). The score value S[γNET] 

is then used to rank authors’ networking ability performance; the top 10% ranking 

performance authors in the γlist will be identified as authors who are the most capable 

in networking (initiating discussion and interacting with other fora members) in the 

forum. 

 

As a result, authors’ performance on activeness, frequency, and networking will 

form three quantitative indicators of authors’ performance as S[αACT], S[βFREQ] and 

S[γNET]. As definition of key author offered above, authors who are in top 10% 

ranking of the three indicators will be regarded as the “key authors” in the research. 

That is, if an author is subject to all these three lists, it is supposed as a key author in 

his / her belonging forum.  

By identifying key authors in the selected fora, the communication process 

between these key authors and other fora members are addressed. Key authors (KAs), 

 

78 

 



 

if existed on the basis of the three index lists, should actively participate in fora 

communication and intensive interact with others. However, the communication 

process will be explored not only by finding out key authors and their performance 

based on statistics of their contributions, but also on an assessment of their 

interactions with other fora members, which is conducted in the research on the basis 

of a qualitative approach as introduced below. 

 
 

3-5. Qualitative Analysis of Fora Discussions  

 

The fora communication process is the process of online discussions among fora 

members, which generates contents that are accessible by all fora users and could be 

influential on these users. The format of a topic-thread can be characterised by an 

article that initiates a discussion, followed by replies that establish the discussion 

thread. To depict the communication process presented in topic-threads, topic-threads 

initiated by “key authors” and the contents generated by the interactions between the 

KAs and other fora members are specifically selected and studied, for their 

interactions (as topic-threads) are found major contents of online discussion in 

selected fora. Archives of the discussions exist either as hyperlinked articles in 

mainstream media and online message providers, or as archives on blog sites that 

maintain a record of a given day’s content. These fora archives and recorded 

interactions preserve contents and format of the topic-threads ever discussed by fora 

members. 

To study the interactions between KAs and other fora members and to clarify 

communication roles in the major part of fora communication process, a qualitative 
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analysis of the recorded contents of these interactions is further applied in the research. 

As discussed above (See Section 3-4), Riffe and colleagues (Riffe et al., 2005) 

demonstrated a series of sophisticated methods that content can be analysed as long as 

the data can be retrieved and quantitatively coded. Nevertheless, Hinduja and Patchin 

(2008) propose conducting a qualitative content analysis by analysing interactions in 

online social groups on Myspace, and they argue that the interactions can only be 

depicted by the qualitative approach. They also suggested that analysing contents 

generated by internet communities should focus on the users’ interactions reflect by 

the texts rather than simply on words, and on semantic relationships rather than just 

on presence of texts and calculation of authors’ posts and replies.   

As to the study of users’ interactions in internet fora, Bodendorf and Kaiser 

(2010) also proposed a text-mining approach to evaluate the level of support of 

authors’ posts in forum discussions. The level of support was detected by analysing 

the users’ attitudes in forum posts and replies. They argued that this form of 

text-mining can detect polarity of attitude, i.e. positive and negative, by applying a 

process-based algorithm that took learning into account. Bodendorf & Kaiser’s 

suggestion of analysing the level of support of individuals’ posts is indeed useful to 

identify opinion leaders online; however, their text-mining approach seems to filter 

out some meaningful information, for their approach use keywords to establish the 

learning process of their algorithm and some important connotations in online 

discussion posts are neglected. 

Drawing upon these studies, qualitative analysis of fora content in the research 

was undertaken by 1.) selecting contents for qualitative analysis from archived 

records of fora communication process, 2.) categorizing fora users’ attitudes in 

discussions and their interactions presented in topic-threads, and 3.) coding contents 
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in selected topic-threads according to the categories set in previous step. Unlike 

Bodendorf and Kaiser’s approach, this thesis uses qualitative analysis to analyse 

online discussions in key authors’ initiated topic-threads.  Instead of the text-mining 

approach that is highly dependent on the performance of an algorithm, the qualitative 

analysis of topic-threads in this thesis is based on qualitatively determining the level 

of support for fora member’s opinion. This involved reading through the selected 

topic-threads in great detail, coding each response to the initial post as well as each 

response to subsequent responses (i.e. the whole topic thread), in terms of the attitudes 

of individuals who took part in the discussion. 

 

3-5-1. Topic-Thread Selection  

Though it is considered a useful approach for exploring the processes and the 

roles of fora members involved in online communication as argued above, not all 

topic-threads are indicative of climate change communication in a forum however. 

Some topic-threads relate only remotely to climate change; moreover, there are 

topic-threads that were initiated by authors who seldom use fora, while key authors’ 

initiated topic-threads are found massive parts of discussion in four selected fora 

according to the descriptive statistics collected. The total number of topic-threads in 

each forum has been listed in Appendix III. It was found that across the four fora, key 

authors initiated more than 78% topic-threads in four selected fora; on average only 

38.6% of total topic-threads were relevant to issues of communicating climate change 

online.  

As a result, purposely selecting topic-threads for conducting qualitative analysis 

of the contents is supposed necessary in the research. In order to find discussions 

between key authors and other fora members, which occupied major part of collected 
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data (archives in selected fora), key authors’ initiated topic-threads are selected for the 

qualitative analysis of topic-thread contents; to exclude from topic-threads that are not 

relevant to climate change discussions, only topic-threads initiated by key authors and 

attracted discussions of issues relevant to climate change were selected as the contents 

for qualitative analysis in the research.  

This strategy should ensure the exploration of fora users’ discussions about 

climate change in relation to major communication activities in fora Based on the 

sampling strategy and criteria, eight topic threads, two from each forum, were chosen 

(Table 3-4). 

 

Table 3-4. Topic-Threads Chosen from Four Fora 

Topic-Thread (initiated by KA) 

Topic SN Title of Topic-Thread Sampled Fora Topic 

SN1 Global Warming - a century of warming or not?  
ClimateConcern 

DCC* 

SN2 Tropical tropospheric warming...today's IPCC 
scientist report DCC* 

SN3 What are you doing to be green? OurPlanet/ 
Earth Day 

RCC** 

SN4 Go NUCLEAR!!!!!!  RCC** 

SN5 Hopenhagen to Brokenhagen at Copenhagen - 
"Where do we go from here?" Transition 

Towns 

DCC* 

SN6 Collaborative approach: comments invited. 
NW for 
DCC**

* 

SN7 Home owners Are Not Ready For Zero Carbon 
Homes, Research Shows. LocalSustUK 

RCC** 

SN8 EU forms algae group, plans first conference. RCC** 

*DCC: Directly relevant to Climate Change issues; **RCC: Relevant to Climate Change issues; 
***NW for DCC: Networking activity for Directly relevant to Climate Change issues. 

 

Table 3-4 shows the topic-threads that refer to climate change issues, and were 

initiated by key authors. All topic threads selected were initiated by key authors in 

most discussions, and were directly relevant to climate change. Topic-threads SN1 
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and SN2 were selected from ClimateConcern Forum; Topic-threads SN3 and SN4 

were selected from OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum which had indirect links to broader 

environmental topics; Topic-threads SN5 and SN6 were selected from the Transition 

Towns Forum; Topic-threads SN7 and SN8 were selected from LocalSustUK Forum 

which also had indirect links to broader environmental topics. The selection of 

topic-threads aims to present the nature of discussion in each forum: ClimateConcern 

and Transition Towns fora discuss topics more directly relevant to climate change 

issues, OurPlanet / EarthDay and LocalSustUK fora discuss broader environmental 

issues.   

 

3-5-2. Categorizing Fora Users’ Attitudes and Interactions 

The content of these selected topic-threads were classified and categorised to 

explore and evaluate fora users’ roles, including their attitudes and interactions in the 

communication process of online discussions. In the research, since the selected 

contents for the qualitative analysis are key authors’ initiated topic-threads that are 

discussions between key authors and other fora members, their attitudes toward 

climate change and their reactions to other members’ opinions are categorised to 

identify roles of key authors and other fora members’ responses to KAs’ initial posts.  

Before analysing the topic-threads in selected fora, a coding table is categorized 

to identify types of attitudes and the interactions (termed here “codes of attitude”). 

These codes indicate whether the responses to the initial posting were of general 

support, neutral or challenging of the ideas or actions discussed; and whether they 

reflected on communicating with other participants to the discussion (but not directly 

responding to the original post) (see Table 3-5). 
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Table 3-5. Coding of Support / Challenge in Replier’s Posts 

Description of attitude coded Code of Attitude 

Express Support for OP* SO 

Express Support for  
Actions of Tackling Climate Change Issues 

SB 

Communicate with Others 
(not directly respond to OP*) 

Agree with Viewpoints in Other 
Replies 

C1 

Disagree / Challenge Viewpoints 
in Other Replies 

C2 

Raise Questions to Other Replies C3 

Reply to Questions  
in Other Replies 

C4 

Present Clear Leadership or 
Strong Opinions on The 

Development of Discussions 
C5 

Other Communication Activities C6 

Neutral Activities 

Raise Non-Challenging Questions 
to OP* 

N1 

Answer Questions N2 

Change to Other Subjects N3 

Neutral Activities toward 
Action for CC issue 

Open Questions NB1 

Not Showing Preference NB2 

Reject / Raise Challenge 
or Questioning to OP* (D) 

Reject OP* D1 

Raising Questions  
to Challenge OP* 

D2 

Reject / Raise Challenge 
toward Actions for CC 

DB 

*OP: Original Posts by key authors (i.e. posts by key authors that generate the topic thread). 

 

In Table 3-5, key authors' posts supporting actions for tackling climate change 

are marked as (S), and KAs’ posts challenging the IPCC’s argument of taking urgent 

actions for climate change are marked as (O). If KAs’ posts hold neutral attitude 

towards climate change, these posts are marked as (N). Several coding categories of 
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fora members’ attitudes and interactions (except KAs’) are further classified, 

including supporting attitudes toward key authors’ original posts (SO), supporting 

attitudes toward climate change actions (SB), communicating (with others) (C1 ~ C6), 

neutral activities to OP’s posts (N1 ~N3), neutral activities toward climate change 

issues (NB1 ~ NB2), declining OPs directly (D1), or raising challenging questions 

(D2).  

The discussions were repeatedly categorised and reviewed until the categories of 

attitudes and interactions revealed in contents was stable and applicable throughout 

the topic threads. However, it is evident from Table 3-5 that some coding could be 

interpreted differently, for instance ‘changing to other subjects’ could be considered a 

neutral response (instigated by a genuine reason to present a different argument), or as 

a challenging response (to divert the discussion elsewhere). This example 

demonstrates the inherent difficulty in qualitatively interpreting text and the need to 

do so in relation to relevant parts of the discussion, not solely with reference to text 

immediately preceding the reply. Even with both coders, some parts of the topic 

threads were ambiguous. Nevertheless, the process of categorization allows the 

research to extract authors’ attitudes and interactions from the exchange of 

information and viewpoints.  

 
3-5-3. Coding Contents in Selected Topic-Threads 

By categorizing these attitudes and interactions, key authors’ and repliers in 

KAs’ initiated topic-threads are coded, and their appearance and performance become 

measurable, quantitative data. Qualitative analysis is used to code the attitudes and 

interactions from archived online fora contents. To conduct the analysis, the 

categories sorted as Table 3-5 is further regarded as the coding table, and a numerical 

code was given to each coded part of the text. Based on the coding table, KAs’ and 
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repliers’ attitudes and their interactions in topic-threads were recorded and classified, 

in the first instance on the basis of whether they support or challenge the views of the 

text they are referring to.  

The codes were devised through comparison and agreement of codes allocated to 

text from a non-selected topic thread by the researcher and a second independent 

coder. This approach of coding attitudes and interactions in topic-threads leads to 

description of fora members’ roles in key authors’ initiated topic-threads. Roles are 

identified based on their reactions to initial posts and other participants’ replies.  

The benefits of conducting a qualitative topic-thread analysis therefore include 

identifying content types and elements in topic-threads, understanding relationships 

between fora members who participate in topic-thread discussions, depicting roles in 

the communication process and clarifying their interactions. Through the coding 

process, the qualitative analysis of fora topic-threads can generate “content statistics” 

by calculations of fora members’ attitudes and interactions in topic-threads. This 

information may in turn offer more insights on the communication process, roles in 

the process, and influences of the topic-thread discussions on fora members’ attitudes. 

Nevertheless, since the analysis relies on content from internet fora archives, potential 

biases inherent in fora posts should be considered. Members’ prior beliefs and 

commitments are of fundamental importance in interpreting the findings and 

implications for communication. Though it is very difficult to classify subtle 

interactions in the selected content, the process of content analysis helps to understand 

where ambiguity exists in text-based online interactions. To reduce the subjectivity 

while maintaining the validity of the analysis, trends revealed by the topic-threads 

analysis are further examined through comparison with fora members’ self-reported 

views on opinion leadership in each forum. This was carried out through a 
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questionnaire survey as discussed in the following section. 

 
 

3-6. Eliciting Members’ Perceptions of Online 

Communication 

As discussed in Section 3.5 and the research diagram (See Figure 3-1), the 

qualitative methods were to elicit members’ perceptions of online communication, as 

well as to validate findings from quantitative analysis of fora statistics. In order to 

collect information about fora users’ perceptions of their own activities in fora, it will 

be needed to contact these users. The way in which was carried out is described 

below. 

 

3-6-1. Administering the Questionnaire 

There are several ways to collect people’s ideas and perceptions, such as sending 

questionnaires by posting or calling on the telephone, or launching focus groups to 

reach internet users. Each of these approaches has advantages and disadvantages. For 

instance, questionnaires are deployed as a research tool that differs from qualitative 

social science research methods in that they do not allow the respondents to decide 

which information they are willing to offer (De Vaus, 2002); instead, questionnaires 

consist of a series of questions defined by the researcher for specific directions of 

study. Due to its restricted format, questionnaires do not allow respondents to explain 

freely the thinking and decision-making processes underpinning their responses. Table 

3-6 below shows approaches for administering questionnaires.  

 
 

87 

 



 

 

Table 3-6. Questionnaire Types Sorted by Distribution Methods 

Questionnaire Type Specification 

 
Questionnaire 
distributed by 
post 

   
Relatively cheap and can reach a very large number of 
people. However, it often suffers from poor response rates 
and ignorance about who (which member of a household) 
completes it. 
 

Questionnaire 
distributed by 
phone 

More expensive than a mail survey but still an efficient way 
to access large numbers of people. Usually needs to be 
short, and may bring bias into research. 
 

Face-to-face 
questionnaires 
(Structured 
Interview) 

Enables researchers to target the appropriate proportions 
of respondents and avoids bias involved in not knowing 
who responds. However, it is time consuming and thus 
expensive. 
 

Questionnaire 
deployed by 
Internet 
 

Cheap, fast, and efficient. But only available to certain 
internet users and open to bias and deliberate fraud. 
 

Source: Edited based on Wright. K. (2006) “Researching Internet-Based Populations: Advantages and 
Disadvantages of Online Survey Research, Online Questionnaire Authoring Software Packages, and 
Web Survey Services”, Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, Vol.10 (3), 2005  

 

As shown above, deploying questionnaires usually requires information on 

respondents such as postal address, phone numbers, or emails. In contexts like 

internet fora, since users are generally anonymous and there are no physical contacts 

available, difficulties are encountered in using questionnaires to investigate users’ 

perceptions. In order to overcome this, web-based surveys that deploy questionnaires 

were utilised, to collect responses directly from online fora users. For online social 

groups that regularly use the Internet and who are therefore familiar with online 

layouts and techniques, deploying online questionnaires has been found to be a useful 

method of data collection and for eliciting opinions (Couper, Traugott, & Lamias 

2001; Sills & Song 2002).  
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An online questionnaire can be regarded as a standardised list of questions that 

therefore enables the response process to be undertaken automatically (Bosnjak & 

Tuten, 2001). The advantages of deploying questionnaires online are presented in 

Table 3-6, but its disadvantages should also be addressed. Using web-based surveys 

for questionnaire research is fast, cost-effective, provides a neat layout with 

multi-media presentation so that respondents can easily be directed to questions they 

need to answer, and it provides instantaneous data entry. The research cost of using 

the Internet to conduct a web survey is relatively low compared to other formats such 

as mail distribution (See Table 3-6).  It is acknowledged that a relatively low 

response rate of a web survey can be expected compared with face-to-face or phone 

surveys.  

In this research, a web survey was used to collect internet fora users’ perceptions 

of their online communication process and climate change issues. Fora members were 

directed to the survey through hyperlinks made available in selected fora. This avoids 

the challenges of assembling focus group or deploying traditional questionnaires via 

email or telephone calls that require personal contacts or details of personal 

information. Information collected by online questionnaire was used to compare and 

validate findings from analysing fora statistics and contents in the research. Based on 

Bryman (2001), a questionnaire was developed for the web survey in six steps 

explained below. 

 

1. Designing & Refining the Questions 

There are two major considerations in designing a questionnaire: obtaining 

accurate relevant information, and improving the response rate (Bryman 2001). For 

this study, it is important that the questionnaire should include people's usage of 
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internet and fora, their attitudes towards climate change issues, and perceptions of 

climate change communication in internet fora. The length and contents of the 

questionnaire were pre-tested to ensure a completion time of 5-10 minutes. The 

questionnaire was piloted and revised on several aspects including how and what 

questions will be asked, the order that they are asked, and how they will be presented 

(e.g. font types, wording). To increase the response rate, the questionnaire also 

contained an introduction that explained the purpose of survey, the importance of 

respondents' participation, the researcher’s role in the research, and included a 

statement guaranteeing confidentiality. 

 

2. Designing the Questionnaire Draft 

In the web survey, questions were arranged on two web pages with interactive 

forms, in five sections to help respondents navigate the relevant questions. Questions 

were arranged from general to particular, from factual to abstract, and from relatively 

easier to more difficult to answer. Socio-demographic questions were placed in the 

last part as Bryman suggests. The first questions were closed format questions, while 

some of the later ones used an open-ended format to encourage respondents to 

provide more detail regarding their views. Although open-ended questions can be 

difficult to code, they allow the collection of some words, terms and views that can be 

compared with the previous phase of content analysis of the topic threads. Further, the 

questionnaire was devised to allow respondents to have some options for answering 

selectively some questions, using a “Skip Method” approach: respondents could begin 

with a closed ended question and, depending upon the response, either go to a scale 

response question to explore the answer in greater detail, or “skip” the scale response 

question altogether. 
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3. Piloting 

The questionnaire was pretested and piloted on a small sample of selected fora 

users. These fora users are invited filling the draft of questionnaire to evaluate their 

responses. Several key aspects of the questionnaire were pre-tested: 1) Length of the 

questionnaire; 2) number of questions that need to be answered; 3) Wordings and 

sentences to clarify questions and options as respondents’ answers. The task was to 

ensure that the order and layout of questions in the questionnaire were appropriate, 

and that the questions were directly related to the objectives of the research. 

During piloting, each respondent was asked in detail about a limited number of 

questions, for example the effects of different wordings, what they have in mind when 

they give a particular answer, and how they understand a particular word. Analysis of 

the responses and comments from these questions were used to improve the main 

questionnaire. Based on the variations in responses among respondents, research 

items were rearranged to avoid placing in close proximity items that could be strongly 

correlated, and to reduce non-response rates by removing ambiguity in the research 

purpose and wordings.  

 

4. Distribution 

Selected fora were approached to distribute the hyperlinks of the web survey to 

their members. This was done via the web survey tools “FluidSuveys™ 1 ” 

(http://fluidsurveys.com/). Fora users’ attitudes and perceptions are also collected in 

their self-report, with their performance in the communication process. The pages of 

the web-based surveys could also be accessed via mobile phones and personal digital 

1 FluidSurveys™ is an online survey tool that allows individuals to create and deploy questionnaires in 

their own surveys. The web survey tool helps users collect data from respondents and analyse results in 

real-time.  
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assistants.  

 

5. Monitoring Responses 

The web survey approach allows the researcher to instantly monitor responses 

rates via web survey tools. An online database was established to record questionnaire 

responses and to calculate response rates.  This tool was able to count the number of 

questionnaires that had been completed in real time, as well as how many 

questionnaires had been started but not completed. The database of completion was 

also recorded. 

 

6. Categorising and Analysing Data 

In addition to reducing manual data input and analytical errors, the use of 

FluidSurveys™ research tools added further benefits including categorising and 

analysing the questionnaire data according to three dimensions: 1) perceptions of the 

communication process and prevalent views (if they exist) in fora; 2) self-reporting of 

attitudes and actions on climate change; and 3) evaluation of influences on personal 

action. Once computer assisted data collection has been done, these data are instantly 

accessed and put into software for further analysis. Software packages of statistics 

(Excel® & SPSS®) were used to conduct the result of questionnaires. The findings of 

the survey analysis were then compared with previous findings from the quantitative 

fora statistics, as well as qualitative analysis of topic-threads contents.  

 

3-6-2. The Questionnaire Layout 

The questionnaire was designed to have a “response-flow”, which carries the 

respondent along and makes the survey seem simple and engaging as illustrated in 

Figure 3-2 below. 
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Figure 3-2. Questionnaire ‘response-flow’ 
 

Step 1 Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4 

First few questions 
Designed to “warm up” the respondent with simple, 
general, and easy to answer questions, to demonstrate 
the ease of the survey and engage the respondents. 

 
 

 

Step 2 Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8 

First third of questions 

Transitioning to more difficult questions relating to the 
research objectives, including general experiences and 
perception of online communication activities in their 
fora. 

 
 

 

Step 3 Q9, Q10, Q11, Q12 

Second third of questions 

More complicated questions that ask for prevalent 
views in fora (if they exist) and the nomination of 
opinion leaders. These questions are for self-reporting 
of perceptions in fora and the sources if perceived. 
Options of question answers should include open text 
box to collect information at best. 

 
 

 

Step 4 Q13, Q14, Q15, Q16 

Last third questions 
Ask respondents’ own assessment of climate change 
perceptions and their attitudes and actions before and 
after accessing fora.  

 
 

 

Step 5 Q17- Q25 

Screen Questions 

Qualifying questions to identify users’ background, 
including social status and demographic information 
such as education, income, age, etc. 

    
 

The questionnaire aims to directly elicit respondents’ perceptions that cannot be 

derived either from fora statistics or qualitative analysis of topic-threads. Some 

questions in the questionnaire directly ask respondents to nominate users’ “ID” (i.e. 
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self-identity in fora, such as fora users’ nickname online) (i.e. IDs of supposed 

opinion leaders, if perceived by respondents). The approach could result in several 

issues that should be considered: 1) Users’ privacy to their communication activities 

via specific IDs and interaction with certain IDs etc. should be protected conforming 

to ethical requirements; 2) reported IDs cannot be validated and checked if they are 

one or various authors in a single or many fora; 3) nominated IDs should be compared 

with their performance in topic-thread discussions to identify their roles. In the 

response-flow, the nomination of users’ ID is thus placed at a later part (Step 3) as 

open questions (for identifying sources of prevalent views in fora) that are not 

compulsory and only for reference in the questionnaire. 

 

3-6-3. Limitations of the Web Survey  

By deploying questionnaires in internet fora, the web survey approach enables 

researchers to study fora users’ attitudes and perceptions via their self-reporting. 

However, as Choi and Pak (2005) suggested, one should also be aware of the 

limitations and biases in questionnaires. For the study of communicating climate 

change issues online, several aspects of research and sampling limitations need to be 

considered: 1) The web survey approach collects data from internet fora users’ 

self-reports, and their perceptions of climate change communication are reported on 

the basis of their interpretations, which may vary; 2) People can easily quit in the 

middle of a questionnaire. They are not as likely to complete a long questionnaire on 

the web survey as they would if they were talking with a good interviewer; 3) Since 

the web-based survey pops up on a web page and posts a hyperlink in selected fora, 

there is often no control over who replies - anyone from frequent users to random 

visitors cruising these fora may click the hyperlink and answer the questionnaire; 4) 
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Though the tool of FluidSurveys™ provides IP address limitation settings for 

respondents filling in more than one questionnaire (i.e. it makes it impossible for 

respondents to complete more than one questionnaire), there is no control over 

anonymous users completing the survey multiple times by using different computers 

or devices, to bias the results. Given these four main considerations and limitations, 

the deployment of the online questionnaire was conducted with the assistance of 

administrators in each of the four selected fora. During the 30 days of web survey, the 

hyperlinks (for each fora) to the online questionnaire were deployed specifically via 

E-Mail newsletter (LocalSustUK & ClimateConcern), sent out by administrators and 

online forums (Transition Towns & OurPlanet / EarthDay). This ensured the reach of 

these fora users. As a result, there were 148 responses received in this period. After 

reviewing and cleaning those uncompleted responses, 119 completed responses 

remained, with 35 responses from ClimateConcern, 53 responses from LocalSustUK, 

20 from Transition Towns, and 11 responses from OurPlanet / EarthDay. The 

relatively low response rate presented a limitation of the web survey approach in the 

research. Taking into account these considerations, it is suggested that the findings of 

the web survey should be regarded as respondents’ self-reports of their views and 

experiences on using these selected fora. Respondents’ reports may not be a complete 

and accurate description of perceptions on fora communication. Nevertheless, these 

self-reports are still valuable in the study of climate change communication in internet 

fora, especially for comparing users performance in the communication process with 

fora statistics and the topic-thread discussion archives. The findings of this 

questionnaire will also be important in evaluating the influence of the fora 

communication, and to reveal fora users’ attitudes, as will be described in Chapter 6 

of the thesis.  
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3-7. Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, a multi-method approach has been introduced to explore the 

research questions of this thesis. In order to find out the characteristics of online 

climate change communication in internet fora, fora users’ roles in the communication 

process, and the influences of internet fora communication on their attitudes, data on 

internet fora as well as self-reports from fora users are collected and analysed using 

both quantitative and qualitative approaches.  

Methods include collecting and analysing fora statistics in order to evaluate 

communication activities and fora users’ performance. Statistics on communication 

activities in fora are used to understand the development of online communication 

process and level of fora users’ participation (i.e. intensity of posting articles) during 

the research period. By identifying “key authors” based on the fora statistics, studies 

of communication process and roles involved will be focused on key authors and 

other fora members in the KAs’ initiated topic-threads.  

Four fora are selected for analysis based on their interested topics of online 

discussion (climate change and broader environmental considerations). In terms of 

data collection, qualitative analysis of contents in KAs’ initiated topic-threads helps 

further reveal roles in communication and their interaction models. The trends of 

people’s interactions and their perceptions of climate change issues will also be 

depicted based on the qualitative analysis. The analysis uses historical records (i.e. 

archived, between 2007 and 2009) of discussions in selected topic-threads. To further 

explore fora users’ responses, a more in-depth investigation was considered necessary. 

To this end, web survey of fora users’ perceptions on climate change communication 
96 

 



 

in fora was carried out. Some limitations of the analyses are considered in the 

research, and a sophisticated research design is suggested in order to reduce biases of 

applying and interpreting findings, thus enhancing understandings of the research 

question. Through the multi-methods approach used in the research, it will be possible 

to compare fora users’ self-reports with their online opinions, communication 

activities, and even attitudes revealed in fora discussions. These findings are 

presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, which cover the fora statistics analysis, topic-thread 

analysis, and web surveys.  
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Chapter 4. Characterising the Communication of 

Climate Change in Online Fora 
 

4-0. Introduction 
 

   This chapter addresses the first research question, focusing on characteristics 

and features of communication regarding climate change in internet fora. This chapter 

presents quantitative and qualitative analyses of discussions in four online fora, from 

December 2007 to December 2009. There are three sections to the analysis, each of 

which corresponds to a salient aspect of online communication.  

 
 

4-1. Characteristics of Fora Contents: Archives of Online 
Communication Process 
 
 

4-1-1. Text-Based Discussion in Internet Fora 

   
Although multimedia and other types of rich-text can be used in online 

communication, the most common medium of information exchange in all four fora 

continues to be simple text. Table 4-1 shows the overall statistics of posting contents 

on each forum: the majority of the content of posts is text-based articles. Images and 

other media are scarcely used by comparison: figures appear in only 4% of posts, 

graphs in 3%, and video in 2% of posts.   
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Table 4-1. Classification of Posts in the Four Fora by Content Format  
(total numbers and percentages) 

Numbers of Posted Articles in the Four Fora 

Posts 
by 

Content 
Format 

Type of Posting 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

Local - 
SustUK 

Total 
(%*) 

Text-
based 

Articles 2626 66.38% 402 17.75% 633 28.55% 1895 19.84% 45.39% 
Replies 1228  31.04% 1863 82.25% 1582 71.36% 1730 45.50% 52.31% 
Others (i.e. forward 
article from other sites) 

102 2.58% 0 0% 2 0.09% 177 4.66% 2.30% 

Total  3956 2265 2217 3802 12240 
  with Image: Figures  320 8.09% 6 0.18% 18 0.81% 160 4.20% 4.11% 

  with Image: Graphs 158 3.99% 15 0.44% 1 0.05% 212 5.58% 3.15% 
  with Multimedia / Video 142 3.59% 3 0.09% 62 2.80% 92 2.42% 2.44% 

*(%): Percentage of content types in total posts.  
 
 

4-1-2. Length of Posted Articles and Replies 
    

Notable differences in the word length of posts are detected in all four fora (see 

Table 4-2 below). Some authors post long articles, while some others prefer to share 

their ideas or attitudes through relatively short texts. The average length of a posted 

article is 419.47 words, while responses have on average 424.60 words. However, 

there is a significant diversity within this: the longest article in Climate Concern was 

found to be 3365 words, whilst the longest in the LocalSustUK forum was 6957 

words. In this forum, the article with minimum text had only 5 words.  

 
Table 4-2. Length of Posts in the Four Fora (based on number of words) 

Length of Posts (Articles and Replies) 

Length of Posts 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK Total 

Length of All 
Articles (by 
words) 

Average 549.26 208.42 441.00 479.19 419.47 
Median 317 110 362 284.5 308 
Max 5752 4505 3365 6957 6957 
Min 11 5 23 9 5 

Length of 
Responses 
(by words) 

Average 629.57 201.41 378.6 488.83 424.60 
Median 479 107 289 312 296 
Max 5668 4505 4366 4980 5668 
Min 21 5 16 9 5 
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   Text length of posts in Forum of Climate Concern (Average length=549.26), 

Transition Towns (Average length=441.00), and LocalSustUK (Average 

length=479.19) are relatively similar, compared to the average text length in the 

OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum (Average length=208.42). Since the OurPlanet / 

EarthDay Forum is established on the Myspace.com platform (a famous social 

network site that provides personal message boards, hyperlinks, and other instant 

communication tools), one explanation of the shorter text length in the OurPlanet / 

EarthDay Forum is that that members use other communication tools provided by 

MySpace.com. These communication tools could distract or deter OurPlanet / 

EarthDay Forum’s members from writing posts directly on the forum, as the 

communication among members is transferred to other communication tools and 

cannot be recorded in the forum boards. 

 

 

4-2. Distribution of Fora Contents: Few Members Speak 
 

The fora content analyses and results of the web survey provide indications as to 

members’ activity (see Table 4-3). 
 

Table 4-3. Percentage of Authors and Repliers in Four Fora 

Forum Title 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK 

Members becoming authors  
(Average % in Four Fora =11.09%) 

389 
(11.70%) 

442 
(0.23%)** 

489 
(11.85%) 

362 
(32.31%) 

Article Authors (% of All Authors) 299 (76.86%) 198 (44.80%) 292 (59.71%) 263 (73.67%) 

Repliers (% of All Authors) 173 (44.47%) 306 (69.23%) 353 (72.19%) 190 (53.22%) 

Authors obtaining replies 
(% of All Authors) 

110 
(28.28%) 

129 
(29.19%) 

147 
(30.06%) 

116 
(32.50%) 

Average replies obtained per Author 4.11 9.41 5.42 6.38 

 
 

 

 

** Members of OurPlanet / EarthDay are calculated on the basis of the “Friends” of “Our Planet” on MySpace.com. Individuals can 
freely join or add “OurPlanet” as friends or favoured group among one’s own social networks without becoming a member. These 
individuals can then post and reply articles as a friend of the OurPlanet Group. Members are calculated as at 12, April, 2011.  
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Table 4-3 reveals the statistics of authors’ activities; it is significant that few 

members are authors in the four selected fora. Climate Concern and Transition Towns 

have similar percentages of authors (11.7% and 11.85% respectively), while 

LocalSustUK has a higher percentage (32.31%) of members who become authors in 

the forum. The OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum is different, for its pool of "members" 

(called "friends" in MySpace) is considerably high, but it has relatively few authors 

(442) who posted articles or replies during the research period. 

Moreover, among these authors only a few individuals (32.13% in Climate 

Concern, 6.79% in OurPlanet, 19.63% in Transition Towns, and 35.91% in 

LocalSustUK) posted more than one article during the period of this research. The 

average number of articles per author ranged from 2.03 in OurPlanet to 7.88 in 

LocalSustUK (see Table 4-4). This indicates that small numbers of members become 

authors and the majority of these authors post only once. 
 

Table 4-4. Authors’ Activeness in the Four Fora 

Forum Title 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK 

Average Posting Number  
(per Author) 

Article 7.01 2.03 2.14 7.88 
Reply 3.16 6.09 4.61 8.78 

More than 1 Posted Article by Author 
(% of All Authors) 

125 (32.13%) 30 (6.79%) 96 (19.63%) 130 (35.91%) 

More than 1 Posted Reply by Author 
 (% of All Authors) 

79 (20.31%) 108 (24.43%) 165 (33.74%) 108 (29.83%) 

"One Time Only" Author 
(% of All Authors) 

213 (54.76%) 130 (29.41%) 261 (53.37%) 160 (44.20%) 

Authors have >1 post: 
Number 149  312 228 202 

Post 3743 (94.62%) 1959 (86.49%) 1989 (89.72%) 3642 (95.79%) 

 

   As shown in Table 4-4, similar patterns emerge in responses to others' articles: 

for example only 32 % of authors in Climate Concern posted more than one reply. By 

identifying the proportion of authors who post more than one post (either an article or 

reply), the statistics reveals that relatively few authors contribute to the fora contents. 

Despite the relatively few number, these limited authors (286 authors in four fora) 

contributed thousands of posts (a total of 11333) in the past two years, and this not 
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only indicates that they are productive, but also that their posts constitute the main 

body of online discussions (92.59%).    

    The analysis indicates that there are a larger number of authors who only posted 

once (i.e. posted one article or reply) and never joined online discussions again during 

the research period. Climate Concern has 213 authors (54.76%), OurPlanet / EarthDay 

130 authors (29.41%), Transition Towns 261 authors (53.37%), LocalSustUK 160 

authors (44.20%), who posted an article or reply only once. This suggests that not 

only is the contribution by these authors limited, but their participation in fora is not 

sustained and they do not generate widespread discussions (i.e. their posts do not 

generate replies).  

To further explore authors’ performance in the four fora, numbers of each 

authors’ posts are calculated. A series of cumulative number plots is presented in 

Figures 4-1 to 4-3. Figure 4-1 represents the total number of authors’ postings by 

forum, including authors’ posted articles and replies, during the research period. 

Authors from the four fora are ranked by their performance on posting contents, and 

they are grouped together based on percentiles in the rankings. Five percentage points 

separate each group, as shown below. 

 

 

Figure 4-1. Cumulative number plot of fora authors’ total posts (AT)  

Author Rank (by numbers of each author’s postings) 

C
um

ulative Frequency of Postings 
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Figure 4-1 shows the cumulative distribution of numbers of authors’ postings in 

four fora; it is clear that some authors tend to perform better than others in terms of 

posting contents. As Figure 4-1 reveals, authors in four fora who are top 5% in the 

ranking of their performance on posting contents (by counting the numbers of each 

authors’ total postings, labelled as AT) actually contribute more than 50% of contents; 

authors who are top 25% in the ranking contribute to more than 90% contents in four 

fora in the 2 year research period. Numbers of AT are quickly dwindled that most 

authors have few AT numbers (1 ~ 2 postings) in the distribution; this suggests that 

some authors are notably active in posting contents, and thus they could be influential 

on the formation of contents in four fora. 

Figure 4-1 suggests the total fora postings could be affected by some authors’ 

efforts; the Figure 4-2 shows below, the top 5% authors in the ranking of their 

performance on posting articles (by counting the numbers of each authors’ total 

posted articles, labelled as ATA) also contribute to more than 50% of all articles 

posted in four fora during the research period 

.  

 

 
 

Figure 4-2. Cumulative number plot of fora authors’ total posted articles (ATA) 

Author Rank (by numbers of each author’s postings) 

C
um

ulative Frequency of Postings 
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Since authors’ posted articles are not replies to fora discussions but rather 

original postings which could initiate discussions, the authors of these articles can be 

regarded as active contributors to the initiation of online discussions in fora. The 

centralization in ATA distribution (that more than 90% articles in all four fora are 

posted by top 10% authors of performance on ATA) also suggests that the number of 

active contributors is limited while their influences on initiating discussions are 

obvious.  

Furthermore, the number of authors who contribute to the majority of the total 

replies also seems limited; in Figure 4-3, the distribution is almost identical to that of 

the previous two figures, indicating that authors who ranked as top 5% (in the ranking 

of performance on posting replies) tend to reply to posts more actively.  

 
 

 

 
 

Figures 4-1, 4-2 and 4-3 reveal that there are relatively few authors who 

contribute most of the posts to each forum. Despite the slightly different slope of 

distribution for the four fora, the posted contents in the four fora derive mainly from 

Figure 4-3. Cumulative number plot of fora authors’ total posted replies (ATR) 

Author Rank (by numbers of each author’s postings) 

C
um

ulative Frequency of Postings 

104 
 



authors who ranked as top contributors, and the distribution is notably centralized to 

these top-ranked contributors. As a result, it is suggested that some active authors tend 

to more frequently post articles and reply to others’ posts. These active authors lead 

the main development of fora contents by generating posts, and thus they also initiate 

and participate in major discussions in fora. A cluster of active authors has been 

revealed among the members of each forum. These authors generate large volume of 

articles and replies in these fora. Some authors actively post articles to input 

information or express their ideas, while some others actively reply to posts.  

In summary, this section has shown that there are very active authors among 

members of each forum. These active authors play crucial roles in content building in 

fora; by sharing information, expressing comments, and discussing ideas through 

directly posting articles or replying to others’ comments or questions frequently and 

in large volume in these fora, these authors influence online public opinion and its 

development. Thus further exploration of the meaning of the distribution of these 

authors’ activities and their influence is required. 

 

 

4-3. Forms of Communication 

 

    Based on the above findings, forms of communication in fora are firstly 

depicted. Section 4-2 found that the majority of members in the four fora do not 

actively communicate. These members can be regarded as ‘silent readers’ of content 

(discussion threads). On the other hand, some members may be regarded as ‘active 

authors’, who contribute many and various posts.  

    The existence of active authors indicates that some authors could play particular 

and even crucial roles in fora communication process. They are different from other 

authors and create various models of communication, which are presented below on 

the basis of statistics and qualitative content analyses of the online posts. 

As supposed in above findings that most communication is initiated and largely 
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maintained by a few authors, it is thus suggested that the development of online 

discussions in fora, including the process and the contents of the online discussions, 

are led by the limited number of authors. The statistics in previous section (See 

Section 4-1) shows that some authors do leave very long length posts (as specifically 

presented in Table 4-2). In the following Table 4-5, the distribution of the initial 

posters and repliers throughout the four fora is illustrated as below: 

 
Table 4-5. Distribution of Initial Posters and Repliers in the Four Fora 

Forum Title 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK 

Max Number of Single Authors' 
Articles 

80 35 85 73 

Mode Number of  
Authors' Articles (%) 

1 (17.74%) 1 (23.76%) 1 (16.56%) 1 (20.45%) 

Mean Number of  
Posted Articles per Author 

3.95 2.06 3.56 3.70 

Max Number of Authors' 
Replies 

149 358 272 246 

Mode Number of  
Authors' Replies (%) 

1 (22.37%) 1 (44.80%) 2 (13.09%) 2 (24.65%) 

Mean Number of  
Posted Replies per Author 

6.88 6.09 8.27 9.17 

 

In Table 4-5 it is clearly shown that some authors did post significantly more 

articles than others. The highest number of authors' posted articles and replies during 

the research period is 80 and 358 respectively, indicating some active authors voiced 

their views actively and passionately in comparison to others. 

The findings of active authors’ contributions in generating fora content suggest 

that opinion in fora could be led only by some particular authors. Since only a small 

number of authors contribute to the major body of fora contents, it is found that the 

discussions in fora are also among the limited population of authors. Table 4-6 below 

shows the number and percentage of topic-threads initiated by the top 5% of "thread 

initial posters" in each forum. The “thread initial posters” refers to those authors who 

post articles that then initiate discussion threads. Since some topic-threads are 

initiated by the same thread initial posters, Table 4-6 lists number of “unique initial 
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posters”, which refers to number of non-redundant thread initial posters in four fora.  

 
Table 4-6. Distribution of Author-Initiated Topic-Threads 

Forum Title 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK 

Number of Unique Initial Posters 110 129 147 116 

Total Number of Topic-Threads 434 266 353 480 

Number of Threads Initiated by Top 
5% of Authors (per Author) (%*) 

250 (57.60%) 105 (39.47%) 96 (27.20%) 229 (47.70%) 

Number of Replies to Top 5% of 
Authors' Initiated Threads (%**) 

168 (36.84%) 283 (43.74%) 230 (21.18%) 236 (33.86%) 

* Percentage in total number of topic-threads 
** Percentage in total number of replies 

   

As shown in the Table 4-6 above, in all four fora particular authors initiate a 

considerable proportion of topic-threads. In Climate Concern, the top 5% of authors 

(six authors) initiated 58% of topic threads; in OurPlanet / EarthDay, the top 5% of 

authors (six authors) initiated about 40% of topic-threads; in LocalSustUK, the top 5% 

of authors (six authors) initiated 48% of topic-threads, while in Transition Towns, the 

percentage was lower: the top 5% of authors (seven authors) initiated 27% of 

topic-threads. Further, when comparing posters’ member IDs, which are unique 

nicknames used by fora members when they access and post articles in fora, it 

becomes evident that many of those who initially post articles are also very active in 

forming the discussions, by providing replies. In other words, those who initiate the 

most discussions in internet fora are supposed to have good networking abilities.  

What is more, when calculating the total numbers of replies to topic-threads, as 

shown in following Table 4-7, it is found that there are many authors among the top 5% 

who are both initial posters (as authors who post articles to initiate discussions), and 

very active authors (repliers) (See Table 4-7 below):  
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Table 4-7. Authors’ Posting Activities in the Four Fora 

Forum Title 
Climate 
Concern 

OurPlanet 
(EarthDay) 

Transition 
Towns 

LocalSustUK 

Number of Initial Posters 110 129 147 116 

Number of Authors in the top 5% 6 6 7 6 

Ratio of Top 5% (contribution) of 
authors as Initial Posters (%*) 

66.67% 83.33% 71.43% 100% 

Ratio of Top 5% (contribution) of 
authors as Repliers (%*) 

83.33% 66.67% 71.43% 66.67% 

Ratio of Top 5% (contribution) of 
authors  
as Initial Posters and Repliers both (%*) 

66.67% 66.67% 57.14% 50% 

 

      

The Table 4-7 above shows that authors in the top 5% ranked by numbers of 

initiated threads (per author) are generally in the lists of top 5% of authors for posting 

articles and the lists of top 5% of authors for replying to articles. In Climate Concern, 

four out of six of the top 5% of initiating authors are also in the list for posting articles 

and in the list for replying to articles; in OurPlanet, the figure is 66.67% (four out of 

six); in Transition Towns Forum, the percentage is 57.14% (four out of seven); and in 

LocalSustUK, the percentage goes down to 50% (three out of six authors).  

     The above findings suggest a communication process that is very dependent on 

a few active authors in terms of posting considerable contents and initiating / 

participating discussions. To further clarify the relationship between these active 

authors and their communication process, and their interactions and influences on 

other members in the communication process. Certain characteristics of these active 

authors are addressed in order to identify their relationships with other fora members. 

These characteristics include their level of activeness, frequency of their participation 

in fora communication, and their ability to network with other fora members. Results 

of the content statistics analyses are listed below: 

 

1. Level of Activeness: The Alpha (α) List of Authors’ Activeness  

  Activeness is measured based on authors’ posting and replying activities, 

* Percentage in top 5% ranked authors 
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specifically the following measures: AP (Authors’ Posts including articles and replies); 

ATA (Author’s Total posted Articles); ATR (Author’s Total Replies); and ATW 

(Authors’ Total posting length by words.) These are ranked to generate the Alpha (α) 

List. Active authors are those who rank among the top 20% in all measures (AP, ATA, 

ATR, and ATW), a criterion based on the work of Keller and Berry’s (2003) work. 

The α-List below (Table 4-8) presents a comparison of general authors, and 

authors on the α-List. The top 20% of authors are regarded as α-List-authors that have 

significantly higher levels of activeness as shown in Table 4-8.  

 

Table 4-8. Comparison Statistics of Authors’ Activeness (α-List) 
 Climate Concern OurPlanet /EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 

α-List General α-List General α-List General α-List General 
Total Authors 33 389 44 442 32 489 33 362 
Average AP 86.03 10.17 36.66 5.12 35.75 10.41 83.73 10.92 
Average ATA 57.03 3.95 5.45 2.06 7.66 3.56 47.09 3.70 
Average ATR 29.00 6.88 31.20 6.09 28.09 8.27 36.64 9.17 
Average ATW 5181.52 549.26 842.30 208.42 4772.47 441.00 4236.09 479.19 

 
    The authors in α-List are suggested as candidates of those authors who contribute 

significantly and could play key roles in the communication process in fora. The 

communication flow with α-List authors can be represented by the following 

illustration (Figure 4-4), which is based on the volume of messages in fora 

communication. 
 
        Figure 4-4. Model 1 of online communication flow 
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     As Figure 4-4 illustrates, the α-List authors post a considerable volume of 

messages in fora, and these messages flow to members via different routes. According 

to the content statistics, most members keep silent and simply receive messages; other 

members offer relatively few replies as feedback to α-List authors (compared with the 

number of α-List authors’ replies). A similar situation appears for α-List authors as 

non-α-List authors: non-α-List authors post their messages to fora, but most replies 

come from α-List authors. Thus the communication and its contents are mainly 

created by the α-List authors, who decide what should be posted online. The depicted 

communication flow suggests α-List-Authors’ role in fora communication; however, it 

does not consider the frequency of occurrences and their networking with others. 

 

2. Frequency of Communication: The Beta (β) List of Frequency 

     Model 1 reveals the communication flow in online fora when taking authors’ 

levels of activeness into consideration. However, in order to understand the dynamic 

nature of the communication in online fora, the frequency of authors’ communication 

should also be considered. The following β-list is used to evaluate whether there exist 

some authors who frequently participate in fora communication and to identify the 

frequent authors if they exist. The frequency of authors’ posts were ranked on the 

basis of Authors’ total Participation Dates in the forum (APD, measured in days) and 

their participation “lifetime” (as defined in Chapter 3) in their forum (ALD, measured 

in days). The top 20% of authors in the ranking of both their ALD and APD are then 

compared to see if there exist authors who are in the top 20% for both. If so, it is 

supposed that some frequent authors do exist, and their roles in the communication 

process should be considered. Table 4-9 shows the results and the comparison of 

authors’ performances in general to that of the β-list. 
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Table 4-9. Comparison Statistics of Authors’ Frequency of Communication 

(β-List) 
 Climate Concern OurPlanet / EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 

β-List General β-List General β-List General β-List General 
Total Authors 31 389 32 442 28 489 35 362 
Average APD 32.64 6.20 10.32 0.60 27.16 4.36 35.09 7.67 
Average ALD 143.79 88.78 68.00 2.88 65.36 95.20 189.91 136.21 

 
 

    As Table 4-9 above shows, there are indeed some authors in all four fora who are 

ranked in the top 20% of both ALD and APD performance. Climate Concern has 31 

authors among 389 who qualified as β-List authors, OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum has 

32, Transition Towns has 28, and LocalSustUK has 35 qualified authors. This 

confirms the suggestion that some authors participate more frequently in the posts and 

discussions of their fora. For instance, in the LocalSustUK forum, Author ID: J*** 

not only has the longest ALD (729 days), but also has the longest APD (284 days). 

This author therefore posted 2.14 articles every day they accessed the LocalSustUK 

forum, and every 3.89 days he/she raised a discussion topic-thread with other 

members. In this case, the author is qualified as a frequent authors and their influence 

on the communication model should be considered.  

The number of authors who feature on the β-List is similar to the number of 

authors who are enrolled on the α-List, but the statistics show that only 82 authors are 

listed on both the α-List and the β-List. Within each group, this corresponds to 17 

authors from Climate Concern, 19 from OurPlanet, 25 from the Transition Towns 

Forum, and 21 from LocalSustUK. It is suggested that these authors’ frequent 

involvement may have impacts on fora members’ opinion. The implications of 

frequent involvement are illustrated below in the Figure 4-5 of Model 2. 
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           Figure 4-5. Model 2 of online communication flow 

 

 

   

     

 

 

 

 

     Model 2 is established on the findings of the β-List analysis, which shows that 

frequent users exist, and therefore that the online communication model should 

consider the influence of frequency of communication. Frequent members (β-List 

authors) are familiar with communicating with other members, and their interactions 

are frequently seen by fora users. In other words, it is as watching a television show in 

which the β-List authors play leading actors/actresses and interact with other roles 

(participants). 

 

3. Authors’ Networking with Other Fora Members: The Gamma (γ) List of 

Networking Ability 

    In addition to level of activeness and frequency of communication, the analysis 

further explored fora members’ interactions on the basis of authors’ networking ability. 

The authors’ networking ability is measured by ranking both the “author’s total 

triggered topic-threads” (ATT) and the “authors’ obtained replies” (AR): authors who 

trigger more topic-threads and obtain more replies are suggested to be more active 

and efficient at initiating discussions and networking with other members. Authors 

with exceptional performance in both ATT and AR are supposed to be significantly 

capable of networking with other fora members.  
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Table 4-10. Comparison Statistics of Authors’ Networking Ability (γ-List) 

 Climate Concern OurPlanet / EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 
γ-List General γ-List General γ-List General γ-List General 

Total Authors 29 389 32 442 34 489 29 362 
Average ATT 11.72 1.12 3.38 0.60 5.00 0.72 9.38 1.32 
Average AR 10.38  1.17 11.21 1.46 14.21 2.22 10.62 1.92 

 

     As Table 4-10 indicates, the results of the statistical analysis show that some 

authors in these fora indeed possess significant networking ability (ranked as the top 

20% of authors in both ATT and AR): 29 authors in Climate Concern are qualified as 

γ-List authors among 389; OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum has 32; Transition Towns 

Forum has 34; and LocalSustUK has 29. This result indicates the existence of a 

communication process that has authors with significant networking ability, and 

where these authors lead dominant interactions with members in the fora.  

As a result, the existence of these γ-List authors implies a communication model 

(Model 3) that includes significant networking ability, and interactions between 

members as shown in the following Figure 4-6. 
 

           Figure 4-6. Model 3 of online communication flow 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
   
     In the illustrated model, communication flow between these γ-List authors and 

other members is dominant, while interactions among non-γ-List authors are not as 

significant or frequent. The γ-List authors are major initiators and objects of 

Non γ-List Authors Non γ-List Authors 

  Isolates  
(silent members) 

 Isolates 
(low-participants) 

Message Flow 

Feedback Flow 
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interaction among members, and they are surrounded by their repliers as the centre of 

a social network topology. From the results of the analysis, messages are delivered 

and discussed by γ-List author-centred social networks, and the fora are formed of 

these networks, plus isolates (low-participants and silent members).  

    The models depict above present the communication process on the basis of 

ranked authors’ activeness, frequency, and networking ability, which result in different 

types of message flow in the online communication process. Nevertheless, in the 

thesis research, the communication process and roles involved are further studied 

based on comparing the findings from fora statistics regarding authors’ performance 

and fora users’ self-reports of their activities and perceptions of the fora 

communication process. By deploying questionnaires online, a web survey is 

conducted in the research to collect fora users’ perceptions; during the research period 

(2007~2009), respondents of the web survey were asked to report their perceptions of 

the fora communication process. The result should contribute to have further 

understandings of the communication process.   

In the web survey, a series of items in Q12 is specially designed that aims to 

explore respondents’ views on the perspectives and the influences of the forum 

communication process. Figure 4-7 below shows the responses: respondents tend to 

agree with some statements describing their communication activities online, 

including searching for the latest information (Q12-2 Avg. Score = 4.86), seeking out / 

search for others’ opinions or comments (Q12-1 Avg. Score= 4.75), and sharing posts 

from the forum with non-members (Q12-10 Avg. Score=4.55). However, some 

activities are not as popular as seeking information and opinion or sharing posts, such 

as seeking perspectives different from mainstream views (Q12-7 Avg. Score=3.87), 

persuading others (Q12-8 Avg. Score=3.89) and seeking perspectives different from 

respondents’ own (Q12-6 Avg. Score=4.03). As a result, the respondents’ preference 

according to the survey shows a process of seeking information, as also found in the 

“use and gratification” theory of mass media communication, which recognized the 

active roles of audiences in the communication process (Ko et al., 2008; See Chapter 

2).   
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Q12 series identifies respondents’ preferences of communication activities in 

the fora communication process. To analyse their perceptions of the importance of 

their own views, categories of response for Q12-8 and Q12-9 (See the statement of 

Q12-8 and Q12-9 in Figure4-7 above) were re-arranged as “Agree” and “Disagree” 

Figure 4-7. Respondents’ experiences on seeking opinions 
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and used in a correlation analysis with Q11 (“people’s opinions are relevant, a little 

relevant, or irrelevant to main views in fora”). The significance of the correlation in 

the analysis was provided by Pearson’s R (Pearson correlation coefficient). It was 

found that there is a correlation between the results of Q12-8 and Q12-9 (r=0.51, p = 

0.000 i.e. < 0.05), Q11 (importance of individuals’ opinions) and Q12-8 (r=0.35, p = 

0.002 i.e. < 0.05). This indicates that respondents who tend to persuade others also 

urge others to consider certain aspects of issues, and they recognize the relevance of 

individuals’ views to those expressed in the forum tend to agree with persuading 

others to accept their views. The correlation between Q11 and Q12-8, Q12-8 and 

Q12-9 reveals respondents’ divided attitudes and activities based on their perceptions 

of fora communication. 
 
 
 

4-4. Members’ Motivation for Participating in Fora 

Communication Process 
 

Not just sensing potential of authors’ opinion leadership and networking level in 

online interactions through the web survey, but also to complete the depiction of 

forms of the online communication process, it is suggested to ask members’ 

motivation for participating and initiating communication in the web survey.  

 

4-4-1. Motivation of Participating in Communication 
  

Respondents’ motivation for forum access is firstly probed in Q6 1 of the web 

survey. By providing several options in the questionnaire, Q6 helps identify the most 

popular answer (81.51%) for their access motivation, it is to seek information about 

environmental issues rather than simply climate change issues (See Table 4-11 

below).  

1 [Q6] What are the main reasons you visit / have joined this forum? 
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Table 4-11. [Q6] What are the main reasons you visit / have joined this forum? 

Response Chart 
Percentage in 
Respondents Count 

I’m interested in seeking 
information about environmental 
issues (not just climate change 
issues)  

  

81.51% 97 

I’m interested in establishing more 
dialogue (i.e. leaving comments, 
posting replies, etc.) with other 
users in this forum  

  

49.58% 59 

I look for opportunities to have 
discussions with people who have 
different views to mine 

  
46.22% 55 

I  like to learn more about 
opinions of other members of this 
forum  

  
41.18% 49 

I’m interested in seeking 
information about climate change 
issues  

  
36.97% 44 

I’m interested in sharing 
information and knowledge  with 
others who visit / access the forum  

  
34.45% 41 

I have friends who have joined this 
forum  

  31.93% 38 

I generally identify with the goal of 
this forum  

  24.37% 29 

I feel proud of being a member of 
this forum given its environmental 
focus   

  
19.33% 23 

I generally share the views of other 
members in this forum  

  9.24% 11 

Other reasons   5.04% 6 

I can’t remember my specific 
reasons for joining this forum 

 0% 0 

 Total Responses 119 

 

    The “perceiving” mode presented by respondents (information seeking and 

looking for different voices) may not be the only attitude regarding their discussions 

or actions about climate change. Some respondents did present a “willing-to-share” 
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attitude in the survey. Expressing ideas (occupied 49.58%) can be suggested as 

another key point next to obtaining information for accessing fora, and people tend to 

access these fora to provide their ideas rather than simply to perceive views from 

others. Also there are about 34% who said they are willing to share information or 

knowledge with members in the forum, and regard such willingness as one of their 

motivations for accessing these fora. 

    Relatively few respondents claim that their reason for accessing fora is to 

approve the nature of these fora (focusing on environmental topics) (19.33%). Though 

the focus of these fora is identified and acknowledged by about a quarter of 

respondents, they are not necessarily main reason of why these users came to access 

fora as fora hosts supposed (i.e. enhancing concerns of climate change issues). The 

result also corresponds to 46.22% respondents' claim that they look for opportunities 

to have discussions with people who have different views.  

     Despite the “open-minded” attitude shown above in the respondents’ self-report, 

a significant tendency of contradiction is also presented: 31.93% respondents suggest 

they access these fora because “they have friends who have joined this forum”. This 

tendency links to respondents’ motivation of accessing fora and interacting with their 

friends who usually did share similar views, and what people recognise as their “real 

objectives” in communication. Based on the survey results, it is considered that 

people are reluctant to express the attitude that they still look for supporting groups 

rather than those opponents with different viewpoints. The influence also links to the 

importance of ‘real’ group / communities, and later findings suggest online interaction 

has a high level of overlapping with existing contacts, as shown in topic-thread 

analysis in the qualitative analysis section (See Chapter 5). 

   The distribution of these answers are similar across the four forums (See 

Appendix Table in Appendix III: Record of Qualitative Analysis –– Topic-Thread 

Coding Record, P335-384); the results revealed that most respondents visit their 

forum for seeking information about environmental issues (not just for climate change 

issues) (81.51% in total), establishing dialogues (49.58%), and looking for / 

discussing different viewpoints (46.22%).  
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4-4-2. Motivation of Initiating Online Discussion  

 

The results of this web survey also provide some insights regarding respondents’ 

motivation for initiating online discussion. Question Q82 directly asked respondents 

to provide their main reasons through ticking listed options (multiple choices) or 

writing their own reasons in an open text box (see Table 4-12). 
 

Table 4-12. [Q8] Members’ Motivations of Initiating Discussions 

Response Chart 
Percentage in 
Respondents Count 

I’m interested in a topic and keen 
to know more (i.e. information or 
opinions) from other users 

  
69.23% 72 

I’m interested in a topic and want 
to  share information, ideas, 
comments, or actions that may 
contribute to other discussions 

  

60.58% 63 

I want to encourage networking 
among users in this forum 

  59.62% 62 

I can’t remember my specific 
reasons for initiating discussion in 
this forum 

 
0% 0 

Other reasons (please write in the 
box) 

 0% 0 

Total Responses (respondents) 104 

 

     As shown above, there are roughly 70% of respondents who suggested that their 

motivation for initiating discussions should include seeking more information, 60.58% 

yearn to share messages and comments with other members and almost an equivalent 

number of respondents (59.62%) want to encourage networking among users in the 

forum. As a result, these respondents’ answers can be regarded as reflective of their 

aspirations: they tend to seek information and perceive others’ ideas on the climate 

2 [Q8] If you have initiated a discussion on this forum, please tell me your reasons for doing so. 
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change issue either via posted articles or networking in discussions (topic-threads in 

fora) before they can decide and take their actions; many of them are also keen to 

build social networks through the internet fora.  

    The answer rate of Q8 was relatively high (87.39%), 104 respondents provided 

their reasons for posting articles and initiating discussions in fora. This indicates that 

these respondents could be very active and capable of initiating topic-threads in fora 

which is different from the composition of fora members revealed by fora statistics.  

   Based on respondents’ motivations of accessing and participating in fora 

communication, respondents tend to play various roles, such as “silent audiences”, 

“speakers” that express their ideas, or “networkers” that join and initiate fora social 

networks. Interactions among these roles deserve to have further analyses as they are 

the foundation of the online communication process in internet fora. 

 

 

4-5. Conclusions 
 

Overall, some characteristics of online communication process in fora have 

been revealed through analysing the content statistics in four selected fora and the 

web survey conducted during the two years’ (2007.11 ~ 2009.11) research period. 

Though the communication technology used in internet forum usually allows fora 

users to post photos, sounds, and videos online, contents in the four selected fora are 

still mainly text (articles) (See Section 4-1); only a relatively limited number of users 

control the posted content in fora, while most registered members kept silent during 

the research period (See Section 4-2). It is also found that the online communication 

process in fora does not only depend on members’ actively seeking information, but 

also on members’ willingness of expressing ideas and interacting with others (See 

Section 4-3). Nevertheless, since the distribution of authors by numbers of their 

postings in four selected fora is not diverse, and these limited authors did post 

considerable volumes of contents in fora, it is suggested that the information sought 
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(by fora users) are also limited, and users could only have discussions with quite few 

populations of members in these fora.  

Based on the results revealed, it is argued that fora members access information 

regarding climate change from limited sources of opinions in fora even though they 

may not be aware of the confined communication context; information and the 

interactions are shared and done in a much smaller population of social group in fora, 

but users may interpret the messages and viewpoints as the public opinion in real 

society. Since these few authors could play “key roles” in the communication process, 

several models of fora communication flow are suggested with considerations of 

authors’ performance in activeness, participation frequency and networking ability 

that could result in different development of communication flow as shown in the 

chapter (See Section 4-3).  

In the Q12 of web survey for further exploring fora users’ communication 

activities, it shows that the preference of respondents’ communication activities online 

can be classified as 1) Seeking information and comments; 2) Consulting others and 

getting support; 3) Looking for different perspectives.  

The evidence of the relationship of authors’ divided confidence level and their 

communication activities emerged from the correlation analysis of Q11 and Q12-8, 

Q12-9. With the recognition of their obtained responses, authors who have similar 

views or share same values are encouraged, and the process forms discussions with 

inclined preferences of information and interactions. Most respondents claim that they 

have contributed to discussions. Their usage of, and motivation to, access the fora are 

mainly on the basis of networking with other members. 

The analysis also indicates that Climate Concern and LocalSustUK, which use 

the same platform (Yahoo! Groups), have similar numbers of authors with similar 

numbers of posted articles and replies. Hence the platform or communication 

technology applied by fora users could also affect the process of fora communication, 

which could lead to reply-oriented topic-thread discussions (OurPlanet / EarthDay 

group) or post-oriented topic-thread discussions (Climate Concern and LocalSustUK 

groups). 
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The study reveals members’ online communication models and thus should 

benefit the understandings of the effectiveness of opinion exchange in fora 

communication process, which could contribute to climate change communication 

online. The communication process is a combination of information gathering and in 

some cases, reading interactive content generated by members, with a focus on 

finding posts with similar views or values. Some particularly active authors could 

occupy key roles in fora contents on the basis of the assessment of their activities in 

terms of joining the forum and posting/replying to articles; as a result, it is argued that 

some key authors emerged in the fora communication process, and the findings from 

content statistics are supported by the web survey of fora members. The following 

chapter therefore discusses how the role of communicators and opinion leaders (if 

existed) present themselves in the online communication process, as well as the 

influence of this active authorship and limited discussions (among small populations 

with inclined views, values and specific repliers) on people’s perceptions of climate 

change issues.  
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Chapter 5. Roles in Online Communication 

 

5-0. Introduction 
 

Communication in internet fora involves members accessing content and 

interacting with others, carrying out different roles in this process. In Chapter 4, these 

roles have been explored following the identification of participants’ characteristics in 

the communication process. The analysis in Chapter 4 showed that fora participants 

can be portrayed as silent readers, or authors with regards to how they handle online 

content; as posters, or repliers with regards to asynchronous discussions; and as 

followers, or active authors in two-step communication. This chapter is dedicated to 

exploring those roles further in online fora communication, contributing to answer the 

second research question, which regards the roles of online communicators in Internet 

fora and how do these roles are developed.  

 

 

5-1. Observers’ Roles in Communication  
 

As was found in Chapter 4, the level of activity differs among fora members. 

Members who keep silent (i.e. make no posts) are found to be the majority. These 

silent members (or “lurkers” as described by some scholars (e.g. Ridings, Gefen & 

Arinze, 2006) not participate in fora discussions, they can be considered as ‘observers’  

who do not interact with others nor present their attitudes (i.e. views and opinions for 

/ against a particular view) in fora communication activities, but exist widely in the 

four selected fora.  The roles that observers play are not directly detectable in online 

contents, but their functions can be identified. Results of the web survey (Q131) 
1 [Q13.] Have you ever accessed information or discussions regarding climate change issues on this 
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indicate the majority of observers do actively look for information regarding climate 

change issues (65%) but do not join the discussions (33%), as shown in Figure 5-1 

below. If observers can be considered as the equivalent of more traditional readers or 

audiences, authors and active authors fill the role of writers or reporters in fora, as 

referring to traditional media.  

 

  Figure 5-1. Respondents’ access of climate change information 

 

 

Q14-12 reveals what types of information respondents sought. Table 5-1 shows 

information that respondents primarily sought was (in order of priority, from most 

sought after to least): information regarding collective actions or personal behaviours, 

collective or public opinions, information on technology development, controversial 

issues, scientific knowledge, sceptical views, information on campaigns, information 

regarding policy and regulations, and finally other information. 

 
 

forum? 
2 [Q14-1] What type of information regarding climate change and energy have you accessed from this 

forum? 

[Q13] Access of Climate change Issues 
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Table 5-1. [Q14-1] Information Sought from the four fora combined 

Response Chart 
Percentage in 
Respondents Count 

Information on collective actions or 
personal behaviours 

  78.2% 93 

Collective / public opinions   63.9% 76 

Information on technology 
development 

  54.6% 65 

Controversial issues and 
considerations 

  51.3% 61 

Scientific knowledge   44.5% 53 

Sceptical viewpoints   34.5% 41 

Campaigns    
32.8% 

39 

Policy and regulations   29.4% 35 

Other information   0.8% 1 

 Total Responses 119 

     

     Overall, members’ main purpose in accessing these online fora is to look for 

people’s opinions and comments, in combination with information on individual and 

collective actions. Some scientific knowledge and sceptical viewpoints are sometimes 

searched for but these are not respondents’ main use of the fora. The results of Q13 

and Q14-1 reveal roles of respondents (mainly as observers) and their purposes 

(accessing information and perceiving others’ comments) to access fora, with 

relatively few interests to participate in discussions. The survey then enquired those 

respondents who skip accessing information or discussion contents (of climate 

change), through using an open question (Q14-23). The most frequently mentioned 

reasons were 1) they had no time to read around the issue, 2) they regarded fora as a 

place for networking rather than for discussion, 3) because of “controversial” 

messages made by a small group that they preferred not to engage with. This analysis 

3 [Q14-2.] If you ever skip fora contents regarding climate change issues, could you please tell me why 

you did not access or become involved in such discussions on this forum 
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was based on limited responses to Q14-2 (only 6 answers collected) (see Table 5-2). 

 
Table 5-2. [Q14-2] Reasons Why Respondents Do not Access or Get Involved 

 in Discussion 
Respondent’s Report in Q14-2 Times Given 

Lack of time  2 

Looking for information and good links to other sources of information 1 

Respondents don't see this as a discussion fora, rather it is regarded as a 
network to exchange information 1 

Respondents suggest that the majority of posts are made by a very small 
group of people who tend to discuss energy issues which are outside the 
real scope of the focus (i.e. they are not concerned with local SD issues). 

1 

Respondents don’t understand contents of discussions in a fora 1 

 
The limited collection of respondents’ reasons of not participating in discussion 

in fora cannot represent the nature of observers, in that they prefer to keep silent (i.e. 

not reply/comment). However, observers do not expect others to be observers; quite 

on the contrary, as introduced in Chapter 4, in the web survey (Q6) it shows that 

respondents’ motivations for accessing fora includes networking with others, and 

nearly half (49.6%) of respondents present a willingness to establish dialogue with 

other users in fora (i.e. leaving comments, posting replies, etc.). In fact, 46.2% claim 

to be looking for opportunities to discuss with someone who has different viewpoints, 

and 41% like to learn more about other members’ opinions. So observers may be 

lurking silently for most of the time in fora, but they do not wish others to be 

observers as well. In this way, the observers aim to engage with their views, without 

however contributing directly. This implies that observers will be silent if views 

presented in the discussions (both by posters and repliers) differ from theirs. This may 

be a strategy by observers of avoiding conflicts in online fora, which distract 

participants’ attention and consume their energy, as frequently shown in the 

qualitative analysis of topic-threads in the following sub-sections (See 5-2-2 – 

Qualitative Analysis of KAs’ Initiated Topic-Threads).  
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In Chapter 4, the statistics of contents and web survey results suggest that few 

authors participate in fora discussions, but they contribute considerably in generating 

discussion content. These correspond to the results in this chapter 5 on observers’ 

roles and their reasons for not joining online discussions. In the next section, the focus 

is on detecting roles of those members who are authors (i.e. not observers) in the 

process of online communication.  
 
 

5-2. Roles of Active Authors and Key Authors 
 
As outlined in Chapter 3, members who post or reply to more than one article are 

regarded as active authors in fora, and some active authors are further considered “key 

authors” (see definition in Box 3-1). Chapter 4 have identified the potential existence 

of these key authors, who are active authors with significantly higher levels of 

activeness, are frequent participants in fora communications, and are capable 

networkers in statistics of their participation in fora.  

The roles of key authors in fora communication are explored in this section. To 

further analyse authors’ roles in fora communication flow, authors’ roles are firstly 

examined by ranking their performance, and then are further explored via qualitative 

approach, as summarised below.  

 

5-2-1. The KA List: Ranking Author’s Performance 
 
Key authors are selected from those authors who are ranked in the top 20% of 

level of activeness (i.e. indicate very high activity), participate more frequently in fora 

communication, and are more capable of networking with others. Based on the α 

(Activeness), β (Frequency), and γ (Networking) performance lists, authors’ 

performance was ranked. Authors’ rankings are weighted and calculated as “scores” 

(0~100) of performance on the three lists. The authors’ scores in the three lists are 

then summed up (full scores = 300), and those authors whose total scores are ranked 
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as top 20% in their fora are qualified as “key authors” (KAs) in the research.  

As a result, 12 key authors are identified in Climate Concern (3.1% of total 

authors); the OurPlanet / EarthDay also has 12 key authors (2.7% of total authors); 

Transition Towns has 7 KAs (1.4% of total authors), and LocalSustUK has 5 KAs (1.4% 

of total authors), see Table 5-3.   
 

Table 5-3. Total Ranking of Four Fora’ Authors’ Performances 

Fora Title Climate Concern 
OurPlanet / 
EarthDay 

Transition Towns LocalSustUK 

Total number of “KA” Authors 12 12 7 5 
Average α (ACT) Score 

 (full scores=300) 
277.31 277.33 290.41 288.63 

Averageβ(FREQ) Score 
 (full scores=300) 

189.68 132.29 157.26 193.35 

Averageγ(Network) Score 
 (full scores=200) 

182.68 179.28 188.46 135.71 

Average KA (Total) Score 
(full scores=300) 

281.99 271.91 192.78 282.93 

 

  The results reveal that KAs do exist: these authors are not only ranked as top 20% 

in terms of activeness (α list), frequency of participation (β list), and networking 

capability (γ list), but also have overall highest performance in each forum (their total 

scores ranked as top 20%). Climate Concern Forum and OurPlanet / EarthDay have 

the most KAs while the LocalSustUK has the least numbers of KAs. Nevertheless, 

LocalSustUK’s KAs have obtained the highest average total scores, indicating KAs in 

the LocalSustUK forum are the most notable authors in the three aspects of 

performance. Comparisons of the KAs’ performance in the three aspects of activeness, 

frequently participation and networking capability in the four fora are further 

illustrated in Tables 5-4, 5-5, and 5-6. 
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Table 5-4. Performance Comparison of Key Authors (KA) and Total Authors 

(Activeness) 
Fora Title Climate Concern OurPlanet / EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 

Numbers (%) of KAs’ posted 
articles (ATP)  

1675 (61.40%) 95 (23.63%) 201(32.21%) 985(47.70%) 

KAs’ AVG=139.58 KAs’ AVG=7.92 KAs’ AVG=12.56 KAs’ AVG=197.00 

Numbers (%) of KAs’ posted 
replies (ATR) 

469(38.19%) 869(46.65%) 627(38.56%) 232(13.41%) 

KAs’ AVG=39.08 KAs’ AVG=72.42 KAs’ AVG=39.19 KAs’ AVG=46.40 

Numbers of Words (%) in 
KAs’ Postings (ATW) 

1311964 (58.68%) 141549(29.98%) 102246(32.20%) 91114(30.75%) 

KAs’ AVG= 
109330.33 

KAs’ AVG= 
11795.75 

KAs’ AVG= 
14606.57 

KAs’ AVG= 
18222.8 

Total Numbers of Articles 
Average ATP of All Authors 

2728 402 635 2072 

AVG=7.01 AVG=0.91 AVG=1.30 AVG=5.72 
Total Numbers of Replies 
Average ATR of All Authors 

1228 1863 1582 1730 
AVG=3.16 AVG=4.21 AVG=3.24 AVG=4.78 

Average ATW of All Authors 
2235642 472073 317501 1821478 
AVG=5747.15 AVG=1068.04 AVG=649.29 AVG=5031.71 

 

     Though the number of qualified key authors is relatively few in the four fora (as 

a result only 2.14% of total authors are qualified the above criteria in four fora), their 

contributions to the contents of the fora are very large, as shown in the KAs’ 

activeness table (Table 5-4). On the Climate Concern Fora, 61.40% of contents are 

generated by KAs, while more than half of posted contents (58.68%) in terms of word 

count are contributed by these KAs. Key authors’ contribution to the OurPlanet / 

EarthDay forum is more limited than in the other three fora (in numbers of postings 

and word count of written content) but their performance in terms of responding to 

others is the strongest among the four fora. The finding corresponds to the observation 

of content statistics in Chapter 4 (See Table 4-1), which suggests that responding to 

others’ posts is a major method (52.31%) of communication in the OurPlanet / 

EarthDay Forum. Fewer KAs are found on the Transition Towns Forum, but their 

contribution is also considerable in KAs’ posted articles (ATA) (32.21%), KAs’ posted 

replies (ATR) (38.56%), and Words (%) in KAs’ Postings (ATW) (32.20%). Similarly, 

on the LocalSustUK Forum, only 5 KAs are found, but they contribute to a total 47.7% 

of ATA, 30.755 of ATW. However, a relatively low percentage of KAs’ ATR (13.47%) 
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is found in the LocalSustUK Forum, implying that in this forum these KAs focus 

more on posting articles and less on responding to others.  
 

Table 5-5. Performance Comparison of Key Authors (KA) and Total Authors 
(Participation Frequency) 

Index of Participation Frequency Climate Concern OurPlanet / EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 
Average APD (Day) of KAs 71.08 49.92 49.18 147.80 
Average ALD (Day) of KAs 337.50 221.17 137.76 693.40 
Average APD (Day) of All Authors 6.20 2.87 2.51 7.67 
Average ALD (Day) of All Authors 88.78 25.55 14.77 136.20 

 

   The calculation of access statistics in Table 5-5 indicates the comparison of KAs’ 

performance and all authors’ performance in average in participation frequency. KAs 

in Climate Concern have 71.08 participation days in average over the two-year period, 

and the average lifetime span (i.e. from the day the KA first communicated on the 

forum  by posting articles or replies, to the day the KA posted the last article / reply, 

during the research period) in this forum is more than 337.5 days. On the other hand, 

KAs from the OurPlanet / Earth Day Fora on average have relatively fewer specific 

participation days (49.92 days), and the lifetime of these fora is only about 221 days. 

KAs in the Transition Towns forum have 49.18 participation days in average during 

the two-year research period, and their lifetime spent on the forum averages 137.76 

days. KAs in the LocalSustUK Forum have the longest participation days (147.8 days 

in average) during the two-year research period, and their lifetime span is also the 

longest – more than 693.4 days in average. The statistics indicate that KAs in the 

LocalSustUK forum are the most permanent of the four fora. This forum is therefore 

suggested to be more “sticky” to key authors, who are willing to spend more time in 

the forum.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
130 

 



 
Table 5-6. Networking Capability of KA 

Index of Networking Capability Climate Concern OurPlanet / EarthDay Transition Towns LocalSustUK 
Numbers (%) of  
KA initiated topic-threads(ATT) 

272(62.67%) 82(30.83%) 126(35.69%) 194(40.50%) 

KAs’ AVG=22.67 KAs’ AVG=6.83 KAs’ AVG=7.88 KAs’ AVG=38.80 
Numbers (%) of  
KA obtained repliers (AR) 

203(44.52%) 208(32.15%) 318(29.28%) 207(29.74%) 

KAs’ AVG=16.92 KAs’ AVG=17.33 KAs’ AVG=19.88 KAs’ AVG=41.40 
Total No. of topic-threads 
Average ATT of Fora Authors 

434 266 353 480 

AVG=1.12 AVG=0.60 AVG=0.72 AVG=1.33 

Total No. of obtained repliers 
Average AR of Fora Authors 

456 647 1086 697 

AVG=1.17 AVG=1.46 AVG=2.22 AVG=1.93 

 
Moving on to networking ability, Table 5-6 shows that KAs’ ability to initiate 

discussions online and respond to them, is considerable. On Climate Concern, KAs 

initiated more than 62% topic-threads and earned about 44% of individual repliers; on 

OurPlanet / EarthDay (32.15%), Transition Towns (29.28%), and LocalSustUK 

(29.74%) fora, KAs obtained around the same percentage of individual repliers. The 

considerable number of initiated topic-threads and obtained repliers from KAs 

demonstrates their capability of initiating discussions among members. This should 

help to form virtual social networks in fora.  

The results in Tables 5-4, 5-5, and 5-6 present a clearer understanding of the 

characteristics of the roles of key authors in fora: overall only 36 (2.14%) authors are 

recognised as key authors but they are significant content contributors, posting 51.71% 

of articles and 34.6% of replies in the four fora; they are also frequent participants in 

accessing fora, whereby members could frequently see their comments or get in 

contact via posting and replying to articles; and finally they are important online 

social network builders who not only initiated 41.51% of topic-threads, but are also 

recognised by other members and obtained 32.44% of responses in these fora. These 

KAs appear to have boundless energy in terms of getting involved and being active in 

the fora, suggesting their roles are crucial in online fora discussions and the 

generation of fora contents, which should be accessed by all fora users and decisive to 

these users’ impressions of online discussions in these fora.  
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Since key authors fill active roles in building fora contents, in accessing and 

participating in fora communication and in initiating discussion among fora members, 

a further examination of their postings and initiated discussions is useful in order to 

understand their roles in online interactions in more detail. Qualitative analyses of 

their posts which have initiated discussions (from records during the research period) 

are used, as outlined in the following sub-section.  
 
 

5-2-2. Qualitative Analysis of Key Authors’ Initiated 

Topic-Threads 

 

In order to analyse key authors’ roles in online communication more deeply, a 

qualitative content analysis of topic-threads initiated by key authors was conducted. 

Like other members’ postings, key authors’ messages are well recorded in the archives 

of the four internet fora sampled. Thus key authors’ topic-threads are regarded as raw 

data for analysing roles in the interactions between KAs and other authors. From each 

fora two topic-threads initiated by KAs are selected (eight topic-threads in total) and 

labelled as topic-threads SN1 to SN8. The selection of sampled topic-threads is 

described in Chapter 3. KAs who initiated these sampled topic-threads (as initial topic 

key author) are listed but their original IDs have been omitted to protect their identity; 

see Table 5-7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
132 

 



Table 5-7. Topic-Threads Chosen from Four Fora 
Sampling Topic-Thread (initiated by KA)(Fora of “Climate Concern”) 

Topic SN Topic-Thread 
Unique 
Replier 

Reply 
Number 

Initial Topic 
Key Author 

SN1 
Global Warming - a century of warming or not?  
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Climate Concern/message/14428 

8 26 J*** 

SN2 
tropical tropospheric warming...today's IPCC scientist report 
http://groups.fyahoo.com/group/Climate Concern/message/15678 
  

5 26 A*** 

SN3 

What are you doing to be green? 
http://fora.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=messageboard.vie
wThread&entryID=665385&categoryID=0&type=friendFora&fr
iendID=26544757&IsSticky=0&Mytoken=6B2B1053-800D-40E
6-971F53BE0A39425E407711410  

26 57 C*** 

SN4 

Go NUCLEAR!!!!!! 
http://fora.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=messageboard.vie
wThread&entryID=557274&categoryID=0&type=friendFora&fr
iendID=26544757&IsSticky=0&Mytoken=FA09DBC2-19F4-40
24-9F0316905BF44419100287100  

23 75 H*** 

SN5 

Hopenhagen to Brokenhagen at Copenhagen - "Where do we go 
from here?" 
http://2011.archive.transitionnetwork.org/forum/topic/hopenhage
n-to-brokenhagen-at-copenhagen-where-do-we-go-from-here  

5 10 

S*** 

SN6 
Collaborative approach: comments invited 
http://transitiontowns.org/fora/topic/collaborative-approach-com
ments-invited 

14 30 
B*** 

SN7 
Home owners Are Not Ready For ZeroCarbon Homes, Research 
Shows 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/LocalSustUK/message/9575  

10 17 J*** 

SN8 
EU forms algae group, plans first conference 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/LocalSustUK/message/11552  
9 19 F*** 

   

To explore key authors’ roles and their interactions with other members in the 

eight topic-threads, the initial posts of key authors who initiated the topic-threads are 

first coded and analysed. As shown in Table 5-8 below, these initial postings can be 

divided into several categories: 1) postings that seek to inform (i.e. provide 

information); 2) postings that express authors’ comments and ideas; 3) postings that 

aim to stimulate members’ interest and to join discussions (i.e. by raising questions or 

posting events). Key authors’ attitudes in their initial postings can also be categorised 

as: 1) a supporting attitude towards actions for climate change (coded as S); 2) neutral 
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including open questions or open-minded comments (coded as N1), or where no 

specific attitudes or preference can be detected (coded as N2); and 3) negative 

towards, or raising challenges regarding actions for climate change issues (coded as 

D). These initial postings on selected topic-threads SN1~SN8 therefore can be sorted 

as following Table 5-8.  

 
Table 5-8. Initial Postings' Content of SN1 ~ SN8 

Topic 
Thread 

OKA’s Content Type 
Attitude to Behaviour Change 
for Tackling Climate Change 

SN1 “Information Resource”; “Idea / Comment” Decline 
SN2 “Information Resource” Decline 
SN3 “Chatting / Networking” Open Mind 
SN4 “Chatting / Networking” Support 
SN5 “Idea / Comment” Support 
SN6 “Sharing Experiences”, “Chatting / Networking” Open Mind 
SN7 “Information Resource” Support 
SN8 “Information Resource” Support 

Total “Information Resource”: 4 (50%)  “Idea/Comment”: 2 (25%) 
“Sharing Experiences”: 1 (12.5%) “Chatting / Networking”: 2 (25%) 

S: 4 (50%)    D: 2: (25%) 
N1: 2 (25%)   N2: 0 (0%) 

 

As shown in Table 5-8, the initial posts of the eight topic-threads key authors 

present different perspectives on climate change issues. Four of these topic-threads 

favour discussions about actions in response to climate change (50%), whilst a quarter 

criticised (25%) current claims on climate change and the rest held a neutral attitude 

(25%) while chatting and networking with other members. Content provided by 

authors’ initial posts included information (50%), individual comments (25%), 

experiences (12.5%), and some networking activities (37.5%).   

The various attitudes presented in initial postings triggered different types of 

responses on the fora. For instance, in SN1, the initial topic key author declined 

actions for climate change, and concluded that “We frequently hear about a century of 

global warming …now that we have are in a decade without warming after only 2 

decades of warming, but that simply is not what the science says” (J***, 2008). As a 

result, the assertion actually initiated debates in SN1, which involved 25 replies with 

seven unique repliers arguing with each other. On the other hand, some participants in 
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the discussions asked questions that were irrelevant to the topic discussed.  

     In the following analysis of KAs’ initiated topic-threads, content generated by 

repliers to initial postings are also coded and categorised. Firstly, it is found that these 

replies can be divided into similar categories as KAs’ initial postings, such as: 

information resources, ideas or comments, sharing experiences, and chatting or 

networking activities. However, repliers’ attitudes are more complex. Table 5-9 below 

shows the coding system for these replies, which is used to categorise repliers' 

attitudes in terms of a supporting / challenging attitude in their postings. 
 
 

Table 5-9. Coding of Attitudes in Repliers' Postings 
Types of Attitude Code 

Express Support for OP* SO 
Express Support for  

Actions of Tackling Climate Change Issue  
SB 

Communicate with others 
(not directly respond to OP*) 

Agree Viewpoints in Other Replies C1 
Disagree / Challenge Viewpoints in 

Other Replies 
C2 

Raise Questions to Other Replies C3 

Reply Questions to Other Replies C4 
Presenting Strong Opinions or 

Clear Leadership of the 
Development of Discussions 

C5 

Other Communication Activities C6 

Neutral Activities 

Raise Non-Challenging Questions 
to OP* 

N1 

Answer Questions from OP* N2 

Change to Other Subjects N3 

Neutral Activities toward 
Action for CC issue 

Open Questions NB1 

Not showing preference NB2 

Challenging OP or 
Questioning OP* (D) 

Decline OP* D1 
Raising Questions to  

Challenge OP* 
D2 

Challenging OP 
toward Actions for CC 

DB 

*OP: Initial Posting 
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As shown in Table 5-9, repliers’ attitudes can be categorised as supporting, 

neutral or opposing actions for climate change, and some repliers’ posts present can be 

categorized in more detail, including agreeing / disagreeing with viewpoints in others 

replies (coded as C1 and C2), raising more questions and replying questions to other 

replies (coded as C3 and C4), presenting strong opinion or “leadership” of discussion 

development (coded as C5), and other miscellaneous communication activities that 

cannot be directly categorised (coded as C6). The supporting attitudes can also be 

further divided into supporting the initial topic the KA raised (coded as SO), and 

supporting actions for climate change (coded as SB). The negative attitudes can be 

further divided as being opposed to initial postings (coded as D1), raising challenging 

questions to initial postings (coded as D2), and opposing actions or questionning 

actions for tackling climate change (coded as DB). As a result, SO, D1 and D2 are 

relevant to supporting or declining the initial topic of the KAs’ postings, SB and DB 

are direct attitudes that support or oppose actions towards climate change issues, and 

C1~C6 can be regarded as communication activities in the online fora topic-threads 

discussion. 

Based on the analyses of repliers’ content type and attitudes presented, the types 

of repliers’ responses in these topic-threads are summarised in Table 5-10 below. 
 

Table 5-10. Repliers’ Content Types in Selected Topic-Threads 
Topic 

Thread 
Information Resource 

(%)* 
Idea / Comment 

 (%)* 
Sharing Experience 

(%)* 
Chatting / Networking 

 (%)* Total 

SN1 4 (11.76%) 24 (70.59%) 1 (2.94%) 5 (14.71%) 34 

SN2 15 (29.41%) 23 (45.10%) 6 (11.76%) 7 (13.73%) 51 

SN3 8 (11.43%) 38 (54.29%) 19 (27.14%) 5 (7.14%) 70 

SN4 25 (27.17%) 56 (60.87%) 2 (2.17%) 9 (9.78%) 92 

SN5 0 (0%) 9 (90.00%) 0 (0%) 1 (10.00%) 10 

SN6 8 (16.67%) 16 (33.33%) 11 (22.92%) 13 (27.08%) 48 

SN7 5 (29.41%) 12 (70.59%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 17 

SN8 8 (33.33%) 11 (45.83%) 1 (4.17%) 4 (16.67%) 24 
Total 
(%)** 73 (21.10%) 189 (54.62%) 40 (11.56%) 44 (12.72%) 346*** 

(100%) 
*Percentage of content type in each topic-thread;  
**Percentage in total content-types;  
*** Some replies have multi-types of content in SN1 ~ SN8. 
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As shown in the Table 5-10, the analysis of content posted by repliers clearly 

indicates that "ideas / comments" (AVG=54.62%) are more common than other types 

of content. In some topic-threads (e.g. SN5), almost all discussions in recorded 

topic-threads were constituted by repliers' own comments. From a communications 

perspective, internet fora provide a platform for sharing thoughts among members. 

However, in the selected topic-threads, the main focus of the repliers is not to respond 

to the opinions presented in the initial posting; rather in most cases repliers express 

their own opinions which implicitly support or critique the initial postings or 

arguments. In other words, whilst the responses are initiated by the initial posts, 

repliers actually use the discussion and interactions (with initial posters or other 

members) as an opportunity to present their own perspectives and comments. As a 

result, some viewpoints in replies are even irrelevant to other posts.  

     In summary, although repliers could share information or have exchanges with 

initial posters and other group members, their prevailing interest is to post their own 

views. They are not simply passive receivers of KAs’ postings and attitudes (toward 

climate change), but are active presenters of their ideas through replying to KAs’ 

initial posts. Moreover, some irrelevant information or opinions are also found during 

the discussions, and these communication activities enable these participants (authors 

of posts in discussions) to act as networkers among members in discussion. To reveal 

their roles in these interaction processes, the following analysis includes an 

assessment of records of key authors’ interactive activities with other members (as 

repliers) in the eight selected topic-threads. 

 

 

5-3. Supporters, Challengers, and Communicators: 

Repliers’ Roles in Topic-Threads 
  
The roles of fora authors are highly different in terms of their interactions with 

each other. When KAs initiate discussions in fora, they become initial posters of 
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topic-threads. Other authors then intervene, and can take on different roles according 

to the content of KAs' initial postings. In the last section, supporters and challengers 

are found as two major roles in topic-threads initiated by KAs, according to authors’ 

level of support or opposition in the discussion threads. Roles of communicators are 

specifically found via analysing repliers’ attitudes and interactions with others. 

Though all fora authors involved in a topic-thread discussion can be regarded as 

communicators, those who are carrying out C1~C6 communication activities are 

specifically considered as communicators who present their attitudes, as described in 

the previous section. The interactions between key authors, supporters, challengers, 

and communicators in topic-threads play a significant part and initiate considerable 

amounts of discussions on fora. It becomes relevant to explore whose interactions 

with other authors in order to understand the development of fora communication.   

In this section, more focus is applied to repliers’ roles and their activities in 

online discussions by conducting analysis of online discussions via qualitative 

approach. The content of the discussions are coded and analysed in order to present 

these repliers’ information, such as absolute numbers of repliers and their interactions 

in selected topic-thread discussions in each selected forum. 

 

5-3-1. Repliers’ Roles in Climate Concern Forum’s Topic-Threads 
 
      By analysing the topic-threads selected in the Climate Concern Forum, 

repliers’ roles are explored by revealing their interactions in the discussion thread, 

which mainly regards to the discussion of climate change issues. 

 

1. Topic-Thread SN1 (Climate Concern Forum)  

    The SN1 topic-thread was initiated by one of the forum’s key authors, J***, who 

posted an article regarding the fact that global warming issues have become especially 

topical in the 20th century.  J*** raises the question of whether we are really 

witnessing global warming, or whether it is the excessive attention devoted to it and 

the concern of scientists that make people think about global warming, while there is 
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no real additional risk as compared to the state of affairs in the 20th century, as well as 

the centuries before. Repliers’ responses and roles are presented in Table 5-11 below. 
 

Table 5-11. Classification of Repliers’ Roles of SN1 
Replier 
SN Author ID Count (by numbers 

of replies) (%) 
Presented Attitude in 
Replies 

Role  
(in Thread) 

1 A✽✽✽ 7 (26.92%) 
C4-N3;C6-D1;D1;C6-C1; 
C2-N1-N3;N1-N3;C2 

Challenger 
(15.38%) 
Communicator 
(84.62%) 

2 R✽✽✽ 6 (23.08%) 
D2-C3-N3; C4; C2;  
C2; C4-N3; C2 

Communicator 
(88.89%) 
Challenger 
(11.11%) 

3 
J✽✽✽ 
(OKA) 

5 (19.23%) 
S-C2; S-C2; C2;  
C2-C4; C6-C4-C2 

OKA 
(20%) 
Communicator 
(80%) 

4 e✽✽✽ 3 (11.54%) D1; D1-C2; C4 

Challenger 
(50%) 
Communicator 
(50%) 

5 R✽✽✽ 2 (7.69%) 
C1-N3 
C3-S 

Communicator 
(75%) 
Supporter 
(25%) 

6 L✽✽✽ 1 (3.85%) C4-N3 Communicator 
(100%) 

7 r✽✽✽ 1 (3.85%) C1 Communicator 
(100%) 

8 w✽✽✽ 1 (3.85%) C6-N3 Communicator 
(100%) 

Total Count 26   (OKA=Original Key Author) 

 

     As shown in Table 5-11, 26 replies were received on the topic-thread, but these 

replies came from only eight unique repliers, including the key author who originally 

initiated the first post of the topic-thread. Among these repliers (OKA included), 
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Replier 1 (ID: “A✽✽✽ “) posted the most replies (seven posts, accounting for 26.92% 

of the total) in the topic-thread, and presented his dissent of the original postings 

(15.38% of his replies). However, it also revealed that Replier 1 had significantly 

more postings (84.62%) for answering others’ articles in the topic-thread, and their 

discussions led to the thread shifting to other topics. Similarly, Replier 2 (ID: “r✽✽✽ “) 

and Replier 4 (ID: “e✽✽✽ “) also presented their opposition to the original postings in 

an article, but spent significant time communicating with others rather than discussing 

the original postings.  

     The original key author (OKA) did not actively respond to other repliers’ 

dissentions and challenges, but posted more replies (80%) communicating with others. 

In the topic-thread, only one replier (Replier 5) presented a direct supporting attitude 

towards OKA’s comment, but in most of the postings (75%) the Replier 5 also 

actively communicated with others involved in the discussion rather than express his / 

her attitude (25%) to OKA’s post. Repliers 6, 7, and 8 only posted one reply in the 

topic-thread respectively, and all their postings do not directly reveal their attitude to 

OKA’s initial posting, but instead communicate with others in the topic-thread. Some 

repliers directly oppose the original post’s argument by pointing out the 

misinterpretation of the information presented by the KA (see the summary of repliers’ 

responses in Appendix III).  

     In summary, all repliers in the SN1 topic-thread are more like communicators 

who actively connect with each other, and some of them act in the “challenger” role 

that challenges the OKA’s comments in the initial posting. Only one replier played a 

limited “supporter” role and recognised OKA’s initial posting. Repliers’ attitudes to 

this initial topic post can be categorised as in Table 5-12 below. 
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Table 5-12. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN1 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
C2 11 24.44% 
N3 8 17.78% 
C4 7 15.56% 
C6 4 8.89% 
D1 4 8.89% 
C1 3 6.67% 
S 3 6.67% 
C3 2 4.44% 
N1 2 4.44% 
D2 1 2.22% 
Total 45 100% 
 
     Among the replies to the SN1 Topic-Thread, many authors (37.5%) present 

attitudes (D1 and D2, occupied total 11.11% in coding counts) that directly disagree 

with the initial argument of the KA, by pointing out the misinterpretation of the 

information forwarded. These repliers took an active opposing position towards the 

statement of the KA, and started asking questions that challenge the KA’s argument in 

the initial article. In this case, repliers became challengers of the KA's opinion, and 

the KA had to defend his statement for his intention of leading collective opinion. 

Nevertheless, it is also found that all these replies in the topic-thread also include 

communication activities with other participants that are not directly relevant to the 

discussion of original posts. Repliers’ attitudes in these activities are coded as C1, C2, 

C3, C4, and C6 which occupied 60% in the total coding counts. As a result the 

repliers in the SN1 topic-thread are more like communicators who actively form 

dialogues and have connections with each other.  

It appears that the KA’s statement did not get much support from the repliers 

overall. Most of them were more focused on communicating and clarifying the 

meaning of certain facts than in discussing those facts in detail. 
 
2. Topic-Thread SN2 (Climate Concern Forum)  

    Similarities exist between SN1 and the SN2 topic-thread which was initiated by 

the key author A*** who posted an article regarding tropical tropospheric warming 
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and its long term effects. The focus of the first article of SN2 was to identify the key 

cause of the tropical tropospheric warming, to discuss the genuine role of global 

warming in this issue, and to consider the scientific approach taken to the issue so far. 

The KA challenges the model of environmental science utilised in modern times, and 

encourages people to take action on climate change by posting a set of strong 

arguments. It received responses from several participants almost immediately.  

As shown below in Table 5-13, the SN2 posting generated diverse reactions from 

the participants; only 44% of the 52 replies (from 26 unique respondents) provided 

comments, while 13.46% provided networking opportunities, and roughly one-third of 

messages (30.77%) provided additional information on the issue. The percentage of 

people sharing experiences (11.54%). was much higher in comparison with SN1. This 

indicates intensive discussion by relatively few participants, all communicators (with 

different roles) in the discussion.  

Table 5-13 also shows that only five unique repliers participated in the discussion, 

though there were 26 replies in total, including the key author who generated this 

topic-thread. The original posted by the KA received the responses from several 

participants at once: Replier 5 contesting the argument of the KA and offering 

evidence to the contrary by referring to the current temperature record, while Replier 

4 supported the KA and challenged the opinions voiced by Replier 5. A large portion 

of the topic-thread was an actual dialogue between KA and Replier 2 (ID: P****w). 

Both participants were involved in an active discussion on the true role of long-term 

data in the estimates of climate change, as well as the effect of greenhouse gases on 

the overall climate. This dialogue is interrupted and turned another direction by 

Replier 3 who introduces the AGW model for discussion of the warming trend. The 

topic-thread concludes with a discussion of the bias that some researchers may have 

in their publications (by Replier 5), and Replier 2 attacking the KA about the fake 

science he is protecting.  
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Table 5-13. Classification of Repliers’ Roles of SN2 
Replier 
SN Author ID 

Count (by 
numbers of 
replies) (%) 

Presented Attitude in 
Replies 

Role  
(in Thread) 

1 
A✽✽✽ 
(OKA) 

9 (34.62%) 
S;C2-C4;C2-C3;C2;C5;C6;C
3; 
C4-C5-N3;C2-C4 

Supporter 
(7.14%) 
Communicator 
(85.71%) 
C2:28.57% 
C3:14.29% 
C4:21.43% 
C5:14.29% 
C6:7.14% 

2 P✽✽✽ 9 (34.62%) 
C2-C3;C2-C3-D2;D-C2;C1; 
C6;C2;C1-D;C4;C2 

Communicator 
(78.57%) 
C1:14.29% 
C2:35.71% 
C3:14.29% 
C4:7.14% 
C6:7.14% 
Challenger 
(21.43%) 
D1:14.29% 
D2:7.14% 

3 R✽✽✽ 4 (15.38%) C6;C4-S;C4;C4 

Supporter 
(20%) 
Communicator 
(80%) 
C4:60% 
C6:20% 

4 H✽✽✽ 2 (7.69%) S;C3-N1 

Communicator 
(C3:33.33%) 
Supporter 
(33.33%) 

5 R✽✽✽ 2 (7.69%) D2;C2-D-N3 

Challenger 
(50%) 
D:25% 
D2:25% 
Communicator 
(C2:25%) 

Total Count 26   (OKA: Original Key Author) 

  

The KA (ID: A***) posted nine replies (34.62%) and  Replier 2 (ID: P***) also 

posted nine replies, acting as a communicator and sharing new information (78.57%), 
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and opposing the opinion of the KA (21.43%). Replier 2 and Replier 5 challenged the 

KA’s views and had debates with other participants. On the other hand, Replier 3 (ID: 

R***) and Replier 4 showed clear support of the KA as shown in Table 5-13, but it 

seems that they also prefer communication activities with other participants in the 

discussion, such as replying other authors’ questions (C4).  
 

Table 5-14. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN2 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
C2 10 25.00% 
C4 7 17.50% 
C3 5 12.50% 
C6 3 7.50% 
D1 3 7.50% 
S 3 7.50% 
C1 2 5.00% 
C5 2 5.00% 
D2 2 5.00% 
N3 2 5.00% 
N1 1 2.50% 
Total 40 100% 
 
     Table 5-14 above shows repliers’ attitudes in the discussion of topic-thread SN2. 

While the challengers were highly active, they did not present any unified opinion on 

the topic they challenged, only critiqued the KA’s arguments. Moreover, the role of 

communicator and information disseminator was successfully undertaken by the 

thread creator, the KA (A***) who gathered information from other blogs, articles 

and supplementary sources to expand the participants’ views on the issue. The KA 

managed to provide comprehensive information for supporting his ideas such as 

Lindzen’s article and the IPCC report findings. As a result, climate science was 

disputed, and the attitudes of mainstream scientists were challenged during the online 

discussion; an intensive debate was initiated between the initial topic KA and repliers. 

As the debate was interrupted and turned to another topic by Replier3, 7.5% of the 

discussion supported KA opinions, while the portion  challenging / disagreeing with 

the initial post was limited to 12.5%; other uses of the discussion were 
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communicating with others (77.5%) and neutral (7.5%). In other words, most of the 

repliers’ posts reveal that they were more interested in communicating other 

information, challenging the viewpoints of all the other participants and networking. 

 

5-3-2. Repliers’ roles in the OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum 

Topic-Threads 

 

1. Topic-Thread SN3  

      Topic-thread SN3 was initiated by one of the OurPlanet key authors, C***, 

who raises the question of what it means to live a green life, and asks people to share 

opinions on what people do to protect nature and the environment. It was an open 

question raised by the KA for collecting ideas on "how to live green". This can be 

considered quite a neutral posting. A number of repliers voiced their opinions and 

shared their experiences (Table 5-15). 
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Table 5-15. Classification of Repliers’ Roles in SN3 
Replier 
SN 

Author 
ID 

% of 
replies Attitude in Replies Role (in Thread) 

1 J*** 9 
C2;C2;C2-C6;C2-C6;C2
-C4;C2-N3; 
C2-N3;C2-N3;C2-N3 

Communicator  (100%) 
C2: 100.00%; C4: 11.11% 
C6: 22.22%;  N3: 44.44% 

2 A*** 8 
D1;C2-D1;C2-C6;C3-D2
D1;D1;D1;D1 

Challenger (87.5%) 
D1: 75%; D2: 12.5% 

Communicator (37.5%) 
C2: 25.00%; C3: 12.50%; C6: 12.50% 

3 A*** 7 
N2;N2;C4-C2;S-C2; 
C2-N3;C2;C2 

Communicator (71.43%) 
C2: 71.43%; C4: 14.29% 
Supporter (14.29%) 

4 F*** 4 N2;S-C2;S-C2;C2 Communicator (C2: 75%) 
Supporter (50%) 

5 D*** 3 C2-N3;C2-N3;C1 Communicator (100%) 
C2:66.67%; C1:33.33% 

6 G*** 3 N3;C2-C4-N3;D1 
Challenger (D1: 33.33%) 
Communicator (33.33%) 
C2: 33.33%l C4: 33.33% 

7 S*** 3 D1;N2-N3;C2-D1 
Challenger (D1:66.67%) 
Communicator (C2: 33.33%) 

8 W*** 2 D1;C2-N3 
Challenger (D1: 50%) 
Communicator (C2: 50%) 

9 A*** 1 N2  
10 A*** 1 N2  
11 A*** 1 N2  
12 A*** 1 N2  
13 A*** 1 N2  
14 A*** 1 N3  
15 A*** 1 N2  
16 D*** 1 N2  
17 I*** 1 N2  
18 K*** 1 N2  
19 M*** 1 N2  
20 S*** 1 N2  
21 S*** 1 N2  
22 S*** 1 N2  
23 T*** 1 N2  
24 U*** 1 N2  
25 V*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
26 V*** 1 N3  
Total Count 57 No OKA involved in replies 
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    The Table 5-15 shows that the total number of replies was 57, which is high 

compared to the other selected topic-threads. However, the number of unique repliers 

is low (26 individuals). The majority of the repliers (n=18) posted only one comment, 

so they cannot be regarded as active participants. although a large portion of the 

one-time comments (Repliers 9 ~ Replier 26; 79 counts in total) were 

experience-sharing (e.g. turning the lights off, recycling, driving a hybrid, using water 

filters instead of buying water in plastic bottles). 

Three participants acted as communicators (100%); Replier 2 was both a 

communicator (37.5%) and challenger (87.5%), and Replier 3 a communicator 

(71.43%) and supporter (14.29%). Replier 2 was involved in a lively discussion 

regarding greener life, and gave strong opinions that incited more debates among 

members over the necessity of green behaviour. When the debate began heating up, 

participants took part in selected discussions where they could put forward their views; 

they became dominant participants. Repliers’ attitudes to the initial KA posting are 

illustrated in Table 5-16. 
 

Table 5-16. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN3 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
C2 24 30.38% 
N2 19 24.05% 
N3 13 16.46% 
D1 11 13.92% 
C4 3 3.80% 
C6 3 3.80% 
S 3 3.80% 
C1 1 1.27% 
C3 1 1.27% 
D2 1 1.27% 
Total 79 100% 
 
    As the initial post is an open question, most replies can be classed as 

communication (40.52% in total counts) or neutral (N2 and N3, count as 40.51%). 

The discussion attracted disagreeing / challenging attitudes which account for 15.19% 

of coded attitude counts (D1 and D2).  
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2. Topic-Thread SN4 (OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum)  

    In topic-thread SN4 in the OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum, the KA’s post is to 

support the claims of anthropogenic climate change and to argue that the use of 

nuclear energy will save the planet from emissions resulting from oil and coal. The 

KA mentions nuclear waste storage examples and dismisses the threats of cancer and 

nuclear pollution, stating that this option is more economically sustainable for the 

USA. The discussion attracts many more replies than topic-thread SN3 (see Table 

5-17). 
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Table 5-17. Classification of Repliers’ Roles of SN4 
Replier 
SN 

Author 
ID 

% of 
replies 

Presented Attitude in 
Replies 

Role  
(in Thread) 

1 
H*** 
(OKA) 

33 (44%) 

S;S;C4;C2;C4-C6;C2;C1; 
C2;C1-C2;C2;C2;C6;C4;C6
;C4-C3;C6-C5;C4;C1-C2; 
C2;C6-C1;C2-C5; 
C1;C4;C2;C1-C2;S;S;C5; 
C2-C6;C1;C3;C1;C2-N3 

Defender (12.12%) 

Communicator (87.88%) 
C1: 24.24%; C2: 39.39% 
C3: 6.06%; C4: 18.18% 
C5: 9.09%; C6: 18.18% 

2 A*** 11 
S-C5;S;C2;C4-C5;N3-C6; 
C2;D1-C5;C4-C5;C4-C5; 
C4-C5;C5 

Supporter (18.18%) 
Challenger (9.09%) 
Communicator (100%) 
C2: 18.18%; C4: 36.36% 
C5: 63.64%; C6: 9.09% 

3 D*** 9 
D1;C2-D1;D1;D1;D2;C2-D; 
D1-N3;D1-C2;C2-D1 

Challenger (D1: 88.89%) 
Communicator (C2: 44.44%) 

4 T*** 2 C2;S Communicator (C2: 50%) 
Supporter (50%) 

5 T*** 2 D1;C1 Challenger (D1: 50%) 
Communicator (C1: 50%) 

6 A*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 

7 C*** 1 D1-C2 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
Communicator (C2: 100%) 

8 E*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%)  
9 E*** 1 C3 Communicator (C3: 100%) 
10 J*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 

11 J*** 1 D2-D1 Challenger (100%) 
D1: 100%; D2: 100% 

12 J*** 1 S Supporter (100%) 
13 L*** 1 C4 Communicator (C4: 100%) 
14 M*** 1 S Supporter (100%) 
15 P*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
16 R*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
17 R*** 1 S-N3 Supporter (100%) 
18 S*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
19 S*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
20 S*** 1 N  

21 T*** 1 D1-D2 Challenger (100%) 
D1: 100%; D2: 100% 

22 V*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
23 W*** 1 S Supporter (100%) 
Total Count 75   (OKA: Original Key Author) 
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    As Table 5-17 shows, the total number of replies was 75 from 23 participants, 

including the KA, which is higher than for topic-thread SN3 (57 replies).  

In this post, the KA is not just the initial poster, but also an active replier (Replier 1) 

who posted 33 replies (44% of total replies). He / she performed mainly as a 

communicator (87.88%), but also took on the role of the defender (12.12%). 

Supporters and challengers of the KA’s post are found in the discussion. Replier14, 

Replier17, Replier23 appeared to be supporters of the KA, but posted only one 

comment, so did not actively manage the discussion. On the other hand, the main 

opponents of the KA were Replier2 (a***) and Replier3 (D***) who turned out to be 

serious challengers and disputed the need to use nuclear energy throughout the whole 

discussion. Replier3 engaged in the discussion earlier, and was more active at first. 

However, Replier 3 only challenged the KA’s argument, while Replier 2 showed clear 

“leadership” in the discussion by dismissing the claims about meaninglessness of the 

nuclear energy discussion, providing economic data on the uranium supply, and 

giving the KA further assistance via information for him to further explore the issue 

and formulate a sound attitude towards nuclear energy (see Table 5-18). 
 

Table 5-18. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN4 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
D1 21 20.79% 
C2 21 20.79% 
C4 11 10.89% 
S 11 10.89% 
C5 10 9.90% 
C1 9 8.91% 
C6 7 6.93% 
N3 4 3.96% 
C3 3 2.97% 
D2 3 2.97% 
N 1 0.99% 
Total 101 100% 
 
    As shown above, the KA presented a strong opinion in the initial topic post. The 

KA faced challenging attitudes (D1 and D2, counted as 23.76% in total) at the 
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beginning of discussion. However, then the KA posted a reply and managed to regain 

ground by producing information on waste produced by coal and oil consumption, 

and stating that the indisputably higher comparative advantage of nuclear energy. The 

KA even indicated the place in which the nuclear waste could be stored (Yukka 

Mountain) stating that storage would be totally secure there. KA also provided much 

more information, many links and financial information on the economic advantage of 

nuclear energy. These efforts gained support for the opinions of the KA (10.89%). In 

this discussion, rather than directly supporting / opposing the initial views of the KA, , 

repliers prefer and are willing to communicate with others (counted as 60.39%), 

including disagreeing with others’ viewpoints (coded as C2 and accounting for 

20.79%) and replying to questions in other replies (coded as C4, 10.89%).   

 

5-3-3. Repliers’ roles in Transition Towns Forum Topic-Threads 
 
1. Topic-Thread SN5  

     The SN5 topic-thread was initiated by one of Transition Towns’ key authors, 

S***, who posted an article regarding the climate change Copenhagen meeting. The 

author’s intention was to provide some comments and information on the issue for 

further discussion and to encourage networking. The author showed a neutral position 

in his original posting (proving the topic and some data).  On networking, a 

relatively short discussion ensued (compared with selected topic-threads in other fora) 

of 10 replies from 5 participants (See Table 5-19). 
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Table 5-19. Classification of Repliers’ Roles in SN5 
Replier 
SN Author ID 

Count (by 
numbers of 
replies) (%) 

Presented Attitude in 
Replies 

Role  
(in Thread) 

1 D*** 3 (30%) S-C2;S-C2;S-C2 

Supporter 
(100%) 
Communicator 
(100%) 
C2: 100% 

2 J*** 2 (20%) S-C2;S-C2 

Supporter 
(100%) 
Communicator 
(100%) 
C2: 100% 

3 N*** 2 (20%) S-C3;S-C2 

Supporter 
(100%) 
Communicator 
(100%) 
C2: 50% 
C3: 50% 

4 
S*** 
(OKA) 

2 (20%) C6;C2-C5 

Communicator 
(100%) 
C2: 50% 
C5: 50% 
C6: 50% 

5 T*** 1 (10%) S Supporter 
(100%) 

Total Count 10   (OKA: Original Key Author) 

 

    As shown in Table 5-19, repliers contributed almost equally: three of the five 

repliers posted two replies each, one posted three replies and the other replier (Replier 

5) contributed one reply. The analysis of content of this topic-thread shows that the 

majority of repliers turned out to be supporters of the KA’s opinions, and there were 

no challengers who disputed the KA’s original point so no argumentation developed. 

Replier 2 is the coordinator of a campaign that aims to assembly people and have 

procession for pro-actions of tackling climate change during COP15 in Copenhagen, 

as a result it encourages other members to join their activities in the discussion, which 

could lead the online discussion to the offline activities. Other repliers also seemed to 

know each other already. Repliers’ attitudes towards SN5 are listed in Table 5-20. 
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Table 5-20. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN5  
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
S 8 44.44% 
C2 7 38.89% 
C3 1 5.56% 
C5 1 5.56% 
C6 1 5.56% 
Total 18 100% 

 

     The substantial agreement with / support of (44.44% in total coded attitude 

counts) the KA’s post was expressed by repliers interacting directly with the KA; 

some repliers presented disagreeing / challenging views to another replier (Replier 1). 

The “debate” was soon finished by the KA, arguing some controversial views from 

Replier 1 were “wrong” and suggesting no further discussion. No new posts were 

added throughout the research period.  

 

2. Topic-Thread SN6      

  SN6 was initiated by an article regarding the establishment of a new IT software 

platform to enhance communication within the forum, therefore relating to climate 

change only in an indirect way. Nevertheless, it represents the process of creating a 

collaborative approach in a social group aiming to tackle climate change by changing 

their own living contexts. The SN6 topic-thread also advocates closer networking ties 

(as does the SN5 topic-thread), and the networking information provided by the KA 

created great interest in the Transition Towns Forum. Repliers’ responses are recorded 

in Table 5-21:  
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Table 5-21. Classification of Repliers’ Roles in SN6 
Replier 
SN Author ID Count (by numbers 

of replies) (%) 
Presented Attitude 
in Replies 

Role  
(in Thread) 

1 J*** 5 (16.67%) 
C6; C6; S-C6; C2; 
C4 

Supporter (20%) 
Communicator (100%) 
C2: 20% 
C4: 20% 
C6: 60% 

2 
B*** 
(OKA) 

4 (13.33%) 
C5; C5; C1; 
C1-C4-C5 

Communicator (100%) 
C1: 50% 
C4: 25% 
C5: 75% 

3 G*** 4 (13.33%) C5; C1; C5; C6 

Communicator (100%) 
C1: 25% 
C5: 50% 
C6: 25% 

4 T*** 4 (13.33%) S; S; N1; S Supporter (75%) 

5 D*** 2 (6.67%) C2;C4 
Communicator (100%) 
C2: 50% 
C4: 50% 

6 M*** 2 (6.67%) S; C1-C6 

Supporter (50%) 
Communicator (50%) 
C1: 50% 
C6: 50% 

7 C*** 1 (3.33%) D Challenger (100%) 

8 J*** 1 (3.33%) C1 Communicator 
(C1: 100%) 

9 J*** 1 (3.33%) C1-N1 Communicator 
(C1: 100%) 

10 L*** 1 (3.33%) C6 Communicator 
(C6: 100%) 

11 P*** 1 (3.33%) S Supporter (100%) 
12 P*** 1 (3.33%) N1  
13 R*** 1(3.33%) N1  
14 S*** 1 (3.33%) S Supporter (100%) 
15 S*** 1 (3.33%) S Supporter (100%) 
Total Count 30   *OKA: Original Key Author 

 

     As shown in Table 5-21, the KA and Replier 2 (B***) posted a comment 

inviting for the discussion of a new IT platform – the Transition Software Platform 

that was planned for launch on the site. The activity of participants to the topic-thread 

was divided, with the first six repliers (KA included) being highly active, and nine 

repliers posting only one response, showing little active interest in the discussion. 
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Despite the fact that there were 30 replies, only 15 unique repliers participated in the 

discussion. The KA as a replier (Replier 2) was quite active in the discussion, but the 

percentage of his replies was 13.33% of total replies; “Replier1” was a bit more active 

(five replies posted, which occupied about 16.66% of the overall debate). Replier 1 

spent most of their time communicating with other members involved in the debate 

(80%), and posted a supporting comment for the KA (20%). Replier1 and the KA 

(Replier 2) were the most active individuals and communicators in this discussion.  

     Other participants mostly showed an inclination to either communicate with 

others (Repliers 8, 9, 10 – 100%) or to support the KA (Repliers 11, 14, 15 – 100%). 

The discussion developed mainly amongst active repliers (others only contributed 

some individual comments). It appears that active the users knew each; other 

contributors were new to the debate. Repliers’ attitudes towards the topic are coded in 

Table 5-22. 
 

Table 5-22. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN6 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
S 8 22.86% 
C1 6 17.14% 
C6 6 17.14% 
C5 5 14.29% 
N1 4 11.43% 
C4 3 8.57% 
C2 2 5.71% 
D 1 2.86% 
Total 35 100% 
     
    Table 5-22 shows that the discussion over the IT platform topic was extensive. A 

supporting attitude was found eight times (22.86% of the total counts); neutral 

opinions / attitudes (N1) were also present (11.43%), and only one post declined the 

idea of developing a new IT platform for discussion (2.86%). These statistics clearly 

indicate support for the initial topic post. Other communication activities were minor: 

discussing other repliers’ views (C1 and C2, 25.71%), providing comments (C4 and 

C5, 22.86%), and other communication activities (C6, 17.14%). Overall, the KA’s 
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action of inviting comments was supported by repliers’ discussing the platform and 

suggesting new ideas about more convenient forum communication in the future.  
 

5-3-4. Repliers’ roles in the LocalSustUK Forum Topic-Threads 
 
1. Topic-Thread SN7      

SN7 was initiated by a post regarding the transition to zero-carbon homes. The 

KA forwarded a news report about the current attitude of home owners and builders 

towards the coming regulations about zero-carbon homes; the KA asks whether the 

zero-carbon schemes are generally implementable, and whether people will be able to 

live up to the newly established standards. The KA supports anthropogenic climate 

change and provides some information for users to consult on the issues of 

zero-carbon homes. The post attracted 17 replies (Table 5-23).  
 

Table 5-23. Classification of Repliers’ Roles of SN7 
Replier 

SN Author ID Count (by numbers 
of replies) (%) 

Presented Attitude 
in Replies Role (in Thread) 

1 C*** 4 
S-N1;C3;C1-C3;
C3 

Supporter (25%) 
Communicator (75%) 
C1: 25%; C3: 75% 

2 P*** 4 
S-C4;S-C4;C1;S-
C5 

Supporter (75%) 
Communicator (100%) 
C1: 25%; C4: 50%; C5: 25% 

3 C*** 2 C3;C2-C4 Communicator (100%) 
C2: 50%; C3: 50%; C4: 50% 

4 A*** 1 C1 Communicator (C1: 100%) 

5 B*** 1 S-C4 Supporter (100%) 
Communicator (C4: 100%) 

6 C*** 1 S-C4 Supporter (100%) 
Communicator (C4: 100%) 

7 
F*** 
 

1 C4-C3 Communicator (100%) 
C3: 100%; C4: 100% 

8 
J*** 
(OKA) 

1 C4 Communicator (C4: 100%) 

9 L*** 1 C4 Communicator (C4: 100%) 
10 R*** 1 D1 Challenger (D1: 100%) 
Total Count 17   *OKA: Original Key Author 
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    Ten unique repliers took part in the discussion, including the KA who provided 

some more sources. As shown above, Repliers1 and Replier2 were the most active, 

posting four replies each. Others acted more like communicators who asked questions 

and receive responses. Replier1 (C***) asked most questions which others (Replier2, 

5, 6, 7) answered and offered more explanations. These were almost collective 

consultants to specific members and shared ideas online. Some repliers (i.e. Replier3) 

raised further questions. This made the topic-thread a collective information sharing 

and discussion event. Repliers’ views /attitudes are listed in Table 5-24. 
 

Table 5-24. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN7 
Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 
C4 8 30.77% 
S 6 23.08% 
C3 5 19.23% 
C1 3 11.54% 
C2 1 3.85% 
C5 1 3.85% 
D1 1 3.85% 
N1 1 3.85% 
Total 26 100% 
 
     Repliers in SN7 clearly prefer communicating with others about the topic rather 

than directly discussing it with the key author. In other words, though the initial topic 

KA initiated the topic-thread, the communication activities are mainly conducted by 

repliers, including providing information and comments. As a result, communication 

activities such as raising and replying to questions in other replies (C3 and C4, 50% of 

total coding counts) occupied a major proportion of the discussion; debates also 

frequently appeared in the topic-thread (C1 and C2). Only one reply disagreed with 

the KA’s ideas and did not join the rest of the discussion. 

 

2. Topic-Thread SN8     

    The KA of SN8 introduced updated information on the creation of a new algae 
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group by the EU, and showed a clear attitude in favour of this proposed group and the 

environmental improvement it would lead to. He provides messages regarding the UN 

algae group progress to other members and solicits others' comments. This post 

attracted 17 replies (Table 5-25). 
 

Table 5-25. Classification of Repliers’ Roles of SN8 
Replier 

SN 
Author 

ID % replies Presented Attitude in 
Replies Role (in Thread) 

1 
F*** 
(OKA) 

5 C2-C4; C2; C2; C1; S 
Supporter (20%) 
Communicator (80%) 
C1: 20%; C2: 60%; C4: 20% 

2 C*** 4 
C2-N3; C1-C6; D1-C2; 
C2-N3-D1 

Challenger (D1: 50%) 
Communicator (100%) 
C1: 25%; C2: 75% 
C6: 25% 

3 D*** 2 C1-C6; C1 Communicator (100%) 
C1: 100%; C6: 50% 

4 P*** 2 S; C2-C5 
Supporter (50%) 
Communicator (50%) 
C2:50%; C5:50% 

5 T*** 2 C2-D1; C2 Challenger (50%) 
Communicator (C2:100%) 

6 B*** 1 C3 
Supporter  
Communicator  
(C3: 100%) 

7 D*** 1 C2 
Supporter 
Communicator 
(C2:100%) 

8 F*** 1 D1 Challenger 
(D1: 100%) 

9 S*** 1 C1 Communicator 
(C1: 100%) 

Total Count 17   *OKA: Original Key Author 

 

    As shown above, replies in topic-thread SN8 were posted by nine authors: most 

replies were by Replier 1 (f***) who actually was the KA of the topic-thread (29.4%); 

among these repliers four were casual participants who only posted once.  

    The KA initiated the topic-thread and supported it throughout the whole 

discussion.  As the KA actively participated in the discussion and interacted with 
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some of the repliers (e.g. Replier8) , he / she can reasonably be described as an 

opinion leader here. On the other hand, though Replier2 and Replier8 showed support 

for the KA’s argument, they both posted alternative approaches to solving the fuel 

crisis besides algae use. They can be regarded as challengers. The rest of the Repliers 

(3-9) communicated with each other, while the KA responded to their comments and 

kept the discussion going. As a result, the position / views of the KA remained stable, 

and the discussion was focused. Further analysis of repliers’ views is in Table 5-26. 
 

Table 5-26. Classification of Repliers’ Attitude to the Original Post of SN8 

Attitude to OKA’s Posting Count Percentage 

C2 10 35.71% 

C1 5 17.86% 

D1 4 14.29% 

C6 2 7.14% 

N3 2 7.14% 

S 2 7.14% 

C3 1 3.57% 

C4 1 3.57% 

C5 1 3.57% 

Total 28 100% 

 

     By agreeing and disagreeing with each other (C1 and C2, 53.57% in total), 

these repliers formed their own debates within the discussion, that moved away from 

the theme of the initial topic post. Therefore whether they are supporting / disagreeing 

with the idea in the KA’s post is not clear. Moreover, repliers’ comments occupied a 

large portion (45.83%) of all replies. Repliers also used information to support their 

views / disagreeing with others’ views; thus the portion of information-sharing 

content inSN8 was quite high (33.33%).  

 

Based on the above analyses of selected KA-initiated topic-threads in the four 

fora, it can be seen that: 

• There is a tendency for some active key authors to lead discussions in their 

topic-threads fora; 
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• this leadership is not to support their opinions / views of  other, but rather 

consists of their ability to initiate discussions and stimulate active participation 

in discussions (sometimes to voice out opinions of others) and providing 

information; 

• other members (not the KAs) can also assume a leadership role by responding 

to others’ opinions or questions in the threads.  
 

     The analyses suggest that not only the KAs' participation matters in online 

discussion, but also repliers’ roles can affect the development of communication. 

Various roles have been identified from the topic-thread discussions, and these roles 

evolve with the development of topic-threads. For instance, the role of supporters and 

challengers of initial posts can reverse as the topic-threads develop; some repliers ask 

questions rather than directly responding to the initial post, and thus affecting the 

development of the discussion. Many repliers act as communicators and coordinate 

online social networking in internet fora; they share or exchange their experiences, 

but do not always lead to the development of discussion. Moreover, it was observed 

that “leadership competition” can occur among repliers who actively talk to other 

members and form / shape the “online ideology”, or “climate of opinion” in the 

discussion. Active key authors’ roles are diverse and dynamic: they can be 

information providers, debate and comment initiators, or even bystanders overlooked 

by members who are involved in discussions (e.g. SN8). Repliers’ views and attitudes 

relate to whether they recognise the activity of authors (i.e. authors’ roles) frequently 

participate in discussions, and network/ communicate with others. This is further 

explored in the following section.   
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5-4. Competition for Opinion Leadership in the 

Topic-Threads 
 

The analyses of fora contents have so far revealed significant active participation 

in online communication from a limited number of authors and repliers. Since these 

authors contribute the majority of online content, their opinions and interactions are 

important components of and contributions to collective discussions. The authors who 

initiate conversations put forward an idea or issue to be discussed, but it is mainly the 

repliers, with some intervention from the authors, that shape the consequent 

discussions. Therefore, whether their opinions influence (or ‘lead’) other members' 

views deserves attention. This varies among discussions, of course, and is analysed 

with regards to particular fora topic threads below. In this thesis, the existence of 

opinion leadership is explored by analysing topic-threads (in this section) and views 

of internet fora members (through a web survey, see Chapter 6).  

Here, the purpose is to examine the support (or otherwise) for views expressed in 

online discussions (i.e. the topic threads explored in the previous section) by key 

authors and others (e.g. repliers), to determine if certain members’ views are 

considered influential and therefore to be regarded as leading opinion. As mentioned 

in Katz and Lazarsfield’s research (1948) in Chapter 2, an opinion leader is a person 

whose information and ideas could noticeably steer or affect individuals. Since key 

authors seem to influence fora by posting articles and encouraging responses, and 

since they frequently participate in fora communication and are capable of networking 

and initiating discussions, they are ideal candidates for “opinion leaders”. However, 

they cannot automatically be assumed to be such. The sections below outline the 

analyses of the eight selected topic-threads in the four fora to identify opinion leaders 

and their relationships with other discussants within each topic thread.  
 

5-4-1. Opinion Leadership in Climate Concern Topic-Threads 
 
1. Topic-Thread SN1  
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In this topic-thread, the key author does not play a leading role. Instead, Replier1 

seems to perform better as a candidate for opinion leader in this topic-thread due to 

his posted replies (n=7) and agile participation in the debate. Replier1 grasped the line 

of argument practically from the very beginning of the discussion, when he/she 

started to attack the KA’s statement and provided proofs that were provided. The first 

message he sent in response to the KA’s topic included the citation of an IPCC report 

from 2007 disputing the statement made by the KA, a graph in Excel and the ENSO 

cycle to compare  with the Hadley Centre’s temperature estimates, and a discussion 

of El Niño’s effect on the temperatures of the past decade.–  

      Critical responses in SN1 towards the KA’s opinions were evident: Repliers 1, 

4, and 7 attacked the position of the KA very actively, and they managed to shift the 

discussion in a very different direction, with Replier 1 actually focusing on the 

attitude people should adopt regarding their contributions to global warming. The 

situation with Repliers 4 and 7 is not clear: the KA mentioned in one of the posts that 

they were actually one person, and it was ‘foul play’ by one person to create massive 

opposition to the KA’s initial statement. In general, one may state that the KA’s 

statement did not get much support from repliers since they were more focused on 

clarifying the meaning of certain facts than in discussing those facts in detail. The 

discussion finally focused on the debate of man-made climate change, so it did not 

conclude discussing the topic initially proposed by the KA. Overall, it appears that the 

credibility and consistency of the replies and data provided by Replier1 lead to some 

leadership (of opinions) in the topic-thread discussion. 
 

2. Topic-Thread SN2  

    The purpose of this post was to identify the key cause of the tropical tropospheric 

warming and to discuss this. The  KA aimed to initiate discussion regarding the 

scientific approach taken  so far and his communication with other participants 

(repliers) was dominant (85%), as the KA conducted a very active discussion of the 

topic he/she introduced, and defended his/her position effectively by  using the IPCC 

report data, and data from other sources. There were only five participants in total in 
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SN2 (including the KA), two of which supported the KA, and two who opposed him. 

Supporters appeared quite weak in the discussion, offering some new data but not 

defending their position actively. While the challengers were highly active, they did 

not propose any unified view, they only critiqued the KA’s arguments. Thus, it is 

possible to suggest that the KA is an  the opinion leader in this discussion,  if we 

consider this being a communicator and information disseminator:  the KA gathered 

information from other blogs, other articles, and supplementary sources to maintain 

his / her views and contribute to the discussion,  without deviating from the initial 

discussion point. However, repliers were limited in number, so it is difficult to assess 

whether the KA was truly (as defined in Table xxx previously) a leader of opinion.  

 

5-4-2. Opinion Leadership in the OurPlanet / EarthDay 

Topic-Threads 
 
1. Topic-Thread SN3 

   In SN3, the KA posted an article to discuss what it means to be green, and how 

a green environmentalist should live in accord with his/her claims and philosophy. 

The KA in this topic thread cannot be considered an opinion leader as his/her initial 

posting was the only message contributed (i.e. the KA did not participate in the 

ensuing discussion, and did not guide it). The major portion of the discussion was 

between Replier 1 and Replier 2 who argued about the seriousness of the issue. 

Overall Replier 1 can be regarded as the opinion leader in this discussion, due to the 

number of comments he / she posted (n=9) and the general support he /she obtained in 

the argument.  Replier 1 (J***) resisted the attempts of Replier 2 (A***) (who was 

the dominant challenger of the initial posting, his / her contribution was about 87% of 

the discussion) to negate the seriousness of claims for green behaviour. Replier 1 also 

effectively responded to the arguments of Replier 3 and Replier 4, provided them with 

additional data on the discussed issue, and returned the discussion toward the original 

argument as soon as other repliers tried to deviate to other topics not connected with 
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the main issue. On the other hand, Replier 2 contributed to the discussions of SN3 

since its inception, and started to question the need and value of green behaviours. 

Replier 2 voices the opinion that there is no need to take care of future generations as 

they will take care of themselves, and states that wind turbines proposed by Replier 4 

are very expensive, thus being an unrealistic option. Repliers 8 and 25 also post 

negative comments in which they proclaim being opposed to green behaviours, and 

denigrate their value.  By Replier 1 and Replier 2 developed opinion leadership. 

Both of them managed to keep the discussion true to the topic originally proposed by 

the KA,  to encourage people to share their opinions further, and deflected all 

sarcastic opinions and mocking phrases successfully l. As discussed by Gladwell 

(2000) and Kotler (2006) (See Chapter 2, Section 2-3), one function of an opinion 

leader is to provide and to interpret information for group members, which was done 

by Replier 1 here.  It is irrelevant here to discuss support for / against the opinion of 

the initial topic since the KA did not participate in this topic-thread at all, apart from 

initiating it. Other repliers such as Repliers 9-26 (except Replier 25) generally 

supported Replier 1, mostly to share their experiences of living a green life, they do 

not participate in other parts of the discussion. In the later stages of the discussion, 

Replier 1 asserts:  
 
  “It is surely important for all environmentally aware people to sustain 

environmentally friendly behaviours, and educate each other on the positive ways to 

introduce green behaviours in their lives…” (Replier 1).  
     

 This revealed his intention of communicating on fora which earnt him/her 

support from other repliers (i.e. Replier 3, Replier 4).  
    

2. Topic-Thread SN4 

    This topic-thread was a discussion regarding the necessity to move towards 

nuclear power in the USA, and initiated a debate on the issues of safety, sustainability, 

and comparative advantage of nuclear power and other forms of energy generation. 

Despite the KA’s opinion and his/her constant guidance of the discussion throughout 
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the topic-thread, the KA found relatively little support from participants and did not 

appear as the opinion leader of the discussion. Over the entire topic-thread, there were 

many more challengers than supporters (six repliers expressed their support while the 

other 13 repliers disagreed). On the other hand, Replier2 was supported by 12 unique 

repliers. Though the KA tried to regain ground and attacked all claims against nuclear 

energy use by comparing waste produced by coal and oil consumption, Replier 2 

managed to communicate and meet respond to the arguments made by the supporters 

of the KA’s views very effectively (including the KA, whose opinion even changed at 

the end of the discussion). Evidence and pressure from Replier 2 made even the KA 

reject his/her original claim. As a result, Replier 2 can be regarded as the opinion 

leader in this topic-thread; Replier 2 clearly demonstrated opinion leadership by 

offering information and affecting others’ views and discussions: he/she replied to the 

proposal to store nuclear waste in space through logical arguments, advised the KA 

writing letters to the legislative authorities rather than only posting messages online, 

attacked claims about meaninglessness of the discussion, provided the KA with 

information (to further explore the issue, e.g. data on the economics of uranium 

supplies and to formulate a more balanced view on nuclear energy exploration).   

 

5-4-3. Opinion Leadership in the Transition Towns 

Topic-Threads 
 
1. Topic-Thread SN5   

    SN5 is a relatively short topic-thread, only five repliers took part, including the 

KA who posted the initial article and joined the discussions. SN5 focuses on the 

possible effect of COP15: in the initial post, KA supposes the world politics is 

“looking unlikely to act together in time” and wondering what the roles of NGO 

(including Transition Towns) could have in tackling climate change actions and if it is 

“too little too late”. He raised a question “Where do you (members in Transition 

Towns Forum) think we need to go from here?” It was very complicated in the 
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development of this topic-thread to understand if opinion leadership was manifest, as 

the topic prompted a lot of debate. In this discussion, the KA was supported by three 

repliers. On the other hand, Replier 1 indirectly challenged the KA by dismissing 

supporters’ arguments. The KA was the initiator of the debate and also the individual 

with the final word, who brought the debate to a close by declining of the challenger’s 

arguments. Replier 1 was the most active person in the debate, but he/she only 

dismissed other participants’ arguments and did not offer much constructive criticism. 

Therefore, it is possible to state that the KA is not the opinion leader within this group, 

but lead the direction of the discussion; as soon as they saw there was no constructive 

debate they closed the discussion declining to engage with the challenger’s arguments. 

The topic-thread showed a lack of recognition and support for the KA’s opinion, 

which led to the closure of the topic-thread by the KA himself. There was no 

agreement among contributors on the Copenhagen negotiations, and the majority of 

active participants seemed interested mainly in the networking details posted by other 

members (e.g. Replier 3), and the details given by Repliers 4 and 5.  

 

2. Topic-Thread SN6 

     As the purpose of the topic-thread SN6 was to invite comments about the 

Transition Software Platform, it encouraged forum members to participate (it was an 

open question so kept receiving responses for six months and beyond the end of the 

research period).Among the 30 replies in the topic-thread, the first six repliers (initial 

KA poster included) being highly active; nine repliers posted only one response, 

showing very limited active interest in the discussion. The KA listened to the opinions 

and suggestions of repliers who also participated actively in other discussions in this 

forum, but he/she reserved the right to agree with or to decline their opinions. It seems 

that the KA’s task was to launch the platform, from the attention that the KA gives to 

the only challenger, and their agreement to revise the objectives of the platform 

concerning networking, groups, and duplication of group membership needs 

(incidentally, the KA seems also to be a manager or coordinator of the project). The 

end of the discussion came naturally; it was not induced by the KA as all repliers 
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showed support for the general idea of the new platform and discussed only specific 

features, not its necessity. In other words, support for the ideas of the KA was 

presented throughout the debate; discussion was based on improvements and 

amendments proposed by the KA. Moreover, the opinion of the KA is strongly 

supported by all but two repliers, one of which (Replier 4) actually disputes the need 

of the new IT platform, and the other one (Replier 7) adds many reasonable 

suggestions: the KA agrees promises to revise the objectives of the platform (to fit 

networking needs and those of the groups, and for ways of representing group 

belonging) but stands firm regarding the necessity of the new platform.  In all other 

instances the discussion rotates around the new platform and its features, and the KA 

manages to retain the leading position, and even the authoritative leadership 

throughout the topic-thread. As a result, the KA can be regarded as the opinion leader 

who determines which aspects of the platform should go ahead and which stopped.  

 

5-4-4. Opinion Leadership in the LocalSustUK Topic-Threads 

 

1. Topic-Thread SN7 

    In this Topic-Thread, the initial topic key author posted a news report about the 

attitude of home owners and builders towards the coming regulations about 

zero-carbon homes, and suggested that the homeowners would not be able to deal 

with the new regulations; neither would the builders be able to respond to new 

legislative constraints. Though the KA did initiate the discussion, he/she maintained 

distance from discussions in the topic-thread. In the KA’s only reply (as Replier 8) in 

the discussion, he/she simply clarified some terms in the initial post. On the other 

hand, some repliers had strong views. There was strong support for the KA’s opinion 

from Repliers 1 and 3, although the support cannot be classified as ‘full’ because the 

repliers lacked information and wanted to enrich their understanding by asking for 

more data. Therefore, the line of argument actually developed around whether 

zero-carbon homes are green and sustainable or not, and whether one form of 
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regulation can be applied to manage homes and their uses. The discussions were 

generally in favour of the introduction of zero-carbon regulations, which deviated 

from the KA’s original posting. It is evident that the opinion leadership of Replier 2 

developed very quickly through responses to other topic participants. Replier 2 

stimulated the discussion, offered new information, and clarified data for other 

members. He/ She clarified terms for Replier 1, and were supported by Repliers 5, 6, 

and 7. Replier 2 managed to communicate with all participants (including answering 

queries by Repliers 1 and 3), gave data from the NHBC report, compared it with BRE 

data, and provided Replier 1 with some practical approaches to fixing the problems 

with zero-carbon homes in practice. 

 

2. Topic-Thread SN8 

This topic-Thread reveals the subtle relationship between key authors and repliers. In this 

topic-thread, the KA posted a message and comment regarding the UN algae group progress. The 

KA actively participated in all stages of the discussion, and responded to both support and 

criticism effectively. The provision of data from outside sources (such as on the first conference of 

the UN algae group, the industrial report about the proven sustainability of using microorganisms 

as a solution to the fuel crisis, the provision of a visible connection between application of algae 

and GHG reduction, assistance in understanding the practical examples of algae application) – and 

the immense support received from several repliers who attacked the major challenger of the KA 

suggests that the KA can reasonably be called an opinion leader in the present case. The support 

for the KA was not revealed immediately, as the first post of the KA met the 

opposition of Replier 8 who doubted the application of algae and provided data on its 

non-profitability and non-sustainability. However, as soon as Replier 2 got involved 

and focused on completely different issues, and doubted the position of the KA, 

several other participants became involved and critiqued Replier 2’s opinion, thus 

strengthening the position of KA. Even the support for Replier 2 provided by Repliers 

8 and 3 was not helpful since these changes and by the end of the discussion general 

opinion was convincingly not in favour of Replier 2, which meant that the position of 

the KA remained particularly strong throughout the topic-thread.    
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In sum, opinion leadership in the eight topic-thread discussions considered 

cannot automatically be attributed to key authors who initiated these topic-threads;  

rather it emerges through a process of discussion and ‘competition’ with other authors. 

Opinion leadership in the topic-threads is summarised in Table 5-27 below. 

 

Table 5-27. Tendency of Opinion Leadership in Topic-Threads 

 Supporter Challenger OL Tendency KA as OL? 

SN1 1 3 Yes, Replier1 No 

SN2 3 2 N/A* N/A* 

SN3 2 4 Yes, Replier1 No 

SN4 6 13 Yes, Replier2 No 

SN5 4 0 N/A* N/A* 

SN6 6 1 Yes Yes 

SN7 4 1 Yes, Replier2 No 

SN8 4 3 Yes Yes 

 

As shown above, only in SN6 and SN8 was opinion leadership secured for KAs. 

Individuals had to gain their leadership through debating with challengers, 

communicating with other members, providing information, and networking via 

interactions. Key authors may have devoted considerable time and effort in gaining 

leadership, but sometimes their efforts only result in the delivery of information / 

comments and raising discussions, whilst opinion leadership is not guaranteed. 

Nevertheless, the processes examined above indicate that opinion leadership is shaped 

and at times reformed by members in discussion threads As a result, opinion 

leadership is established in the fora to stimulate the expression of potentially latent 

views and / or attitudes.  
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5-5. Conclusions 
 

 For those who want to understand the evolution of online communication, 

identifying roles in online communication and evaluating how they relate to formation 

of opinion is relevant.  This study hypothesised, based on media literature, the 

existence of opinion leaders in internet fora. The analyses presented in this and 

previous chapters have supported their existence (and evidence is also presented in the 

next chapter). However, “opinion leadership” was more difficult to detect than 

originally thought. Qualitative analysis of topic-threads reveals that participants do 

not take part to support or disagree with authors’ comments, but more often offer their 

views as supporters / challengers of someone's opinions; sometimes they simply 

express their own opinions in topic-threads, and many of them are "one-time" repliers.  

As pointed out in this chapter, article posters and repliers actually play various 

roles in discussions depending on the context of communication. Some authors aim to 

gain opinion leadership based on significant participation in discussion; some 

compete to uphold their own viewpoints by supporting or challenging key authors 

(and others); some earn their leadership by communicating and networking with 

group members. Based on the qualitative analysis of topic-threads, it was found that 

KAs do not necessarily have an advantage in becoming opinion leaders. An opinion 

leader is not just an active poster or communicator (which key authors are), but he/she 

has to steer the discussion that supports his/her views, interpret new information with 

regards to his / her arguments, clarify his / her ideas and interact with/ respond to  

other members to gain their support. However, the topic-threads analysed indicate that 

trends of opinion do manifest in discussions, and opinion leadership can emerge from 

the opinions expressed by the collective group of participants rather than some 

individual alone. Thus the next Chapter explores influences of fora communication 

through fora members’ responses to the web survey.  
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Chapter 6.  Communication in Internet Fora: 
Influences on Views   
 

6-0. Introduction 

In this chapter, influences of online fora communication on fora users’ 

perceptions are explored through results from a web survey conducted amongst the 

participants of the four selected fora. The results in this chapter, alongside those in the 

previous Chapter 5, aim to answer research question 3 raised in the thesis study. The 

findings here are in addition to the results of the web survey already presented in last 

two chapters.  

 

6-1. Influence of Fora Climate Change Communication on 
Users’ Perception 

 
In the online survey, individuals were asked to provide their opinions on the 

issues of access to the internet forums, their interest in the climate change groups, 

their posting activities, their perceptions about opinion leadership in forum postings, 

and their motivation to participate in the discussions relating to climate change. The 

purpose of these questions was to understand about their participation in 

communication activities, the formation of opinion in fora, the potential influences on 

members’ ideas and attitudes about climate change, and how their views may have 

been influenced by the online communication activities. 

The web survey indicates that individuals  perceive the presence of “prevalent 

viewpoints” and collective opinions on climate change-relevant issues in each forum, 

but their influence varies, as will be discussed in this section” Several questions were 

designed and used in the web survey for exploring fora users’ perceptions of climate 

change issues: the “Q10 series” are about the “prevalent view” and the sources of 

such view; Q11 is to clarify users’ perceived relationship between their own and the 

opinions in the forum; Q15 series are evaluation of users’ forum experiences  

regarding their networking with other . 
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6-1-1. Perceiving Opinion Leadership: Prevalent Views in 
Communication Process 
     

 As discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, findings of fora communication 

processes, models of communication flow and roles of key authors in these processes 

suggest that opinion leadership could be obvious in fora discussions. In particular, 

considerable asymmetry in the contributions of fora authors indicate the need of 

evaluating whether fora opinions and the communication process could be driven by 

specific authors as discussed in literature of two-step communication flow research.  

In the studies of two-step communication flow, some individuals are regarded as 

“opinion leaders” within their social groups, and these individuals are information 

providers, interpreters and influentials in the process of forming people’s perceptions 

and opinions. In the thesis research, the opinion leadership is defined as influences of 

strong opinions in fora discussions, and the influences are generated, disseminate 

through the fora communication process. As revealed above, some specific authors in 

fora could have such influences by dominating fora contents, and they may be 

“opinion leaders” in their fora. Nevertheless, the supposition requires further 

examination of fora users’ perceptions on prevalent views (or prevalent viewpoints, 

which are viewpoints that are dominant in discussions, which can be regarded as 

explicit expressions of strong opinions in fora discussions), including its mechanism 

and potential sources in the fora communication process. The web survey is thus 

conducted to reveal if the prevalent views existed and what the influences could be. 

As a result, the majority of respondents did perceive some “prevalent views” in fora. 

A specific question (Q10-1) in the web survey aims to identify if respondents feel that 

there are specific viewpoints that are dominant in fora. Figure 6-1 (See below) shows 

that 82.8% of respondents overall agree that viewpoints are prevalent in each forum 

(79.4% of Climate Concern, 83.3% of LocalSustUK, 70% of Transition Towns, and 

90.9% of OurPlanet / EarthDay respondents).  
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As shown above in Figure 6-1, the perception is commonly reported by 

respondents from all four fora, which corresponds to the observation of content 

statistics that major body of fora discussions and contents could come from some 

specific authors and thus present “prevalent views” in the discussions. In other words, 

the phenomenon of widely perceived prevalent views does not come from the 

consensus of fora users, but from the limited numbers of authors who actively 

contribute to the discussions.  

The result as shown reveals that respondents of the web survey acknowledge 

some prevalent viewpoints indeed are perceived. Further, respondents were asked (in 

Q10-2) to state how they felt prevalent opinions in the forum were communicated. 

Options are given to reveal channels of prevalent views in fora, including discussions 

of collective actions/campaigns (32.1%), posts that presented information (29.6%), 

posts about individual attitudes and behaviours (24.4%). The percentage is presented 

as Figure 6-2 (see below). 

 

Figure 6-1. Percentage responses from Q10-1: “Overall, do you feel there could 
be any prevalent view / viewpoint shared by members of this forum?” 
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6-1-2. Self-Evaluation of Members' Own Leadership 
 

Q10-2 reveals no specific sources of perceived prevalent views in fora despite 

the significant respondents’ acknowledgment of the existence of prevalent views in 

previous Q10-1. On the other hand, respondents are asked to self-evaluate the 

importance of their own opinions within these fora (Q111). The result of Q11 (See 

Figure 6-3 below) indicates that more than half (59%) respondents suppose their 

opinions contribute to some degree, but a considerable portion of respondents (35%) 

also think their opinions are not specifically sought or noticed by other users of the 

forum.  

 

 

 

1 [Q11] Overall, how do you feel other forum users regard your opinion? 

Figure 6-2. Percentage of responses from Q10-2: “If you answered “Yes” in Q10-1, 
would you please indicate how the forum’s main views are communicated?” 
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Figure 6-3. Percentage of responses from Q11: “Overall, how do you feel other 
forum users regard your opinion?” 

 
Based on the results of Q11, it is found that the majority of respondents among 

four fora suggest their viewpoints could affect the views of other members in the 

forum. The difference highlights respondents’ distinguished confidence levels, and 

perhaps entirely different views of how communication processes in fora operate. The 

divided suggestions could be the reason that some authors passionately participate in 

fora communication (and suppose they can affect the formation of public opinion), 

while some others feel distant to the fora discussions and less important in the 

communication process. The former should create more active roles of authors; the 

later should in time suppress people’s participations in fora communication. 

Moreover, there are notably differences between the four fora in how forum users 

self-evaluate how their opinions are viewed. In the Table 6-1 shown below, it is 

further identified that responses from OurPlanet / EarthDay Group (81.9%) and 

Transition Towns Group (70%) show much higher proportions of users 

acknowledging the importance of their own posts, compared with the other two fora 

(See Table 6-1). 
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Table 6-1 [Q11] Self Evaluation of Respondents’ Opinion in Fora 
 

          Forum Group 
Evaluation  
of Relevance 

Climate 
Concern LocalSustUK OurPlanet 

(EarthDay) 
Transition 

Towns 

Relevant – People in this 
forum tend to ask for my 
opinions about specific 
issues. (n=13, 11.1%) 

2 (5.9%) 3 (5.8%) 5 (45.5%) 3 (15.0%) 

A little bit relevant – My 
opinions are sought and 
discussed by some users in 
this forum. (n=56, 47.9%) 

16 (47.1%) 25 (48.1%) 4 (36.4%) 11 (55.0%) 

Not relevant – My opinions 
are not specifically sought 
or noticed by other users on 
this forum. (n=41, 35.0%) 

14 (41.2%) 19 (36.5%) 2 (18.2%) 6 (30.0%) 

I’m not sure / I can’t tell. 
(n=7, 6.0%) 2 (5.9%) 5 (9.6%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Total=117 34 52 11 20 
 

 
6-1-3. Influences of Fora Communication on Users’ Networking 
 

In another series of questions (Q15), the Q15-12, Q15-23, Q15-34, and Q15-65 

of the web survey, respondents were asked to generally evaluate the value and the 

influences of accessing fora to see if they are satisfied in the fora communication 

process, as shown in Table 6-2 below. Q15-1 firstly probes the idea of a “virtual 

existence”, where the respondent feels closer to others that “share the same interests 

and attitudes on the forum”. Q15-2 and Q15-3 aim to probe the relationship between 

respondents’ existing social networks in their offline world and the online fora 

interactions.  

In response to Q15-1, 90.8 % tend to agree that they “share same interests and 

attitudes on the forum”; in Q15-2, 79% of respondents acknowledge they feel closer 

2 [Q15-1] Being a member of this forum has made me feel much closer to people who share my same 
interests and attitudes on this forum. 
3 [Q15-2] Being a member of this forum has made me feel much closer to people I knew even before 
joining the forum (i.e. friends, family members, etc.). 
4 [Q15-3] Being a member of this forum has made me feel more networked with people in my 
surroundings (i.e. my neighbours, classmates, colleagues, etc.). 
5 [Q15-6] Being a member of this forum has offered me an opportunity to express my opinion and 
network with other users. 
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with people they knew before; in Q15-3, 74.8% acknowledge they feel more 

networked with people in their surroundings, as a consequence of being a member of 

the forum. As to Q15-6, 88.1% respondents tend to agree the statement that their 

forum could offer more opportunities to network with others. The results are 

presented below (See Figure 6-4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Figure 6-4 indicates that for many respondents the fora help to strengthen 

their existing social ties (either in virtual or physical forms) and to create new ones; 

respondents also offered their evaluation of their networking experiences, and it 

seems that they tend to acknowledge that they feel better connected with their social 

groups through participating in fora. Respondents recognize that accessing these fora 

help strengthen their existing social ties (either in virtual or physical forms), but not 

necessarily expanding their social networks to others who could have unfamiliar 

interests or attitudes. Indeed, as also stated in Chapter 4, over 59% respondents in web 

Figure 6-4. Respondents’ agreement of networking statement 
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survey (Q6) stated that their major motivation of joining fora communication process 

is to encourage networking among users in the forum (See Chapter 4, Section 4-4).   

As a result, some activities are much more preferred by respondents (i.e. seeking 

advice from other members, seeking out perspectives that could be different; urging 

others to consider some aspects of particular issues) even though they are not as 

frequent joining forums for accessing and searching for information. Members also 

seem interested in seeking perspectives different from their own and about 

"mainstream" opinion in the forum. A big proportion of respondents claim that they 

would feel more confident about their views or actions if they could consult others’ 

views before taking action. 

Furthermore, respondents were asked about their networking experiences in 

general and as a forum member / user in the rest statements in Q15 series (Q15-4, 

Q15-5 and Q15-7; see Figure 6-5 below). As shown in Figure 6-5, respondents mainly 

agreed that (statement of Q15-4) “being a member of this forum has inspired me with 

more ideas about climate change and energy issues” (average score=4.75). In 

particular, more than half of respondents (65.8 %) “Agreed” (50. 4%) or “Strongly 

agreed” (15.4 %) with the statement. Respondents also claim that they become more 

aware of the possible effects of their everyday actions / behaviours on the 

environment by being a member of the forum in the result of Q15-5 (Avg. Score=4.4 ; 

48% of respondents agree; 37.3 % tend to somewhat agree). And Q15-7 directly asks 

respondent to evaluate if the forum encourages behaviour change: 48 % of 

respondents agree, 37 % also somewhat agree with the statement. These results 

revealed that respondents tend to recognize the influence of the forum on their ideas, 

considering issues based on information provided, and on their daily actions.       
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Effect of Being A Member in Forum (Q15-4, Q15-5, Q15-7) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, the survey reveals that online communication is interactive and 

networked: members actively seek and share information or opinions however, the 

online communication process does not always offer the diversity of discussions that 

were originally expected, and people tend to have discussions with “their own” 

groups, and do not always exchange opinions with others outside the group, although 

they indicate they would like more networking; this could contribute to further 

exchange of views and debate  on climate change. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6-5. Effect of being a member in forum (Q15-4, Q15-5, Q15-7) 
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6-2. Influence of Fora Communication on Users’ 

Attitudes and Behaviours  

 

Findings from respondents’ self-report in web survey also indicate that 

respondents could form, change, or defend their own views in the fora communication 

process. In Q12-series, Q12-1 to Q12-7 explored respondents’ perspectives of fora 

communication and the influence of the online communication on people’s everyday 

lives. Result of Q12 series as shown in Figure 4-7 (See Chapter 4, Section 4-3), it is 

clear that major respondents tend to agree that they seek information and others’ 

opinions (Q12-1 ~ Q12-7). In particular, in Q12-4 and Q12-5, yet a considerable 

portion of respondents also tend to prefer the argument (Q12-4 Avg. Score = 4.3; 

Q12-5 Avg. Score = 4.5) that they feel even more confident of their views or actions if 

they consulted or learnt more other members’ opinions before they take actions. In 

other words, people's experiences of seeking opinions, seeking perspectives similar 

with their own and the mainstream seem to be welcome.  

Respondents desired “being recognized” by others, especially by members of 

fora they accessed or even posted contents: while seeking information and others’ 

comments are scored as top 2 preferred activities, seeking perspectives different from 

mainstream views is the last preferred, and seeking perspectives different from 

respondents’ own is the last 3 preferred communication activities. Thus the result of 

the series (Q12-1 ~ Q12-7) in web survey presented not only respondents’ 

communication activities but also their influences, which further reflects previous 

findings of motivations for joining the forum in Q6 (See Chapter 4, Section 4-4).  

The research also examined the influence of fora communication on fora users’ 

perceptions of climate change. In the online questionnaire, a series of questions have 

been designed that aims to explore the influence of online communication on fora 

users’ attitudes and behaviours in their everyday life. Here we explore these, 

considering some of the limitations of self-evaluation (outlined already in Chapter 3). 

In Q16, respondents are asked to provide their own assessment of how the 

online discussion could have changed their perception, attitude, and behaviours (See 

results in the following Table 6-2). 
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Table 6-2.Respondents’ Assessment of the Internet Fora Influence on Themselves  
Percentage in 
each groups’ 
respondents 

Changed views 
on CC (Q16-
A1) 

Changed views 
on env issues 
(Q16-A4) 

Aware of 
effects of 
behaviour 
(Q16-A2) 

Change 
behaviours 
(Q16-A3) 

Total affected 
in groups 

Climate 
Concern 18 (51.4%) 1 (2.9%) 25 (71.4%) 14 (40.0%) 32 (91.4%) 

LocalSustUK 19 (35.9%) 5 (9.4%) 28 (52.8%) 18 (34.0%) 44 (83.0%) 
OurPlanet 
/EarthDay 8 (72.7%) 0 (0%) 10 (90.9%) 4 (36.4%) 11 (100%) 

Transition 
Towns 8 (40.0%) 1 (5.0%) 16 (80.0%) 12 (60.0%) 17 (85.0%) 

Total 
Respondents 53 (44.5%) 7 (5.8%) 79 (66.4%) 48 (40.3%) 104 (87.4%) 

 

Most respondents (87.4 %) report that they have been affected in different ways 

after accessing the online discussion: 66.4 % respondents claim they have been more 

aware of the effects of behaviour while 40.34% claim they have changed their 

behaviours. In particular, nearly half of respondents in these four fora (44.5 %) claim 

that they changed their views on climate change (despite the different focus of the 

fora), and only 5.88% respondents said that their views about broader environmental 

issues were affected. As one respondent explained:  

 

“[this is] a (useful) network to exchange information…..function as a network 

more focused on local agenda 21 and sharing of those involved in local agenda 21 

processes”                                            (Respondent from LocalSustUK Group).  

 

Some respondents indicate they have changed their definition of sustainability 

(in LocalSustUK Group), their understanding about nuclear energy (in Our Planet 

Group) and their perceptions about governmental action (respondents from 

ClimateConcern Group). Their reports correspond to findings of Q6 in identifying 

their motivation to participate in fora communication activities. 
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6-3. Sources of Influence 

This Chapter has so far examined the influence of fora communication on users’ 

perceptions and attitudes, now it explores sources of these effects. Responses to 

several questions in the web survey indicate that the manner in which information and 

debate occurs has some influence. In response to Q10-3, (see Figure 6-6 below) 

individuals tend to agree that prevalent views are shared among members of the 

forum in different ways, including through discussions / postings that present 

information (average score=5.1), postings regarding collective actions / campaigns 

(average score=4.7), postings regarding presentation of individual attitudes and 

behaviours (average score=4.8), and postings regarding internal communication and 

interaction on fora (average score=4.9).  The result shows that no specific types of 

discussions are identified as main sources; it seems that respondents feel the prevalent 

views are expressed in a variety of ways and contents within fora.  

Figure 6-6. Users’ perceptions of sharing views among members (Q10-3) 
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         Figure 6-6 shows that no specific types of discussions are identified as main 

sources; it seems that respondents feel the prevalent views are expressed in a variety 

of ways and contents within fora. Furthermore, the survey also asked respondents to 

nominate individuals who might communicate prevalent / dominant views, 

maintaining their privacy (Q9 series). The aim was to explore if these nominated 

individuals have the characteristics of opinion leaders (from information provision, 

frequent communication, or networking ability). Respondents were asked to refer to 

individuals by identity numbers ((IDs) which were used only for this research.  

As indicated in Table 6-3 below, only 46 (38.7%) respondents answered Q19-1, 

nominating 17 IDs as 1st-ranked individuals6 (who were authors of posts considered 

by respondents to provide most useful information), 13 IDs were nominated as 2nd- 

ranked authors, and 5 IDs were nominated as 3rd-ranked authors. The relatively low 

response rate may be due to privacy issues (revealing opinion leaders’ IDs) and the 

semi-open structure of the question.  
  

6 In the web survey of this research, respondents are encouraged to nominate authors who should 
provide most useful information. Respondents are asked to fill in boxes (up to three) to give the 
nominated authors’ IDs that they recognised in fora and rank these authors’ performance (as 1st-
ranked, 2nd-ranked, and 3rd-ranked authors of providing useful information). The nomination is not 
compulsory in the web survey, and there is no minimal number of authors required in the nomination. 
The design of the nomination process in web survey is to protect fora users’ anonymity and their 
principles of privacy, and their willingness to give the private information (regarding users’ IDs). As a 
result, the majority of respondents (61.3 %) choose not to provide the nomination and skipped the 
question.  
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Table 6-3. Nominated Authors in Four Fora 
Forum Title Q9-17 Q9-28 Q9-39 Q9-410 

ClimateConcern 

NA-C**1 
10 (38.5%) 

NA-A**1 
7(38.9%) 

NA-J**1 
10(27.8%) 

NA-C**1 
5(7.1%) 

NA-A**1 
4(15.4%) 

NA-C**1 
7(38.9%) 

NA-A**1 
5(5.6%) 

NA-F**1 
4(35.7%) 

NA-M**1 
3(11.5%) 

NA-M**1 
2(11.1%) 

NA-C**1 
1(5.6%) 

NA-H**1 
2(28.6%) 

NA-R**1 
3(11.5%) 

NA-J**1 
1(5.6%) 

NA-f**1 
1(5.6%) 

NA-A**1 
1(14.3%) 

NA-H**1 
1(3.9%) 

NA-H**1 
1(5.6%) 

NA-H**1 
1(55.6%) 

NA-L**1 
1(7.2%) 

 
OurPlanet / EarthDay 

NA-C**2 
13(30.3%) 

NA-J**2 
13(37.1%) 

NA-F**1 
8(36.6%) 

NA-J**2 
8(47.1%) 

NA-J**2 
10(23.3%) 

NA-N**2 
9(25.7%) 

NA-H**2 
5(22.7%) 

NA-N**2 
4(23.5%) 

NA-H**2 
7(16.3%) 

NA-C**2 
8(22.9%) 

NA-C**2 
4(18.2%) 

NA-F**1 
3(17.7%) 

NA-N**2 
7(16.3%) 

NA-F**1 
3(8.6%) 

NA-J**2 
3(13.6%) 

NA-C**2 
2(11.7%) 

NA-F**1 
3(7.00%) 

NA-H**2 
2(5.7%) 

NA-D**2 
(4.6%)  

Transition Towns 

NA-C**2 
2(33.3%) 

NA-C**2 
4(44.4%) 

NA-C**2 
4(44.4%) 

NA-A**2 
5(71.4%) 

NA-A**2 
2(33.3%) 

NA-A**2 
2(22.2%) 

NA-H**4 
2(22.2%) 

NA-C**2 
2(28.6%) 

NA-C**3 
1(16.7%) 

NA-C**3 
1(11.1%) 

NA-A**2 
2(22.2%)  

NA-H**3 
1(16.7%) 

NA-H**3 
1(11.1%) 

NA-C**3 
1(11.1%)  

 NA-S**1 
1(11.1%) 

NA-H**3 
1(11.1%)  

LocalSustUK 

NA-B**1 
2(50.0%) 

NA-C**4 
4(80.0%) 

NA-C**4 
2(100%) 

NA-C**4 
3(75.0%) 

NA-C**4 
2(50.0%) 

NA-M**2 
1(20.0%)  NA-B**1 

1(25.0%) 

Total Ranking 

NA-C**1 
15(32.6%) 

NA-J**1 
13(29.6%) 

NAF1 
9 (23.1%) 

NAJ1 
8(21.1%) 

NA-C**2 
10(21.7%) 

NA-C**1 
12(27.3%) 

NAJ2 
9 (23.1%) 

NAF1 
7(18.4%) 

NA-J**1 
10(21.7%) 

NA-N**1 
9(20.5%) 

NAA1 
5 (12.8%) 

NAA2 
5(13.2%) 

NA-H**1 
7(15.2%) 

NA-A**1 
7(15.9%) 

NAH1 
5(12.8%) 

NAC1 
5(13.2%) 

NA-N**1 
7(15.2%) 

NA-C2 
7(15.9%) 

NAC1 
3 (7.7%) 

NAC2 
3(7.9%) 

7 [Q9-1] Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently provides useful information or 
comments to you? 
8 [Q9-2]Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently communicates (e.g. through 
initiating discussions, posting articles or replies) with members? 
9 [Q9-3] Referring to this forum, whose posts (including articles and replies) do you think initiate most 
discussions among the members of the forum? 
10 [Q9-4] Referring to this forum, whose opinions (in their articles and replies) receive most agreement 
and support from other forum members? 
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Among those nominated authors (total are 23 nominated) in Table 6-3, the 

highest number (15) ranked as “authors who provide useful information” were from 

LocalSustUK, some of which were found to have the same ID in different fora. This 

suggests that members may have more than one forum membership, and therefore 

authors may not only read postings in different fora but also share their information 

with different groups. On the other hand, when respondents were directly asked to 

nominate authors who most frequently communicate with others in Q9-2, 16 authors 

by 44 respondents (37%) were nominated. Of these total 16, those most frequently 

ranked were also among the top 5 authors in previous Q9-1 (nominated list). The 

findings suggest that respondents tend to consider opinion leadership as an overall 

characteristic, perhaps making it difficult to distinguish between those authors who 

provide useful information from those who actively communicate with others. 

Respondents were asked to nominate authors who initiate the most discussions (Q9-

3): surprisingly respondents indicated authors that express opinions quite different to 

those of the group, for example J** in Climate Concern was sceptical about climate 

change. Finally respondents were asked to nominate authors whose opinions receive 

most agreement and support from forum members in Q9-4: only 12 authors were 

nominated.  

Interestingly, the results of this Q9 series were slightly different from each 

question: some of the authors who were ranked higher in delivering information and 

communicating with others were not the authors who initiate most discussions. Thus 

there seems to be a difference among those who initiate most discussions (they cannot 

directly be considered as those opinion leaders) and those who provide more 

information / networking opportunities (opinion leaders). Further understanding about 

the context in which members operate and their characteristics (e.g. activeness, 

communication activity, and initiated discussions) is needed to fully explain the nature 

and relationship with the opinion leadership in fora. 

As numbers of nominated authors are few, comparison is undertaken with 

caution. It is found that some nominated authors could participated in more than one 

of the four fora (i.e. NA-C**2), for some special IDs are nominated by members in 

different fora. Though no evidence can be found to prove these IDs represent same 

authors, it is still possible that some nominated authors could participate in different 

fora and being recognized by respondents of the selected four fora.   
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Besides the Q9 in questionnaire, respondents are also asked to evaluate their own 

importance in fora as discussed in previous chapters and sections in Q12 series in 

questionnaire as shown in Figure 4-7 (See Chapter 4, Section 4-3). According to the 

results, it is found that in Q12-8 and Q12-9, respondents generally tend to agree the 

statements of Q12-8 ~ Q12-10: Q12-10 (sharing posts from forum with friends 

outside forum) (Avg. Score= 4.6 ) is ranked top among three of the questions, which 

means most respondents tend to strongly agree or agree the statement; Q12-9 follows 

(urge others in forum to consider particular issues if these issues are not discussed) 

(Avg. Score= 4.2 ); and Q12-8 (persuade others in forum to agree with my views) had 

the least of respondents’ agreement (AVG. Score= 3.9 ) as also shown in Figure 4-7 

(See Chapter 4, Section 4-3). In total, 79 (66.4 %) out of all 119 respondents generally 

agree with these three statements; this suggests that some respondents tend to regard 

themselves as individuals who are willing to communicate opinions and affect others’ 

views. In other words, they put themselves as candidates who are also looking for 

“opinion leadership” in fora.  

 

Overall, the web survey does not uncover main sources or formats of opinions 

that influence members’ views. Respondents report that they perceived prevalent 

views in various types of content, and some specific authors were nominated as 

“opinion leaders”; however, respondents did not clearly identify specific types of 

contents as sources of influence, and numbers of nominated authors were also quite 

limited in. The findings may indicate a limited ability by respondents of recalling 

details about sources of opinions, or unwillingness to share information (IDs) about 

specific individuals. Maybe more fundamentally, it may be hard for respondents to 

admit that their own views are “affected” by specific sources or people.   

 

 

6-4. Conclusions 
 

Though challenges have been encountered in identifying influences on fora 

members’ views, three main findings are noteworthy: 1.) fora members, as indicated 

in the survey responses, indicate they perceive prevalent views in online discussions; 

2.) Most nominated IDs of opinion leaders correspond to the IDs of “key authors” 
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identified previously in this research (see Chapter 5), though few IDs were provided 

by survey respondents; 3.) Some nominated IDs (opinion leaders) are “trans-fora", 

implying some authors could be particularly passionate about discussions on climate 

change or broader environmental issues and participate in debates across various fora.  

      The survey shows respondents tend to undertake communication online for 

specific reasons (i.e. surf fora for information access, interact with others to sense 

climate of opinions, post messages to probe more understandings); in other words, 

such “planned communication”, similar to that described by Windahl and Signitzer 

(2008), is evident from respondents’ own assessments. 

As a result, more analyses are required on the social implications of recent 

developments of internet fora. For instance, how people’s roles, their social relations, 

and the online contexts can affect people’s ideas and attitudes, and how these 

prevalent views are formed. These are discussed in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 7.  Discussion  
 

7-0. Introduction 

 
This thesis examines mechanisms and processes in the communication of climate 

change in internet-based fora, including members’ roles and the influences on fora users’ 

views and behaviours. It is found the internet fora provide a ‘place’ that is invaluable for fora 

users, where they contribute to discussions, exchange opinions, network and share 

information. Much effort in this thesis has been dedicated to exploring several aspects of 

online communication among fora members through their topic-thread discussions. The 

findings of this research are discussed in this chapter regarding insights on existing studies of 

climate change, new media, and communication models.    

 
 

7-1. Who Is Communicating Climate Change Online? 

The results of this study indicate that users of the selected four fora – on the basis of 

their access to fora and participation in fora discussions – are characterised by different roles. 

Initially two broad categorisations can be defined, detailed below.  

 

7-1-1. Keep Quiet: “Observers” in Internet Fora Communication 

 
The research indicates that a considerable amount of fora members have never 

directly participated in online discussions (no post or reply) during the two-year research 

period; they are not directly active but rather indirectly active, as they view forum posts. 

Often inactive members are defined as “lurkers” in literature (Kollock & Smith, 1999), but 
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this term refers to silent fora members. In this research, the indirectly active fora members 

can be more suitably considered as “observers”, as they are registered as fora members but 

only access circulating information and observe communication activities online. These 

members silently observe people’s interactions (based on posts / replies) and read about 

opinions from online posts. They may of course have their own views, but it is difficult to 

examine these through analyses of online discussions because these are not directly 

accessible, given that the ‘observers’ do not contribute to discussions online.  

  

7-1-2. Let’s Talk: Online Communicators  

 
While most members keep silent, a few members, described as “communicators” in this 

research, do post articles or reply others’ postings in online discussions. These members are 

the major fora content builders, and thus are important contributors to understanding 

processes of communicating climate change online.  

Communicators assume specific roles such as initiators of discussions, repliers or both. 

These characteristics have been detected in the analysis of fora discussion contents, as shown 

in chapter 5. However, since any participant can change roles in different contexts, the roles 

identified relate specifically to their functions in the online topic-thread discussions analysed. 

These roles may become insignificant, if they are replaced by other roles, and their opinion 

may be lost, not manifest or expressed differently, if they chose to observe or take part in 

discussions of a different form or in a diverse environment.  

Analyses have provided some understanding about communicators’ activities in the 

internet fora discussions: information searches are dominant; networking interests follow. 

Consequently, it can be argued that communicators are “learners” as they are accessing 

information within topic-threads, and they become networkers establishing personal 
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relationships within online groups. Individuals in discussions also assume other roles such as 

information providers, and supporters and challengers are also found (see Chapter 5).  

 Communicators contribute to discussions by initiating discussions and replying. 

These can be performed as a duplex role, in that it was found that some individuals were both 

initiators and repliers, although the majority of participants in the discussions were repliers. 

(as seen from the results of web survey and the statistics of fora authors’ performance), unlike 

findings in other studies which show that people actively participate in online discussions (i.e. 

Sun et al., 2006; Mankoff et al., 2007). As shown in analyses of the sampled topic-threads, 

fora communicators replying to posts initiated by others rather than the original posters was 

widely witnessed in the selected topic-thread discussion cases; users contribute to online 

discussions based on the information they have when they feel like it, and their focus on 

certain topics frequently turns the communication to topics different from the original one. As 

also shown in the qualitative analyses of topic-threads, most discussions were quite 

aggressive (as the case in the discussion of living “a green life”, where initial posting author 

was faced with sceptical, mocking abusive remarks from one of the participants and had to 

fight back ) (see Appendix II). Comparing with face-to-face discussions in interpersonal 

communications, it is hard to imagine that friends, acquaintances or colleagues would have 

similar discussions in person, which suggests the mitigating effect of the computer-mediated 

communication, enabling a release from the social constraints and ethical boundaries of 

voicing opinions thanks to the illusion of anonymity and secrecy of their identity awarded by 

internet communication. 
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7-2. Building Opinion Leadership Online 

 
This thesis also asked who could “affect” people’s attitudes regarding climate change 

and how. It was found that opinion leaders have a significant role in online fora discussion 

to this effect, as their name indicates. Opinion leadership is generated throughout the course 

of communication in a particular topic-thread, and it generally but not only involves support 

from other participants (see Table 7-1).  

 
Table 7-1. Activities of Opinion Leaders in Online Communication 

 

Information Communication Networking 
Introduction to data / 

sources 

Interpretation Initiating Discussion 

Reviewing Data  Addressing Dispute Offering Responses 

Providing Expert Comments Presenting Public Views Member of Group(s) 

Identifying Challenges Leading Opinions  

Leading Inquiries   

 

In terms of gaining opinion leadership, even key authors are no more than candidates, 

and all communicators who participate in the discussion can become opinion leaders In other 

words, the analyses in this thesis indicate that whether opinions expressed in online 

discussions are to become “prevalent views” or not depends on collective recognition and the 

turn of the discussions. With supporters and challengers, the discussion becomes a collective 

engineering by both key authors and communicators that provide resources to fora members 

interested in the topics discussed; active members can be transformed to opinion leaders 

accredited by group if they have extensive support for the contributions to the discussions.  

It was also found in the qualitative analysis of topic-threads that some authors tend to 

choose to share content that will guarantee success of the desired development direction of 
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opinion climate in discussion. The topics and themes for discussion are chosen carefully (and 

instrumentally) in order to raise interest and initiate a discussion; and in some cases the 

members who behave in this way also manage to sustain the interest in the topic. Therefore, 

proposing topics, how to formulate them, and what information to provide should be the 

prime concerns for authors wishing to gain support in a forum discussion and support from 

participants.  The content statistics and topic-thread analyses indicated that members will not 

support the views of authors unless they are regarded as an “expert” presenting views more 

credible than their own. Thus in the anonymous context of online communication, expertise 

is critical for establishing credibility, and the “expertise” that was found in several topic-

threads analysed (see 5-3 in Chapter 5) was conveyed by authors through provision of 

scientific evidence, clear arguments, and their own personal background (i.e. engineer or 

researcher). These findings correspond to previous research in psychology on communicators’ 

credibility and the “Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981) related 

to audiences’ and consumers’ decision pathways. In their discussion of the ELM model, Petty 

and Cacioppo suggested that individuals’ information-processing capability and the manner 

in which consumers' involvement is targeted will determine how individuals deal with 

various persuasive appeals. In the research in this thesis, it was found that some authors score 

highly in activeness, participation frequency and capability of networking with others, and 

thus they are considered key authors. The key authors in fora communication can be deemed 

as individuals who are in the “central route” of the communication process as described by 

Petty & Cacioppo, for they actively and frequently are involved in fora communication 

processes. In other words, individuals who are interested in a topic and participate actively in 

debates are at the “central route” of the ELM model. On the contrary, others who involved in 

topic-threads at the margins (or with less interest or expertise) appear to be on “peripheral” 

route described in Petty & Cacioppo’s ELM model: these members are distant from the topic 
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of discussion, have lower motivation to be involved, prefer to follow the views of someone 

who seems trustworthy and take these into account when making their own decisions.  

In the context of online communication (the focus of the research in this thesis), 

persuasion can be regarded as a process of communicating intended messages by authors 

online. The findings in this thesis may uphold the ELM model proposed by Petty & Cacioppo, 

but apparently not include the “targeted communication of information” that the model 

originally supposed. Fora discussion participants acquire information and develop knowledge 

by listening and interacting with people they deem experts or those that appear trustworthy. 

These do not necessarily overlap (the experts may not always be trustworthy). 

As shown in Figure 7-1 below, opinion leadership has been found in topic-threads, 

emerging from specific individuals or a group’s interactions; opinion leadership can be 

shaped, reinforced and reflected in online fora.  It is communicators that help shape opinion 

leadership, as they express ideas and interact with others. Doing so, they manifest preferences 

for particular opinions (i.e. becoming supporters or challengers to certain posts or individuals) 

and contribute to shape the opinions of those who are taking part in the discussion 

(interacting with the group).  
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Figure 7-1 Interaction of KAs and communicators in forming opinion leadership 
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The research findings indicate that the multi-stage, user-selected routes of 

communication as occur in the fora analysed can be illustrated by a combination of the “Two-

Step” flow and ELM Model: groups form among opinion leaders and supporters around 

communication activities online. 

The benefits of gaining opinion leadership drive individuals (who are frequently also 

key authors) “to do more” i.e. post a large volume of messages. Opinion leadership can be 

strengthened or compromised depending on the performance of authors and their ability to 

network and convince others of their views, generating supporters. There is also evidence that 

assuming an authoritative position in the discussion can shape the opinions of others, for 

example in SN4 where the efficient and relevant information provided by the KA contributed 

to altering repliers’ perceptions of nuclear power.  Ultimately the support for particular 

opinions is down to the people’s choice in these cyber public spheres.  
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7-2-1. Competition of Opinion Leadership 

         

The mechanisms of communication in internet fora are quite different to those in traditional mass 

media, e.g. no editors as employed by traditional mass media (i.e. editors as “gatekeepers”) (Vos & 

Reese, 2008). However, t editing of contents and opinions still occurs but led by anyone who 

participates in a discussion and wants to present certain data or opinions.  

Though a considerable portion of fora members seem willing to learn from others 

regarding climate change - as shown by of the web survey, online discussions can become 

transformed into a process of building consensus when diverse opinions are exchanged, 

disputed and finally  re-invented as collective ideas through competition for  opinion 

leadership . It was found that authors can only partly control the channels and forms in which 

information, views and opinions are communicated, and they do not have the privilege of posting 

contents. Even though particular authors contribute a large portion of contents to the discussions, their 

performance is the result of strategies they apply especially when facing ‘competition’ for opinion 

leadership. Two-way communication and the interaction mechanisms in fora allow intense discussion, 

debate and sometimes even reconciliation of opinions, as seen from the analyses of topic threads in 

this thesis.  

This is made possible by the mechanisms particular to internet fora. Actively or reluctantly, 

authors’ posts can be immediately reviewed, supported or challenged by other fora members. As one 

can see from topic-thread analyses and the results of web the survey, the ‘competition’ of opinions in 

the discussions does not always weaken the influence of opinion leadership, but makes internet fora 

more ‘sticky’, more attractive and more convincing to some people.  In the survey, a high percentage 

of respondents indicated their opinions were influenced and affected by the online communication 

process, including ‘prevalent views’. Therefore, competition of opinion leadership online does add a 

dynamic to communication flow; thus the findings of the study in this thesis are consistent with the 

opinion of scholars such as Wellman (2001; 2007), Foth (2003), Dale and Onyx (2005) and others 
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who point to the multi-dimensional interactivity and dynamics of computer mediated communication 

media. 

 
7-2-2. Reinforcing Opinion Diversity  

 
The work contained in this thesis shows that communication processes examined in the 

four fora can also generate or reinforce opinion diversity. Opinions are generated, information 

is shared, debated, explained and contradicted. However, discussion in fora is also open to 

anyone who is interested, and can attract new participants (even though there were some 

occasions in discussion when ‘activists’ entered a debate in a topic-thread only to voice some 

separate, non-related opinions).There is much work about the non-intrusive character  of 

online communication in providing information for consumers and Internet users.  Here the 

role of the traditional information resources such as TV news, newspapers, radio etc. is 

clearly reversed – it is not the information source that has to reach the consumer in a targeted 

and directed way, but the information consumer is the active agent searching for the interest 

group in which he or she will want to contribute, and / or find the information he or she is 

interested in.  

  The findings in this thesis (opinion leadership, diversity of interests taking part in 

discussions) are consistent with the idea of dynamic communication flow as introduced by 

Dance (1967) and scholars such as Thurlow et al. (2004) in CMC research literature. As well 

as “active participation” in the interactive discussions online, the analyses of the fora suggest 

that the concept of ‘active audience’ proposed by scholars such as Morley (1993) is also 

applicable to the fora discussions. The evolution of topics and fora discussions is led by 

people who join discussion groups online in which their interests are shared or supported, 

even in case where the opinions within a group may vary. From selective accessing news 

channels to selective participating discussion groups, it is opportunities of communicating 
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climate change in different ways do arise in fora. The topic-threads analysed show that 

discussions can evolve in directions that some people may not have initially intended as such.  

Findings of web survey suggest that these fora members may be willing to hear ideas 

different from theirs, but their tendency is to prefer discussion with groups which share 

similar views. The qualitative analyses reveal that relatively few users want to be challengers 

in topic-threads. When challengers do appear, their views attract responses that defend the 

prevalent views. This n may help explain why people sensed a “climate of opinion” in the 

discussions. 

 
7-2-3. Being Recognized: Gaining Opinion Leadership 

 
One of the hypotheses  of the present study was that key authors will become opinion 

leaders; this was assessed and confirmed through analyses of discussions and  of the survey 

approaches; but the research also identified that considerable  effort needs to be made by 

authors pursuing opinion leadership. It is not enough to actively post and reply, intensively 

participate in the forum’s activities, and be socially accessible (i.e. networking for the benefit 

of oneself and others). To become an opinion leader, the interested individual has to take part 

in several discussions, and his / her impact on the public opinion has to be sustainable, which 

means that he/she should be a member of a certain interest group fora considerably long 

period of time. 

 
7-2-4. Key Authors and Roles of Supporters 

 
The research indicates that, in the topic-threads analysed, the activities of key authors 

are frequent. In many cases, as shown in the research, there is usually more than one KA in 

each forum. Sometimes, in a discussion, a KA will compete for opinion leadership with 

repliers. KAs are not invincible in competition for opinion leadership; in some topic-threads 
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(i.e. Topic-thread 4 from OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum) they change their views following 

other information provided in discussion. In other words, in some cases the two-way 

communication process has the potential to reduce an individual’s leadership position.   

Key authors require supporters who approve their views in the competition for opinion 

leadership; key authors seem to need supporters of their views to counteract those of the 

challengers. These two main types of interactions between key authors and others are 

discussed in more detail below. 

 
Type A. Supporter of Key Author 

Supporters of key authors’ perspectives are frequently observed in the sampled topic-threads. 

In the KAs’ initiated topic-threads, the supporter role is not only important to KAs, but also 

to the entire forum communication activities. A supporter may voice supporting comments 

for the initiator (but not only), thus strengthening his/her position in the pursuit of opinion 

leadership. In addition, supporters stabilize the communication flow throughout the 

discussion in topic-threads, since the support of an opinion means keeping to it, discussing in 

detail, and not moving to other topics. Thus, the presence of a large number of supporters in 

one forum tends to guarantee the smooth flow of the discussion and the stability of the topic 

being discussed.  

 

Type B. Challenger to Key Author 

 The analyses of topic threads also indicates that a discussion risks failing at the very start if 

there are only supporters and no challengers to the arguments presented. The role of a 

challenger therefore should not be underestimated. In the topic-thread analysis, challengers 

add variability to the discussion of any topic and enable the participants to have a look at the 

situation or concept from various angles, which the challengers present by responding to the 

key author and his / her supporters. Challengers can also distract the communicators from the 
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main arguments of their discussion and try to change the subject by offering various 

alternatives to the topics being discussed. As a result, the challengers can strengthen their 

advantage by undermining someone else’s pursuit of opinion leadership. If an effective 

challenger is participating in the discussion, there is a high probability that he/she will not 

dismiss the arguments of the opinion leader, but will stimulate him/her to support his/her 

opinion with more data and argumentation, which will make the point clearer and more 

valuable for other communicators, as well as transparent and thus more accessible and 

interesting for those not taking part directly in the conversation (e.g. observers). 

 
 

 
7-3. Revisions to the Two-Step Flow Model        

 
As explained in the previous sections, leadership and prevalent views are formed in the 

discussion, often through competition, and these are manifest through the discussion and 

more widely based on the connectedness and networking that the forum members have.  This 

suggests that, on the basis of the communication processes observed in online internet fora, a 

modified version of the two-step flow model can be proposed. Rather than focussing on an 

individual opinion leader and his / her relationship with his / her interpersonal social network, 

the research suggests that communication occurs between an opinion leader and his / her 

supporters (communicators) with networked forum members who access the discussions or 

with observers who access the forum.    

This revised model is based on observations and analysis of online communication 

undertaken in this thesis. Its main characteristics are: 

• the interactions between authors and active communicators create communication 

groups; 

• authors  compete for opinion leadership and supporters; 
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• opinion leaders may emerge from the interaction process with other communicators; 

• views of the opinion leaders become “mainstream”, “prevalent” views in fora. 

As a result, other communicators in the discussion can either become part of the 

communicator group (by agreeing with the prevalent views), or do not actively participate 

(keep silent as observers). The former enables fora members to become “networked” with the 

communicator group; the latter allows fora members as observers in to interact with others at 

any time, when they wish. The relationship between communicator group and individuals 

shapes information flow from interactive sharing to audience-based access. Just like walking 

into a virtual club, people who are not belonging to a communicator group are isolated. In 

internet fora they still get information through dialogues among others, but they are no more 

than media audiences. More than 88% of members on average in four fora were observers 

(perhaps indicating an isolating mechanism).  

The revised model showing relationships among observers, communicators, authors, 

and opinion leaders is in Figure 7-2 below.  
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Figure 7-2. Revised Two-Step Flow in Online Fora Communication 

 

 
 

As shown in this revised two-step model, it is suggested that there are three ways in 

which discussion content is generated and communicated, as described below. 
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In this type of interaction, observers are regarded as fora audiences who never actively 

express their ideas and comments through online discussions. For them, the content in fora 

mainly contributes to “agenda setting”: the opinion leaders provide contents and set the 

agenda. Observers prefer to rely on key authors as opinion leaders rather than participate in 

discussions directly. Here, key authors are agents who not only provide information online 

but also discuss with other communicators and express comments ‘for’ these observers. The 

access to contents for the observers reflects the classic two-step flow model in mass 
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to an internet fora context where the key authors replace media editors by posting or 

proposing considerable quantities of articles to others. In this study, the considerable 

percentage of observers and very limited number of key authors present in the discussions 

supports the evidence for this classic two-step communication flow model. 

 
Type II. Communicators’ Two-Step Flow (Key Authors – Communicators / Observers) 

        With increasing levels of interaction, the relationship between key authors and others 

changes (it is no longer defined by traditional communication models). Key authors still 

actively deliver information and express their ideas online, but their roles are not simply as 

traditional media editors, nor opinion leaders who deliver one-way content. They act as a 

‘trigger’ which brings together responses and encourages discussion. In this type of model, 

key authors are irreplaceable: discussions and communication occur through the efforts of 

key authors. In this model, opinion is not really ‘led’ by key authors but develops through the 

discussions between key authors and other communicators (who form a leader-centred 

communicator group). There is evidence from the work presented in this thesis that t opinion 

leadership may not attributed to specific individuals (i.e. key authors), but this does not mean 

the influence of opinion leadership is weakened. This model could also explain why in the 

web survey, 82.76% of total respondents from the four fora indicated they felt there were 

prevalent views expressed online.  

 
Type III: Networked Two-Step Flow (Active Communicators’ Group -- Observers) 

In this research, a third model of networked two-step communication flow is proposed. 

In some cases of topic-thread discussions, some communicators are found also very active 

and have intensive interactions with each other and key authors. Moreover, key authors are 

considered simply another “one of active communicators” and unable to control neither the 

agenda nor opinions in these cases. As a result, though it is found that pursuing opinion 
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leadership is major motivation of the active participation in the fora communication, as 

shown in web survey asking respondents’ motivations of joining discussions, the opinion 

leadership does not belong to a specific communicator in these cases of topic-thread 

discussions. However, the intensive discussions (or debates) did form interactions among 

these active communicators and could generate more contents that are relevant more to 

communication activities than the discussions of initial topics; a “sense of belonging” could 

be generated in the discussion process. The outcomes of pursuing opinion leadership all the 

better improve these active communicators’ networking, and an obvious role of 

communicators’ group has been observed in this type of interaction model, as observed in 

several cases of topic-thread discussions in Chapter 5.  

In other words, communicators are active in this model, but their pursuits of opinion 

leadership lead to a process of building the active communicator group’s views, which should 

be considered these active communicators’ “consensus” or at least their similar experiences 

and values networked in discussion topics. A two-step flow still exists in the model, but it is 

between the active communicator group and lurkers (observers): specific views or some 

common ideas of the active communicators’ groups in discussions emerge while other 

members (as observers) learn that these active communicators could know each other and 

share some similar values through accessing the discussion contents in topic-threads in this 

type of interaction model. Either these members accept the ideas of the active communicators’ 

group in topic-thread discussion OR simply go away (leave zero or few posts to challenge or 

question the group’s ideas as a phenomenon found in several topic-threads in the study), the 

two-step communication flow (of active communicators’ group – observers) stands, and it 

could also be the start point of consensus building for the members who involve the groups. 

Interestingly, the finding also corresponds to the “the spiral of silence” suggested by Noelle-

Neumann (1984) (See Section 2-2-1 in Chapter 2). As a result, the process of “consensus” 
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building excludes observers while active communicators’ group could share the outcomes of 

communication. This could also explain why respondents in web survey considerably report 

they feel prevalent views in fora but difficult to figure out the specific sources of the 

prevalent views. 

As shown in the types of models of the revised two-step communication flow in 

Internet fora, the pursuit of opinion leadership would require not only active participation but 

also other factors such as good networking ability through asynchronous interactions, and 

sometimes the pursuit of opinion leadership could instead stimulate the formation of 

networking among groups of active communicators by posting / replying posts and 

generating considerable discussions. The revised two-step flow also displays how interactions 

between active communicators and others could affect major topics and issues discussed in 

fora.  

 
 

7-4. Implications for Practice on Climate Change 

Communication 

 

The findings of this research indicate multiple modes of information searching and 

sharing, opinion and leadership formation online. On this basis, approaches for enhancing 

online communication regarding climate change issues can be devised. These are detailed 

below.  

One can conclude that the two-step climate change communication flow in internet fora 

emerges when key authors actively share, interpret and disseminate selective information and 

knowledge. Since the innovation represented by internet forum communication is that it 

provides the users with an opportunity to become the ‘active communicators’ and to make 

conscious selections of information sources according to personal interests and preferences, 
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mobilizing users to participate in online discussion with the awareness of the potential biases 

in information shared in fora could be a very helpful contribution to the communication 

process.  

Internet-based communication flow in fora offers comparatively larger freedom of 

expression and range of opportunities for active communicators than in traditional media, 

with access to opinion leadership, but the information flow is still limited by interactions 

limited to active communicators’ groups, and the selective (framed) information accessed by 

observers and other members. It can be imaged as a separate living organism consisting of the 

fabric created by each contributor, though at the same time it is mostly guided by the central 

figure of the brain –– the leader-centred communicator group.  

To enhance the communication flow of climate change issues, encouraging wider, 

active participation in discussion of the relevant issues will be required. Establishing opinion 

leadership and consensus building will be important elements to achieve better 

communication and understanding of particular issues, while animated discussions and 

debates about issues should not be relinquished, especially in-depth discussion of 

controversial climate issues. In the research, it has shown that opinion leadership results from 

active interaction within communicators’ groups. Moreover, roles of key authors and their 

contributions are found critical in fora, and their motivations of earning opinion leadership 

could also lead to the formation of active communicators’ group. In other words, the key to 

enhance climate change communication in Internet fora could lies on enabling and improving 

the ‘quality’ of opinion leadership, which leads to enhanced knowledge of the issue (by 

having well-informed key authors) and better networking among members (by having active 

communicators and forming communication groups). Strategies could include making it 

easier for some experts to interact in a space where they feel comfortable, for instance the IT 
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platform created for Transition Towns, encouraging them to network with fora members and 

earning supporters as seeds for offering knowledge and involving debates online. 

 
 

7-5. Conclusions 

 
In all, the journey of examining communication flow in process of online 

communication shows that the establishment of leadership is usually an accumulated result of 

earning recognition, presence of stimulating supporter groups and convincing challenger 

groups, and communicators’ views. All these together form the explicit, interactive 

communication process of online discussion in fora. Findings of this research could 

correspond to some previous studies of communication (e.g. two-step flow), but require some 

revisions for the attribution of the new media.  Understanding the processes involving people 

in online interactions is vital for drawing conclusions from the data explored in this study. It 

stands to reason that calculations of user activity, the intricacies of communicators’ opinion 

competition in fora, and the specificity of topics they discuss are governed by the unspoken 

rules deeply welded in the communication flow of internet fora and users’ perceptions of 

their own roles.  

Based on the research presented here from the research, one can argue that directing 

research towards the identification of key social contexts and experiences that may help 

participants in online discussions benefit from improved communication, including improved 

interpretation of data received online, awareness and understanding of information framing 

are of strategic importance in the context of exponential increase of new media interactions. 

Future avenues of research are outlined in the final chapter.  
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Chapter 8. Conclusions and Future Research 

 

8-0. Introduction  

 

This thesis offers new insights into the internet communication of climate change, 

specifically within internet fora. This chapter draws upon these reflect on implications 

for future work and suggestions for building successful, effective communication 

within the framework of internet media.  

The research set out to investigate (1) characteristics of climate change 

communication processes in internet fora, (2) interactions among fora users and their 

roles in online discussion processes, (3) and the influence of online communication on 

people's views and attitudes. Three research questions were developed to reflect these: 

1. How do individuals communicate climate change issues and interact with others 

through online discussions in Internet fora?  

2. What are the roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how do these 

develop? 

3. Does communication around climate change in online fora change individuals' 

perceptions and motivate them to consider changing behaviours? 

The thesis explores these questions using a multi-method approach, including 

analyses of fora statistics, analyses of fora discussion contents and online 

questionnaires of fora members’ views, resulting in a combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods. The four fora were selected on the basis of their focus on climate 

change and environmental issues (see Chapter3).  
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8-1. Major Findings 

 

The discussions in all four social networks (fora) examined in this thesis reveals 

the complexity of internet-mediated communication. The statistics of contents 

archived indicated that the fora communication activities are not equivalent between 

some specific authors and most fora members. In particular, some authors are 

qualified as key authors who contribute considerable contents, frequently participate, 

and be capable of networking with others in all four fora. According to the findings, 

key authors contribute almost half (41%) of posted forum articles, a third (34%) of 

posted replies and a third (38%) of words on average in each forum (see Table 5-4). 

Qualitative analysis of the topic-threads initiated by these key authors indicate the 

varied processes that take place during discussions of opinions and the potential for 

establishment of opinion leadership (Chapters 4 and 5).  

The study also explored roles of fora users in online communication. Key 

authors of four fora were identified based on their level of activity, frequency of 

communication, and networking based on a novel approach derived from existing 

literature (see section 8-2-2 below). Despite the dominant contribution of key authors 

in the generation of fora contents, the presence of key authors (KAs) in fora, their 

number (less than 12 KAs in each forum) is far fewer than the number of other 

communicators (more than 2000 recorded in each forum): It is only a small proportion 

of fora members that communicates actively initiate discussions and share 

information, experiences, and views with others, who respond and can become 

supporters or challengers of the opinions expressed in the discussions). Questionnaire 

responses indicated that the majority of respondents visit fora to learn (over 90%), 

share experiences and information (over 80%). Most of these access discussions as 
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observers or relatively passive participants (they respond to a few postings perhaps 

and watch the conversation unfold). This research reveals that only few of the key 

authors correspond with individuals who respondents in the survey indicated as 

‘opinion leaders’. This suggests that not all key authors are opinion leaders (and the 

discussion statistics as well as analysis of discussion contents support this), and that 

survey respondents may perceive leadership in opinions deriving from individuals 

other than key authors.   

In fact, for investigating influences of fora communication on users, the web 

survey conducted in the study suggests that fora members perceive there to be 

‘prevalent’ opinions within the fora discussions and that these influence their 

perceptions and views. Survey respondents indicated they felt less inclined to and 

engage in debates with people who challenge their opinions strongly. However, this 

contrasts with the findings from the qualitative topic-thread analysis which suggest 

that communicators join and contribute to the discussions greatly, by fuelling the 

debate. Statistics of online communication activities indicate that the discussions 

which host both supporters and challengers have much more fruitful, lengthy, and 

informative discussions. 

 

8-2. Contributions of the Study 

 

The contributions of the present study to the understanding on online 

communication processes are considered in relation to theory and practice, as outlined 

in the two subsections below.  
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8-2-1 Original Contribution to Research  
 

There is a large research literature that has drawn upon to formulate a sound 

theoretical basis of the present study. Some of the hypotheses and assumptions voiced 

in communication flow research and internet communication modes (i.e. Brosius & 

Weimann, 1996; Couldry, 2008; Nisbet & Kotcher, 2009) have been tested and further 

expanded in this study. As Weiman (1991), McKenna and Green (2002), Watts and 

Dodd (2007), and Nisbet and Kotcher (2009) emphasise, the two-step model of 

communication has been considered useful to explain interactions between 

individuals in internet communication. Nevertheless, the manner in which the 

discussions analysed in this thesis take place reflects a revised two-step model of 

communication where fora users have different levels of participation and interaction 

with each other. This implies that there is scope for reconsidering the two-step 

communication model. Here three types of a revised two-step model of fora 

communication are proposed in which messages are generated and communicated by 

opinion leaders to observers (Type I), by key authors to communicators (Type II), and 

by active communicators’ groups to observers (Type III). It is suggested that the role 

of key authors in Type II and role of active communicators’ group in Type III could be 

added to the classic two-step communication model (Type I) for a more complete 

understanding of online fora communication.  

All authors and communicators to the discussions substantiated their opinions 

with the help of data found in reports or publications related to the discussion, and 

they responded with information to the initial posts. They managed to address the 

varying inquiries, protests, and contradictions from other participants, having 

micro-dialogues with each of them within the larger framework of the overall 
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topic-thread. The multimodality of the communication processes identified in the 

online discussions analysed informs our understanding of the ways in which 

communication actually occurs as outlined in Figure 7-1.  

The close attention to opinion leadership was given in the thesis. This concept 

has been widely discussed in the literature, for example, Lyons and Henderson (2005) 

emphasized the exceptional influence of opinion leaders in new media as compared to 

traditional media. The nature of opinion leadership has become the prime point of 

interest for researchers since then, and scholars such as Kotler (1998), Keller and 

Berry (2003), Baker, Coaffee, and Sheriff (2007) have dedicated their efforts to 

identifying the reasons for which opinion leaders are needed for the communication 

process, the features of opinion leaders for grasping public attention and to engaging 

the public. Nevertheless, according to the study, opinion leadership in internet fora is 

in the competition of key authors and other communicators, for two reasons: 1) fora 

members can express their ideas as communicators by posting or replying posts and 

earn opinion leadership in discussions; 2) key authors are found in the study who post 

considerable contents, frequently participate in and networking with other members in 

all four fora. These authors are also found being motivated by pursuing opinion 

leadership and being recognized. As a result, key authors’ significant contributions, 

and communicators’ interactions in topic-thread discussions thus can be considered 

strategies of earning the opinion leadership in fora. 

The findings of this study also reinforce and the significant effect of the Internet 

on society As shown by other studies, the number of Internet users has grown rapidly 

within a couple of past years, and the number of people reporting participation in 

social networks and communication fora is also increasing. Previous research on the 

role of the Internet in public life has also shown that people use it as a source of 
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information and networking (Bauer et al., 2002; Hampton & Wellman, 2003; Mankoff 

et al., 2007). The present study shows results quite consistent with these findings, but 

it introduces some new dimensions about the motivations of Internet use. The 

questionnaire results indicate people access online discussions driven by a desire for 

learning, experience sharing and networking. This suggests that the majority of people 

are often not passive consumers of Internet resources, but rather they want to draw 

upon contents and engage with others, either to a limited extent or more widely (i.e. 

those who want to educate, to enlighten, to show the difference, to recommend and to 

warn against problems, etc. The concept of the Internet as an information resource and 

reference has evolved into a medium of active search for collective meaning.  

 

8-2-2 Original Contribution to Practice  
 

There are several contributions by this thesis to research practice. The first 

relates to internet-based communication models. It has been shown there is much 

value in modelling communication by classifying communicators’ roles, their 

interaction intensity, and interest of others to engage with them. Such understanding is 

relevant for communicators working new media to understand how communication 

happens and how it could be improved depending on the format and who is involved.  

The research also developed methods for identifying authors among the 

communicators. On the basis of the performance index and levels of activity (α-lists), 

participation frequency (β-lists), and networking ability (γ-lists), authors were ranked 

and scored to identify those who could be considered as active authors in online fora 

and potential opinion leaders, as outlined in Chapter 3. The development of these 

methods enables a better understanding on how opinion leadership develops and the 
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role of authors in online discussions. This could help improve the design of practical 

strategies for enhancing climate communication online.   

The study also has practical value in showing how public awareness of climate 

change is developed through Internet communication. The discussions demonstrated 

profound awareness about climate change issues amongst this group of online 

participants. In addition, a more ambiguous implication for climate change 

communication can be inferred from this work. Since opinions and discussions are 

driven by communicators who tend to pursue opinion leadership, not experts who can 

provide comprehensive knowledge, the two-step flow process becomes more like a 

co-production of thinking through asynchronous interactions, where it appears that 

contributors / communicators’ attainment of opinion leadership is their main concern. 

Active communicators want to be recognized and acknowledged, and providing some 

‘useful’ information is only one means for this.  

Regarding to gaining opinion leadership, the study further suggests that active 

communicators may find ways of encouraging people to engage people in topics 

related to their interests. Observers may receive additional motivation to participate in 

the forum discussion once they believe that their opinion matters; challengers may 

believe that instead of simply challenging the opinion of a forum leader they may 

offer a constructive alternative and continue the debate in a more effective, fruitful 

manner. People who are sceptical about the contribution of their views to the 

discussions are less motivated to participate, though they may have much to offer. 

Therefore, the study indicates that other more creative ways need to be explored to 

allow active communicators to engage passive observers in the communication 

process.  
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To summarize, it is leadership theory and practice within models of 

communication to which this study contributes most profoundly. Direct physical 

interaction has traditionally been the prime area of research concerning leadership; 

only recently has research about online opinion leadership started to develop – this is 

where the work contained in this thesis is situated. Some physical means of 

influencing others (e.g. appearance, voice intonations, gaze, pauses in speech, 

gestures and other non-verbal means) have been considered as key tools used by 

leaders to achieve persuasion (Argyle, 1969/2007). In contrast to traditional 

leadership techniques, online opinion leaders, either individuals or communicators 

groups, have only their rhetoric, communication and negotiation skills, and data that 

they use to win public recognition. The face to face element does not take place online. 

However, Verderber et al. (2007) stated that people tend to reveal similar tendencies 

in online communication as they do face-to-face. For instance the desire to give 

timely responses, the usage of vocabulary and grammar that relate to the atmosphere 

and participants involved in the communication, and attempts to personalise 

interlocutors by asking about their gender, age, location etc.  

Thus, the present study represents an innovation in the field of exploring online 

opinion leadership. It, uses and proposes quantitative and qualitative techniques to 

understand who and how interact with others online. The contribution of these 

findings to practice is identifying characteristics of communication process, key roles, 

and improving communication taking into account the characteristics of the internet 

and online fora. These findings may be useful for those wishing to encourage action 

on climate change, and by internet fora authors who want to increase public 

awareness of certain issues, to form public opinion in a specific way.  
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8-3. Limitations of the Research 

 

Though this research makes a significant contribution to research on 

internet-mediated communication processes as well as to studies on climate change 

communication, its limitations need to be acknowledged as they relate mainly to the 

validity and reliability of the results obtained. 

Firstly, the study is based on Internet-mediated communication, and it does not 

provide comparison with traditional approaches of communication, such as mass 

media or face to face interaction, to evaluate the impact of new media. The difficulty 

of comparison comes from the nature of Internet discussion, which is very dynamic 

and changeable which make it very difficult to comparing the communication flow in 

‘virtual communities’ with that in physical communities. A good example of the 

changeable features of fora-based communication was the forum ‘OurPlanet / 

EarthDay’, established on the MySpace platform at the beginning of the research 

(Sept. 2008). There were more than 75 posts (including articles and replies) generated 

in a day on average. Suddenly due to declining membership of MySpace, many 

authors in OurPlanet left, and the forum changed its name to EarthDay in August 

2009. Though the study in the thesis attempted to carry out a longitudinal study 

(nearly two years of observation), the dynamics of forum evolution could not be 

properly documented due to the extreme intensity of communication that took place 

when the change occurred (daily, hourly, and sometimes even in real time by several 

users) (Middleton, 2010). Therefore the quickly evolving nature of online 

communications demands longitudinal detailed work to capture the dynamics of user 

interactions. There is a risk otherwise that the vibrant and changeable environment of 

Internet-mediated communication becomes studied as a static entity and is out-of-date 
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immediately once it has happened. 

Secondly, the questionnaire was completed by respondents on a voluntary basis, 

following an e-mail invitation via email lists collected by forum administrators; there 

was no possibility of verifying information, identity of respondents, credibility of 

responses etc. Given the survey was web-based, it could have lent itself to misuse (e.g. 

someone could have filled in a questionnaire twice, or irresponsibly, without 

thoughtful consideration of the information requested). The researcher checked all 

responses received before analysing the data to spot anomalies (see Chapter 3); some 

inaccuracies were detected, but such issues cannot always be prevented.  

Thirdly, the research was not able to fully examine the impact of online 

communications on participants’ behaviour. The questionnaire asked respondents to 

state whether the material and views expressed in fora discussions had had any 

influence on their everyday lives. Clearly the answers were based on personal 

reflections and self-reporting which are liable to a variety of different biases (memory 

recall, desirability, etc.) making it impossible to verify the responses. It is also 

possible that responses reflected a value-action gap (i.e. respondents feeling that they 

were influenced to take action but did not in fact do so). So in this research the 

responses regarding action are treated with caution.  

Responses to the survey were received from 148 respondents, but of these only 

119 were fully completed and contained analysable information. This represents a low 

response rate. Thus, it is possible to suppose that those who responded to the survey 

represent the active group of communicators in the fora. They may have a set of 

characteristics, behavioural patterns and habits not typical of other forum participants. 

Therefore, any generalisation from the results reported has to be done with careful 

consideration of these limitations. It is more than probable that the key authors and 
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active communicators actually took part in the survey because of their active 

communicative position within the fora. Another issue to consider is that the analysis 

presented in the current study offers an important contribution to the study of media 

and communication patterns, behavioural peculiarities in digital communities, but as 

the medium is so dynamic it is never possible to guarantee that the inferences made 

from the current set of research materials will be valid over a sustained period of time. 

This research only focuses on a very narrow set of online communities and sampled 

internet fora with an interest in climate change and broader environmental issues. 

Continuing this study with a range of fora, perhaps with similar interests but in other 

countries, or a broader spectrum of fora, over a considerably long period of time, 

could provide some indication of generating more reliable, and valid results.   

Other limitations of the research become apparent in discussing the research 

findings. Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is a hybrid type of 

communication based on some more traditional communication types such as the oral, 

written, personal, and mass communication (Baym, 2000); as such, posts and replies 

are usually taken as a prime source of information about internet-based 

communication process. So too, the data of this thesis were completely derived from 

online discussions and the survey with fora users. Other forms of data (images, video, 

etc.) would have provided very diverse insights into the communication processes, 

and would have raised very different interpretative considerations.   

Another limitation of this research is the inability to establish the direct contact 

with communicators in the fora to validate of personal characteristics, views and 

understandings emerging from the research, for instance, the qualities that 

communicators may possess to become opinion leaders, to make their leadership 

credible, and to make others listen to their argumentation. How these characteristics 
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are developed and the contextual factors leading individuals to acquire leadership 

roles could not be fully explored.  

 
 

8-4. Further Research Directions and Challenges 

 

The study in this thesis addresses innovative ways of interacting in online 

communication media; it reflects on the analysis of a new type of communication 

flow and considers the differences in communication between new and traditional 

media.  

The fact that the online communication represents a fundamentally new type of 

communication is indisputable at present. The notion of ”active audiences” 

voluntarily choosing the information to consume according to individual preferences 

and interests, the leadership of key authors and others active in communicator groups 

(as online opinion leaders) shaping the communication flow and debating views are 

comparatively new in media research. Notwithstanding the many empirical findings 

and theoretical contributions that this study has generated, it also highlights gaps in 

the modern understanding of the effect of the new media on the modern public, 

including the role of new media in opinion formation, opinion sharing, participant 

interaction within online communities, etc. Besides, a key concern is to establish the 

extent to which this awareness engenders individual or community action. How the 

internet can be used to promote awareness and communication about climate change 

outside of dedicated fora needs more exploration in connection to the existing appeal 

of new media for new generations. These gaps therefore provide indications of further 

research.  
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1. Improving identification of opinion leaders 

More specific work could be undertaken on the emergence and life of online 

opinion leader. Once identified they could be asked to take part in studies exploring 

the mechanisms they utilize to acquire opinion leadership, the techniques they used to 

gain public support, to shape and alter the public perception on climate change-related 

issues. Their self-evaluation and reflection on their experiences and successes would 

help to gain insights into how opinion leadership forms online, the underpinning 

motivations and processes which may be characteristic of online media, the 

differences with traditional media.   

This research has shown that there is much scope for studying processes of 

online communication by observing and understanding how participants (from the 

deeply involved to the marginal) interact with each other and shape outcomes. It is 

clear that the internet as a medium of communication is extraordinarily versatile and 

lends itself to a multitude of uses. At the same time, transactions can be hidden or 

erased by the very fact they are stored electronically, and that individuals’ identities 

need not bear any semblance to their in-life characteristics. This harbours many 

benefits but makes studying interactions in the internet extremely complex and 

challenging. Future research may be able to exploit the characteristics of the internet 

in ways unbeknown to us now, which may facilitate further work in this area. The 

question of how interactions in a virtual environment (cyberspace) can develop to run 

in parallel, support or even supersede those in ‘real’ life remains open. 

 

2. Promoting behaviour change 

One area of future work indicated by this research is the exploration of ways to 

trigger and enhance the behaviour change through online interactions. It is obvious 
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that internet-based communication tools enable individuals to choose the groups and 

information they access. Therefore, one can suggest that people who join in the 

climate change issues groups are genuinely interested in climate change-related issues 

and look for information, education, and advice in the forum activities. More 

interactive research processes are needed to creatively explore the interrelation of the 

internet activities and the direct impact on the human behaviour change.  

Also worth noting that as this research only studied internet fora with a focus on 

climate change and broader environment issue, the types of fora and the scope of the 

research could be broadened to examine how and whether climate change is discussed 

in a more diverse range of online interest groups/communities. 

Despite the growing number of studies focussing, these studies still contain some 

uncertainty about the real nature of behaviour change. This uncertainty originates 

from the inability to measure the real change in behaviours that may occur as a result 

of online communication. All studies to date have used sampled groups in the 

controlled experimental conditions, which pose constraints including the artificial 

decision-making environment for the participants. Consequently, there is a need for 

more comprehensive, longitudinal and natural observation studies to answer difficult 

questions about the real effect of online communication on individual action. This 

could link with explorations of the dynamics of participant interaction in discussions, 

linked to online opinion leadership, and different stages of online activities (i.e. as 

newcomers to the online community and as stable members during periods of active 

participation).  
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Appendix I: Questionnaire 

 

Purpose of Questionnaire: 

Probing users’ responses and actions to communication activities and opinion 

leadership in Internet forum 

 Profiling people’s communication activities in Internet fora through self-report 

(Motivation, usage, and experience of access) 

 Probing people’s perceptions of opinion leadership in Internet fora (The 

development of topic-threads, leading opinions, and candidates of opinion leader) 

 Detecting people’s responses and actions of these communication activities and 

opinion leadership in Internet fora (Participation in discussions, perceived 

self-attitude or opinion building / alteration, perceived self-behaviours and 

reactions of forum communication activities)  

 

Part I: Background, Access and Use  

1. How long ago did you start accessing this forum? (Access) 

〇  Only recently (in 2010) 〇 About 1 year ago (in 2009) 〇About 2 years ago (in 

2008) 〇 About three years ago (in 2007) 〇 More than 3 years ago (before 2007) 

〇 I can’t remember 

2-1. Are you a member of this forum? (Usage: membership) 

〇 Yes, I have joined this forum as a member 

〇 No, I only visit the cyberspace and read articles posted by other users in this 

forum 

〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure 

2-2. If you answered “Yes” in Q2-1, when did you become a member of this forum? 
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(Access) 

〇  Only recently (in 2010) 〇 About 1 year ago (in 2009) 〇About 2 years ago (in 

2008) 〇 About three years ago (in 2007) 〇 More than 3 years ago (before 2007) 

〇 I can’t remember 

 

3. How often, on average, do you access (i.e. login to) this forum? (Usage: 

frequency) 

〇  Seldom (e.g. 1~2 times a month) 〇 Occasionally (e.g. 1~2 times a week) 〇 

Often (e.g. 1~2 times a day) 〇 Very often (1~2 times an hour)   

 

4. How often do you access this forum when you are on the internet? (Usage: 

dependency) 

〇 This forum drives me to access the Internet, and I have to access this forum every 

time when I log onto Internet 

〇 I quite often access this forum while I log onto Internet 

〇 I access this forum occasionally (every 2 or 3 times I access Internet) 

〇 I only access this forum if I have some time to surf Internet  for leisure purposes.  

〇 I seldom access  or visit this forum even when I log onto Internet  

〇 others, please state your situation ________________________ 

 

Part II: Experiences of Usage (Experience) 

5-1. Have you ever posted any message (including articles or replies) in this forum? 

(Please tick all that apply)  

□ Yes, I have posted articles on this forum 

□ Yes, I have replied to articles on this forum 
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□ Yes, I have both posted and replied to articles on this forum  

□ No, I have never posted nor replied to any article on this forum 

□ I can’t remember 

5-2. If you have posted messages (i.e. articles, replies or both), have you ever 

received any responses directly from other users?  

〇 Yes, I have received responses from other users on this forum in direct response 

to my posts 

〇 No, I have never receive any direct responses to my posts from other users on 

this forum 

〇 I haven’t posted any message (either article or reply) on this forum 

〇 I can’t remember 

5-3. Have you ever initiated discussions in this forum?  (Participation in 

discussion) 

〇 Yes, I have initiated a discussion among members through posting articles or 

replies 

〇 No, I have never initiated a discussion 

〇 I can’t remember 

(If you answer “No” or “I can’t remember”, please jump to Q8) 

5-4 If you answered “YES” in Q5-2, to what extent do you agree or disagree with 

each of the following statements about your overall experiences of participating in 

discussions. Please read the following statements and tick your score from 5 

(Strongly Agree) to 1 (Strongly Disagree) or 0 (I don’t know) in box. 

(5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know) (Participation in 

discussion) 

￭ When I contribute (i.e. post a message or a reply) on this forum, I receive a large 
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volume of responses from other users. 

￭ When I post or reply to an article on this forum, I receive instant responses from 

other users. 

￭ When I receive a notice of a new article posted in this forum, I instantly check and 

read the latest article 

￭ When I receive a notice of a new article posted in this forum, I instantly respond to 

the article 

￭ When I receive a response of my posts (either articles or replies) from another user, 

I instantly respond to him / her 

￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to include additional information on topics of interest 

to this forum 

￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to include additional comment on topics of interest to 

this forum 

￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to share challenging information or comments 

￭ I usually get responses from people with similar views to mine  

 

Part III: Your Reasons for Accessing the Forum 

(Internal: Purposes of Access / Participation (Motivation)) 

 

6. What are the main reasons you visit / have joined this forum? (Please tick all 

that apply) 

□ I’m interested in seeking information about climate change issues  

□ I’m interested in seeking information about environmental issues (not just 

climate change issues)  

□ I’m interested in establishing more dialogue (i.e. leaving comments, posting 
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replies, etc.) with other users in this forum 

□ I look for opportunities to have discussions with people who have different views 

to mine 

□ I have friends who have joined this forum  

□ I’m interested in sharing information and knowledge  with others who visit / 

access the forum 

□ I feel proud of being a member of this forum given it’s environmental focus  

□ I  like to learn more about opinions of other members of this forum 

□ I generally identify with the goal of this forum 

□ I generally share the views of other members in this forum  

□  I can’t remember my specific reasons for joining this forum 

□ other reasons, please state ________________________ 

 

7. If you have posted or replied to articles on this forum, please state why 

(otherwise go to Q9) (Please tick all that apply)  

□to share information, ideas, comments, or actions for tackling climate change 

issues 

□to share information, ideas, comments, or actions about issues covered in this 

forum 

□to support the views of other users of this forum 

□to challenge other users’ viewpoints 

□to build communication / networks with other users  

□  I can’t remember my specific reasons for joining this forum 

□ other, please state ________________________ 
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8. If you have initiated a discussion on this forum, please tell me your reasons for 

doing so (If your postings did not raise any discussion, please jump to Q9)  (Please 

tick all that apply) 

□ I’m interested in a topic and want to  share information, ideas, comments, or 

actions that may contribute to other discussions 

□ I’m interested in a topic and keen to know more (i.e. information or opinions) 

from other users 

□ I want to encourage networking among users in this forum 

 

Part IV: Opinion Leadership on the Forum 

 

9-1. Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently provides useful 

information or comments to you?  

〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________ 

〇 No specific member has ever offered me useful information or comments in 

forum frequently 

〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure 

9-2. Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently communicates (e.g. 

through initiating discussions, posting articles or replies) with members? 

〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________ 

〇 No - one  

〇 I can’t remember 

9-3. Referring to this forum, whose posts (including articles and replies) do you 

think trigger most discussions among the members of the forum?  

〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________ 
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〇 No –one  

〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure 

9-4. Referring to this forum, whose opinions (in their articles and replies) receive 

most agreement and support from other forum members?  

〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________ 

〇 No – one specific members’ postings are specially recognized by other users in 

this forum 

〇 I don’t know 

 

10-1. Overall, do you feel there is a prevalent view shared by members of this 

forum? 

(perceptions of opinion leadership) 

〇 Yes (please go to Q10-2) 

〇 No, I don’t feel there is a perspective on this forum shared by most members 

〇 I don’t know / I’m not sure 

10-2. If you answered “Yes” in Q10-1, would you please indicate how the forum’s 

main views are communicated (Please tick all that apply) 

□ discussions / postings presenting information (eg climate change science) 

□discussions / postings regarding collective actions / campaigns (eg Transition Town 

movement) 

□discussions / postings  regarding individual attitudes or behaviours (eg switching 

off lights) 

□discussions / postings  regarding internal communication and interaction on the 

forum (eg responses to particular postings)  

□ Other, please specify: 
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________________________________. 

10-3. Following the question Q10-2, how strongly do you feel these views are shared 

among members of this forum? Please tick your score from 5 (Strongly Agree) to 1 

(Strongly Disagree) or 0 (I don’t know) in box. 

(5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know) 

￭ Discussions / postings presenting information (eg climate change science) 

￭ Discussions / postings regarding collective actions / campaigns (eg Transition Town 

movement) 

￭ Discussions / postings  regarding individual attitudes or behaviours (eg switching 

off lights) 

￭ Discussions / postings  regarding internal communication and interaction on the 

forum (eg responses to particular postings)  

￭ Others, please specify: ______________ 

 

 

11. Overall, how do you feel other forum users regard your opinion? (perceptions 

of user’s own opinion leadership) 

〇 Not relevant (My opinions are not specifically sought or noticed by other users on 

this forum) 

〇A little bit relevant (My opinions are sought and discussed by some users in this 

forum ) 

〇 Somewhat relevant (People in this forum tend to ask for my opinions about 

specific issues) 

〇 Very relevant (People in this forum would ask for my opinion before making their 

opinions or decisions) 

261 

 



 

〇 I’m not sure  / I can’t tell 

 

12. In general, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following 

statements about your experiences on seeking opinions on this forum: (use and 

gratification of opinion leadership in forum) 

(5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know) 

￭ I tend to seek out or search for others' opinions or comments online generally 

￭ I tend to search for the latest information online generally 

￭ I tend to seek advice and comments from my friends specifically on this forum 

￭ I tend to consult other users on this forum to form my opinions 

￭ I feel more confident about my views or actions when I have learnt from or 

consulted opinions of others on this forum.  

￭ I like to seek out perspectives that could be different from mine on this forum 

￭ I like to seek out perspectives that could be different from the “mainstream” on 

this forum 

￭ I tend to try to persuade others on this forum to agree with my opinions / views 

￭ I tend to urge others on this forum to consider some aspects of particular issues if 

they are not being discussed 

￭ I like sharing posts from this forum with friends who are not members of this 

forum 

Part V: Self-Evaluation of Effects of Online Communication (Responses and actions) 

13. Have you ever accessed information or discussions regarding climate change 

and energy issues on this forum? (Access to CC and E issues) 

〇 Yes, I have accessed information regarding climate change and energy issues on 

this forum (Please answer Q14-1 and Q14-2) 
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〇 Yes, I have joined discussions regarding climate change and energy issues on this 

forum 

(Please answer Q14-1 and Q14-2) 

〇 No, I have not accessed any discussion(s) about climate change and energy issues 

(Please answer Q14-2) 

〇 No, I have not been involved in any discussion about climate change and energy 

issues on this forum (Please answer Q14-2) 

〇 Not applicable: this forum does not discuss climate change and energy  

 

14-1. What type of information regarding climate change and energy have you 

accessed from this forum? (Access to CC and E issues) 

〇 scientific knowledge 〇 information on collective actions or personal behaviours 

〇 sceptical viewpoints 〇 controversial issues and considerations 〇 collective / 

public opinions 〇  information on technology development 〇  policy and 

regulations 〇 campaigns 〇 others __________ 

14-2. If you ever skip fora contents regarding climate change and energy issues, 

could you please tell me why you did not access or become involved in such 

discussions on this forum? (Open Question) (Access to CC and E issues) 

___________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

15. In general, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following 

statements regarding your experiences as a member / user of this forum 

(Self-evaluation of Responses and Actions) 

(5=Strongly Agree 1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know)  

￭ being a member of this forum has made me feel much closer to people who share 
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my same interests and attitudes on this forum 

￭being a member of this forum has made me  feel  much closer to people I knew 

even before joining the forum (i.e. friends, family members, etc.)  

￭being a member of this forum has made me feel more networked with people in my 

surroundings (i.e. my neighbours, classmates, colleagues, etc.). 

￭being a member of this forum has inspired me with more ideas about climate 

change and energy issues 

￭ being a member of this forum has made me consider more carefully the possible 

effects of my everyday actions / behaviours on the environment 

￭ being a member of this forum has spurred me to change some of my behaviours 

(please state which: _______________________________________) 

￭being a member of this forum has offered me a an opportunity to express my 

opinion and network with other users 

 

16. How do you feel the forum has affected your life?  (Please tick all that apply) 

□ This forum has changed my views about climate change issues 

□ This forum has changed my views about environmental issues, please state which 

ones specifically: _______________ 

□ I have become more aware of possible effects of my daily actions on the 

environment  after accessing contents in this forum 

□ I have changed my behaviour after accessing contents in this forum 

□ I have changed my behaviour after interacting with other users on this forum. 

Please specify which actions you are now undertaking that are different: 

________________ 
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Part VI:  ‘About You’ (Socio – demographics) 

 

17. Your Gender 

〇 Male  〇 Female  

 

18. Your age 

〇 Under 15 〇 15-24 〇 25-34 〇 35-44 〇 45-54 〇 55-64 〇 65-74 〇 75 

and above 

 

19. Number of children in the household? 

〇 None 〇 1   〇 2   〇 3   〇 4 or more   〇 I don’t know / I refused to 

say 

 

20. Your working status 

〇 Working - Full time (30+ hrs) 

〇 Working - Part time(9-29 hrs) 

〇 Unemployed 

〇 Not working – retired 

〇 Not working – looking after house / children 

〇 Not working – invalid / disabled 

〇 Student 

〇 Other 

 

21. What is your main profession?  

Please State: _______________ 
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22. Which (if any) is the highest education or professional qualification you have 

obtained? (If you are still studying, please tick the highest achieved so far) (Please 

tick one) 

〇 Vocational qualification  

〇 High School / A level or equivalent 

〇 Bachelor Degree or equivalent 

〇 Masters / PhD or equivalent 

〇 Other 

〇 No formal qualifications 

〇 Still Studying 

〇 Don’t know 

 

23. Which (if any) of the following applies to you? (Multiple choices) 

□ Have a science or engineering degree 

□ Have taught a science subject 

□ Currently subscribe to a science magazine / TV channel  / online news letter 

□ Have (ever) subscribe to a science magazine / TV channel / online news letter 

□ Have(ever) bought a science magazine / Internet content in the past year 

□ Have(ever) looked up scientific information on the Internet 

□ Have(ever) attend other online forum / community regarding to science or 

engineering topics  

□  I am a scientist or an engineer 

□ I used to work as a scientist or an engineer 

□ I have never met a scientist or engineer 
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□ I have scientists or engineers among my friends and relatives 

□ I meet scientists or engineers frequently (i.e. at least once a month) 

□ I worked with scientists or engineers 

□ I am a member of a science organization 

□ I used to be a member of a science organization 

□ None of these 

□ Don’t know 

 

24. Which (if any) of the following things have you done in the past year (please 

tick all that apply) 

□ Subscribed to a magazine concerned with environmental protection issues (i.e. 

wildlife / natural resources conservation) 

□  Selected one product over another because of its environmental-friendly 

certified labelling, packaging, formulation or advertising) 

□ Been a member of an environmental group / charity (even if you joined more 

than two years ago) 

□ Given money to or raised money for environmental issue-relevant charities 

□ Visited / written a letter to an MP / councillor / REP about environmental issues 

□ Written a letter for publication to a newspaper / journal about environmental 

issues 

□ Taken bottles, glass, paper, cans or other materials to be recycled, or left them for 

others to collect for recycling 

□ Have a car that runs on alternative fuel or a car with a “hybrid” engine 

□ Have a property / rent a property that match the criteria of green building 

standard  
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□ None of these 

□ Don’t know 

 

25. In which of the following are you currently based? 

〇 United Kingdom (UK) 

〇 European country other than UK 

〇 North America 

〇 South America 

〇 Middle East of Asia 

〇 Asian countries other than the Middle East countries 

〇 Australia and New Zealand 

〇 Africa 

〇 Other , please specify: _____________________ 

 

===========End of Questionnaire =========== 
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Coding Table for Qualitative Analysis 

 
Section A: Coding for Key Author’s Position & Content Type 
 

Table 3-3-2. KA’s Position in KA’s Postings 

Supporting Attitude  
toward Actions for CC 

Neutral Activities 
Declining / Raise 

Challenge 
toward Actions for CC 

Open 
Questions 

Not Relevant to 
Topic of CC & 

Environmental 
issue 

S N1 N2 D 

 
 

Table 3-3-2. Content Type of KA’s Postings (Articles & Replies) 

Information 
Resource 

Idea 
/ 

Comment 

Sharing 
Experiences 

Chatting 
/ 

Networking 

KP-A KP-B KP-C KP-D 

 
 
  

Appendix II:  

269 
 



Section B: Coding for Replier’s Supporting/Declining Attitude & Content Type 
 

Table 3-3-3. Supporting / Declining Attitude in Replier’s Postings 
Express Attitude of  

Support / Decline (to OP*) S 

Communicate 
with others 
(not directly 
respond to 

OP*) 

Agree viewpoints in other 
replies C1 

Disagree / challenge 
viewpoints in other replies C2 

Raise questions to other 
replies C3 

Reply questions in other 
replies C4 

Presenting clear leadership or 
strong opinions of the 

development of discussions 
C5 

Other communication 
activities C6 

Neutral 
Activities 

Raise Non-Challenging 
Questions to OP* N1 

Answer questions from OP* N2 

Change to Other Subjects N3 

Decline / Raise 
Challenge or 

Questioning to 
OP* (D) 

Decline OP* D1 

Raising challenging Questions 
to OP* D2 

*OP: Original Posting 
 
 

Table 3-3-4. Content Type of Replier’s Postings (Articles & Replies) 

Information 
Resource 

Idea 
/ 

Comment 

Sharing 
Experiences 

Chatting 
/ 

Networking 

CP-A CP-B CP-C CP-D 
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1. Sampling KA Threads in Climate Concern Forum 

Coding 
for KA 

Postings 
(Articles 

& 
Replies) 

KA ID:  
Jim 

KA ID:  
Alex Harvey 

KA ID:  
Ross Mayhew 

KA ID:  
 Eric 

Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: 
Global Warming - a century of 

warming or not?  
http://groups.yahoo.com/group
/ClimateConcern/message/144

28 

Tropical tropospheric 
warming...today's IPCC scientist 

report 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/
ClimateConcern/message/15678 

The methane question, revisited. 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Cli

mateConcern/message/15795 

Is It Really Too Late? 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/
ClimateConcern/message/14321 

Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: 

KP-A 
KP-B 

D1 
D2  

Strong opinions 
with information 
holding sceptical 

attitude in the 
controversial 
discussions of 
relationship 

between CO2 
and global 

temperature 

KP-A D  

Responding to 
Phil’s argument 

and 
redmeatliberal’s 

comment by 
posting an article 

with his 
comments and 

supposed 
activities. 

Questionning 
current model of 
climate science 

applied by 
mainstream 
scientists.  

KP-A S  

Notifying the 
announcement of 
research projects 

(and paper) to 
come under the 

Living With 
Environmental 

Change 
programme. 

Provide links of 
these projects and 

programme in 
post. 

KP-A 
KP-B 
KP-D 

S  

Forward Tony 
Blair’s speech at 
G8 and give high 

recognition of 
the speech. 

Raise questions 
about politicians 
and hope raising 

more 
discussions and 

actions. 

Repliers 
List Code: 

(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 

Note: Note: Note: Note: 
(SN) 

1 CP-B D1 emadaj1 OP* (Jim) CP-A 
CP-B D2 redmeatlibera

l 
OP* 

CP-B D  Ross Mayhew 
OPKA CP-B N2   

Challenging 

Appendix III: Record of Qualitative Analysis ––  

 Topic-Thread Coding Record 
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http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/14428
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/15678
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http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/15795
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/15795
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/14321
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ClimateConcern/message/14321


Directly decline 
OPKA’s 

argument by 
pointing out his 

mis-
interpretation of 

the report he 
forward. Making 
claim that GW is 

“real” as 
personal 

conclusion. 

argument of OP 
by current 

temperature 
record. 

Richard 
Hanson 

Question OPKA’s 
research report 
and decline the 

effort of tackling 
climate change 

 

2 CP-B 
OKA 

S 
C2 

Jim 

emadaj1 

CP-B 
CP-A 
CP-D 

S Hugh Bartlett 

redmeatliberal 
OP* 

CP-B S 
C2 

Phil 
Henshaw 

Richard 
Hanson 

CP-D C6   

Defending self-
opinion by 
arguing the 

content of these 
research reports 

and disagree 
emadaj1’s 

viewpoint line by 
line 

 

Answering 
redmeatliberal’
s questioning 
and support 

OP*’s notions 
and postings. 

3 CP-B D1 
C2 

emadaj1 

Jim 

CP-B 
OKA S Alex Harvey 

Redmeatliberal
(Edmund) 

CP-B S 
C2  

 

CP-B 
CP-A N2  

 

 
 

Stating his stand 
point and 

implying that he 
actually is the 

“editor/author” 
of these reports 

in “his book” 
 

Provide more 
info about 
Lindzen’s 

predictions, and 
raise more 
challenging 
questions.  
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4 
CP-B 
CP-D 
OKA 

S 
C2 

Jim 

emadaj1 

CP-B 
CP-D 

C2 
C3 Phil Henshaw 

 

CP-B 
CP-A D   CP-B N2 

C2  

 

Raising 
questions to 
others who 
doubt the 
statistics (of long 
term).  

Continue debate 
by arguing the 
trend of global 
climate rather 

than 
misinterpreting 
these reports. 
Questioning 

emadaj1’s credit 
by posting in 

several different 
IDs 

 

5 CP-D 
D2 
C3 
N3 

redmeatlibera
l 

Jim, emadaj1 

CP-B 
OKA 

C2 
C4 Alex Harvey 

Phil Henshaw 

CP-B N3 
C2  

 

CP-B C2 
N2  

 

 

Declining Phil’s 
view of “long 

term data” and 
insist that their 
argument is to 

find out the 
“trend” of long 

term change 
while the effect 

of GHGs is 
regarded as 

“noise” and the 
real trend has 

been “covered” 
by the noise.  

 

Questioning 
these 

discussions 
actually change 
his interested 

subjects in 
previous topic-
threads. Raising 

question of 
“what to 
convince 

denialists of 
GW” again to 

challenge 
denialists who 
don’t believe 

anthropogenic 
global warming 
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is happening. 

6 CP-B 
CP-A 

C4 
N3 

Alex Harvey 

redmeatliberal 

CP-B 
CP-C 

C2 
C3 
D2 

Phil Henshaw 

Alex Harvey 

CP-B 
CP-A 

N3 
C3  

 

CP-B N2  

 

Answering 
redmeatliberal’s 

questions by 
indicating that 

biased depression 
of different 

viewpoints (to 
AGW) and recent 

research peer-
review process 
actually could 

more significantly 
contribute to the 
distrustiness of 

scepticals.  

 
 

Decline Alex’s 
argument by his 

own 
understanding 
of scientists’ 

efforts in 
revealing the 
GHG’s effect 

(with its 
importance) 
Stating the 

current 
understanding 
and application 

of long and short 
term data and 

raise challenging 
questions to 

Alex. 

7 CP-B C6 
N3 

wright 
gregson 

Stating the long 
argument could 
come from mis-

claim of GW 
rather than 

sending 
information 

about “global 
devastation” 

which also 
include the 

CP-B 
CP-A 
OKA 

C2 
C3 Alex Harvey 

Phil Henshaw 

CP-A 
CP-B 

S 
C2  

 

NP-B C2 
N3  

 

  

Using IPCC’s 
report to 

present the 
meaning of GHG 
“fingerprint” and 

relevant 
discussion, 

casting 
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concept of GW questions of 
real, enhanced 
effects of GHGs 

8 CP-B C1 
N3 

Rodney 
Michaelson 

wright gregson 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-C 
OKA 

C2 Alex Harvey 

Phil Henshaw 

CP-B S 
C2  

 

NP-B 
NP-A C2  

 

  

Support Wright’s 
viewpoint which 

recognizing 
some use 

climate as a 
“scientific” tool 

to achieve 
change for 

tackling “global 
devastation” 

Continue 
arguing with Phil 

about current 
works of 

scientists and 
the “fingerprint” 
of GHG debate. 

9 CP-D 
CP-B 

C6 
D1 

Alex Harvey 

Ross Mayhew, 
Lance Olsen 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-C 

D 
C2 Phil Henshaw 

Alex Harvey 

CP-B S  

 

NP-B C2 
N3  

 

 

Arguing with 
Alex paragraph 
with paragraph, 
also appreciate 
his sources of 

information, and 
finally change 
subject to the 
capacity and 

potential 
economic loss 

 

Networking with 
administrator 

and other forum 
members. 

Defending self-
position as 

“supporter of 
“green 

movement” but 
refuse to 

support “the 
lack of scientific 

discipline & 
intellectual 

dishonesty in 
climate science” 
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while he is still 
convinced that 
GW is real and 

suggestion 
action is 

urgently needed. 

10 CP-B D1 Alex Harvey 

Further clarify 
that he believes 
the GW is largely 

man-made 

CP-A 
CP-B C6 Richard 

Hanson 

Alex Harvey 
Phil Henshaw 

    CP-A C2 
C4   

Join the 
continuing 
debate and 
indicate one 
latest report 

about the AGW 
model that 
reflect the 

warming trend 

11 CP-B C6 
C1 

Alex Harvey 

Lance Olsen 

CP-B C1 Phil Henshaw 

Richard 
Hanson 

    CP-B N3 
C1   

Acknowledging 
Richard’s 

updated paper 
information and 
provide his own 
interpretation of 
the report which 
point out some 

potential 
questions of 

current models. 

Explain some 
comments 

toward Lance’s 
postings are 

“kidding” and 
the truth is that 
his postings are 

useful. 

12 CP-B 
CP-A 

C3 
S 

Rodney 
Michaelson 

Moderator 
(Administrator 

of 
ClimateConcern) 

CP-A 
OKA C5 Alex Harvey 

 

    CP-A C2  

 

 Introduce new 
information 
from others’ 

Clarify his 
definition of 
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layperson and 
his position. 

Back to debate 
about the real 

science or not of 
IPCC’s report of 
“Climate Change 

and 
Water”(2008) 

blog and 
introduce the 
debate about 

the info. 

13 CP-B 
CP-C C4 redmeatlibera

l 

Rodney 
Michaelson 

CP-A 
CP-B 

C4 
S 

Richard 
Hanson 

Phil Henshaw 

   

 

CP-A 
CP-B 

 
C2  

 

Respond to 
Rodney’s 

challenge with 
his experience of 

teaching 
students 

Referring to 
collected 

information and 
offer his 

suggestion that 
the effect of 

GHGs could not 
be significant or 

limited. 

 
 

14 CP-B 
OKA C2 Jim 

redmeatliberal 

CP-A 
OKA C6 Alex Harvey 

 

        

Reveal the 
redmeatliberal is 

also Edmund 
(emadaj1) and 
continue the 

debate by using 
Alex’s statement 
of his attitude to 
unbalanced peer 
review process in 

major journals. 
 
 
 

Forward and 
introduce 

another article 
that clearly 

corresponded 
his viewpoints. 
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15 CP-B 
CP-A C2 redmeatlibera

l 

Jim 

CP-B 
CP-A C6 Phil Henshaw 

Alex Harvey 

        Continue debate 
with Jim by 

clarifying more 
points in papers. 

Indicate another 
posting that 

author posts to 
the 

Climateaudit.org 
website. 

16 CP-B C4 emadaj1 

Moderator 
(Administrator 

of 
ClimateConcern) CP-C 

OKA C3 Alex Harvey 

Richard 
Hanson 

   

 

    Raise one detail 
question about 

Richard’s 
comment  

Correct some 
wording he used 

in last post 
 

17 CP-B 
OKA 

C2 
C4 

Jim 

redmeatliberal 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-C 

C2 Phil Henshaw 

Alex Harvey 

   

 

    

Continue 
arguing with 

Alex about the 
interpretation of 

temperature 
variation while 
reading other 

more stuff 
regarding to the 

topic 

Continue debate 
with Edmund 

and figuring out 
the forwarded 

news as 
reference. 
Asking all 

debates and 
discussions 

should come 
back to the main 

topic question 
he raised. 
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18 
CP-D 
CP-B 
OKA 

C6 
C4 
C2 

Jim 

Moderator 
(Administrator 

of 
ClimateConcern) 
(Ross Mayhew) 

CP-A 
CP-B C4 Richard 

Hanson 

Alex Harvey 

        

Introducing the 
latest debates 

and discussions 
of PDO to 

respond Alex’s 
question 

Thank the 
moderator of CC 

with the open 
discussion of the 

topic and 
respond those 

questions raised 

19 CP-B 
CP-A C2 redmeatlibera

l 

Jim 

CP-A 
CP-B 
OKA 

C4 
C5 
N3 

Alex Harvey 

Richard 
Hanson 

   

 

    

Introduce 
further details of 
relevant theory 

which is the 
foundation of his 

casted doubts. 
Subject changed 

to PDO. 

 

Continue to 
debate with Jim 

about the 
information 
from reports 

20 CP-B 
C2 
N1 
N3 

Alex Harvey 

Moderator 
(Administrator 

of 
ClimateConcern) 
(Ross Mayhew) CP-B 

CP-A C4 Richard 
Hanson 

Alex Harvey 

        Continue 
discussion with 

Alex 

Disagree 
moderator’s 

claim of the past 
decade (since 
1998) is the 
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warmest decade 
and stating that 
specific La Nina 

event could 
drastically affect 
temperature (i.e. 

cool down). 
Raising question: 

did it possible 
that researcher 
“correct“ inform
ation to amplify 

the CO2 
influence while 
exclude other 

factors? 

21 CP-B C4 
N3 

redmeatlibera
l 

Alex Harvey 

CP-B 
CP-C 
CP-D 

C2 
D 

N3 
redmeatliberal 

 

   

 

    

Respond to 
Alex’s questions 
and state IPCC’s 
statement could 
be affected by 

its “inter-
governmental” 

pressure 

 

Clarify all points 
to those 

“denialists” that 
some papers 

(i.e. Lindzen’s) in 
some journal 
(ie.Energy & 

Env) could have 
some bias, 

arguing the real 
effect happening 
in the real world. 

22 CP-D N1 
N3 

Alex Harvey 
redmeatliberal CP-B 

CP-D 
C1 
D Phil Henshaw redmeatliberal    

 
    

Ask  
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redmeatliberal for 
further 

information about 
possible 

pressure that 
IPCC could face 

Support 
Redmeatliberal’s 
strong opinions 
and decline the 

questioning 
from denialists. 

23 CP-B C4 
N3 

Lance Oslen 

Alex Harvey 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-D 

C3 
N1 Hugh Bartlett 

redmeatliberal 

   

 

    
 

Stating the 
pressure of 
negotiation 
cannot be 

represented but 
it did exist while 

scientists are 
“pressured” to 

change language 
from likes of 

“very likely” to 
“likely” which 
could affect 

public 
understandings.  

Expect 
networking with 

redmeatliberal 
while presenting 
his questions and 
express his own 

concern and 
observations 

24 CP-B C2 redmeatlibera
l 

Alex Harvey CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-D 

C4 Phil Henshaw Hugh Bartlett         Stating his own 
standard of 
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reading 
materials from 

different 
viewpoints (i.e. 

denialists’ 
papers) if the 
peer-review is 

NOT repeated by 
other denialists. 
In his opinion, 
papers should 

be recognized by 
professional 

journals’ review. 
 
 

Responding 
Hugh Bartlett’s 
question while 
expressing his 

idea of 
warming trend 

25 CP-B C2 Alex Harvey 

Lance Oslen 

CP-B 
CP-D 
OKA 

C2 
C4 Alex Harvey 

Phil Henshaw 
redmeatliberal 

   

 

    
 

Disagreeing that 
scientists’ 

wording can be 
an excuse of 

their arbitrary 
conclusion 

Continue debate 
and respond by 

disagreeing 
those statement 

made by Phil 
and 

redmeatliberal 
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26 CP-B C1 richardhfoy 

Alex Harvey 

CP-B C2 Phil Henshaw 

Alex Harvey 

        

Agree with 
Alex’s proposed 
approach in his 
discussion with 

Ross. Presenting 
strong belief to 
GW science and 

present 
optimistic 

attitude for the 
debate 

End Discussion 

Attack Alex and 
with strong 
opinions, 

dispute the 
“fake” science,  
and others end 
responding him.  
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2. Sampling KA Threads in Our Planet / Earth Day Forum 

Coding 
for KA 

Postings 
(Articles 

& 
Replies) 

KA ID:  
Chris 

KA ID:  
Hans 

KA ID:  
JeffreyandtheKingfisherinSilentR

unningII 

KA ID:  
 

Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: 

What are you doing to be 
green? Go NUCLEAR!!!!!! Heatwaves  

Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: 

CP-D N1  

OPKA trigger 
discussion about 

personal 
behaviour to be 

“green” 

KP-D S  

Urge users to 
write to their 

Rep or Senator 
about the 

supporting of 
reapplying  

nuclear energy  

KP-A S  

Forwarding 
information 
regarding to 

heatwave 

    

Repliers 
List Code: 

(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 

Note: Note: Note: Note: 
(SN) 

1 CP-C N2 Stephanie 

Reply OP*’s 
questions to 
share their 

actions 

CP-B 
OKA S Hans 

 

CP-D N1 Dan 

OP* 

   

 

 
Raise questions for 

further 
interpretation 

 

2 CP-C 
CP-A N2 a2zresourc

e 
Answer OP*’s 
questions and 

CP-A 
OKA S Hans  CP-A 

CP-B 
S 

C4 Jeffreyandt Dan  
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share his 
experiences and 
tips with some 

more 
information 

 

OKA heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

3 CP-C N2 uber flyy  CP-B D1 
Dhiiga 

Qabsoo 
 CP-B D1 Dan 

OP*(Jeffreyan
dtheKingfishe
rinSilentRunni

ngII) 

    

Repeat KA’s 
explanation in 

parable, casting 
doubt in scientific 
research report 
about heatwave 

temperature 
record in past 500 

years.  

4 CP-C N2 A. "H.K." G.  CP-B S 
Will "The 

Thrill" 
 CP-B 

OKA C4 

Jeffreyandt
heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

Dan 

    
Explain the 

methodology  

5 CP-A N3 Viva! 

Completely 
irrelevant to 

OP’s question 
and change to 

CP-B C2 
D1 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

Will "The 
Thrill" 

CP-B D1 
C2 Dan 

Jeffreyandthe
KingfisherinSil
entRunningII 
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other subjects 
with some 

information. Start debate for 
nuclear waste 

Questioning the 
research report 

that OP*KA posted 
and the OP*KA’s 

explainations  

6 CP-C N2 a2zresourc
e 

 CP-B D1 J.Darby  CP-B 
OKA 

 C1 
S 

Jeffreyandt
heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

Dan 

    

Recognize Dan’s 
question about 

the flaw of time-
scale but indicate 
the revealed risk 
in the research 

report should be 
considered 

7 CP-B D1 Allie 

Using Sarcasm 
to decline the 
OPKA’s idea of 
sharing users’ 

green behaviour 

CP-B 
CP-C S 

Margaret 
(NYDM/WA

DM) 
 CP-A 

CP-B D Dan      

8 CP-B C2 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running II 

Allie 

CP-B 
CP-A D1 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

 CP-D 
OKA C3 

Jeffreyandt
heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

Dan 

    
Using same 

Sarcasm 
approach to 

decline Allie’s 
viewpoints 

Raising question of 
Dan’s standpoint 

9 CP-B C2 
D1 Allie 

Make a public 
claim that her 
understanding 

and conclusion is 
that global 

warming is a lie 
so no need to be 

green. 

CP-B S 
C5 a2zresource 

Help OP* to edit 
the letter 

template for REP 
or Senator. 

CP-C D Allie Raise challenge by 
self-observation     
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10 CP-B C2 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running II 

Allie 

CP-B D1 
Thomas 

Daniel Valls 

Also focus on 
the waste and 
continue the 

debate 

CP-A 
CP-B D Gregor      

Continue to use 
sarcasm 

approach to 
express author’s 

disagreement 
with Allie’s idea 

11 CP-D C2 
C6 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

Allie 
(ad 

hominem 
argument 

and deleted 
by 

administrato
r) 

CP-B 
CP-A D1 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

 thomas 
daniel 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-C 

D 
C4 Dan 

Jeffreyandthe
KingfisherinSil
entRunningII 

    Share china 
experience to 

avoid same 
mistake of US 

policy 

Respond to 
OP*KA’s 

questioning about 
the graph 

information he 
offered. Share 
experiences of 

cooler 
temperature in his 

own location 

Respond to 
the ad 

hominem 
argument 

with humour 
but continue 
to insist the 
importance 
of rational 

discussions 
and debates 

12 CP-D C2 
C6 Allie 

Jeffrey and the 
Kingfisher in 

Silent Running 
IIs CP-B C1 

Thomas 
Daniel Valls 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo CP-A 

CP-B 
D 

N3 Gregor 

 Decline the 
phenomenon that 
OPKA’s post 
argued but ask 
other users to pay 
attention on sun’s 
activities of 

    
Stating her posts 
are sarcasm and 

she can be 

Accept Dhiiga 
Qabsoo’s 
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serious if she 
needs to do or 

wants to do 

idea but 
doubt it’s 

applicable in 
US  while 

stakeholders 
are 

persistent. 

producing 
sunspots. 

13 CP-D 
CP-B 

C2 
C6 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

Allie 

CP-B C4 LiL I$IAH 

Respond to 
waste debate by 
stating “space” 

as place to dump 
waste. 

CP-B C1 Dan 

Gregor 

    

Support the idea 
of Gregor’s post 
and recognize 

more research will 
be needed in the 

sunspot 
observation 

Disagree the 
sarcasm and 

insist that the 
discussion 

should be more 
serious 

14 CP-B C3 
D2 Allie 

Stating different 
core concept of 

OP* -- 
considering next 

generation as 
“sustainable 

development” is 
not necessary 

CP-B D1 Vicky  CP-B D 
C6 a2zresource 

Dan 

    

Commenting 
current research 
models are for 

specific purposes 
such as fund 

raising for 
communities; 

Therefore 
challenging 

research report 

15 CP-B 
CP-C 

C2 
C4 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Allie 
CP-B S a2zresource LiL I$IAH 

CP-C 
OKA 

C2 
S Jeffreyandt Start using self 

experience to     
Support the 
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Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

importance of 
long term 

consideration 
for future 

generation 
because 

installing change 
needs time and 
insist we should 

not let future 
generation to 

inherit 
problems. 

Stating LiL 
I$IAH’s 
approach 

feasible but 
cannot 

implement 
today because of 
military reasons.  

heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

convince others 
that global 

warming is a real 
risk 

16 CP-B 
CP-A 

C4 
C2 

a2zresourc
e 

Allie 

CP-A 
CP-B C2 a2zresource 

Dean 

CP-B D Dan 

Jeffreyandthe
KingfisherinSil
entRunningII 

    

Strongly 
question Dean’s 

idea as too 
“oversimplified” 

and present 
more 

information 
regarding to 

nuclear waste 

Replying Allie’s 
question with 

similar 
viewpoint of Jeff 

in last post. 
Stating some 

projects 
(CERCLA) to urge 
our generation 
to take our own 

responsibility 
rather than pass 
problems to next 

generation 

 

17 CP-A 
CP-B N3 Gregor 

Forward a news 
regarding to the 

election of US 
President. 
change the 

subject to decide 

CP-B 
OKA C4 Hans 

Replying the 
waste debate by 

indicating a 
place to dump 
waste in US. 

CP-B 
OKA 

C2 
C3 

Jeffreyandt
heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

Dan 

    

Decline Dan’s 
viewpoints of 

“benefit” of GW 
and raise question 

of benefit to 
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which way is 
better to be 

“green” 

criticize the 
viewpoint 

18 CP-B C2 
N3 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

Gregor 

CP-A 
OKA C2 Hans 

Sarah 

CP-D 
OKA C3 

Jeffreyandt
heKingfish
erinSilentR

unningII 

BO 

    Correct 
information 

The author “BO” 
delete posts with 

Dan’s posting 
(viewpoint of 
“benefit” )and 

stop responding to 
OPKA’s and Dan’s 

request. 
Thereafter the 
OKA, Dan, and 

other users argued 
in the discussion 

all stop 
responding too. 

Disagree 
Gregor’s 

viewpoints to 
the election 

19 CP-B 
C2 
C4 
N3 

Gregor 

Jeffrey and the 
Kingfisher in 

Silent Running 
IIs 

CP-D 
OKA 

C4 
C6 Hans 

a2zresource 

CP-C C4 
Green 
Scene 

Allie 

    
Accept 

modification 
while urging real 

action 

Questioning those  
experience and 

observations 
made by other 

authors that they 
are not precise. 

The thread 
formally ended  

Respond to 
challenges from 

Jeff of his 
attitude 

20 CP-B C2 
N3 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Gregor CP-B 
OKA C2 Hans joy to the 

world 
        

Continue to 
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Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

disagree 
Gregor’s 

viewpoint to 
consider this 

relying on 
politician’s 
decisions 

Show strong 
disagreement of 
the opinion and 

regarding the 
post as 

propaganda 
from 

stakeholders 

21 CP-C N2 
Farmer 

John 

Back to the 
OP*’s topic and 

respond to 
OPKA’s question 

CP-D 
CP-B 
OKA 

C1 Hans 

Zhestokaya 

   

 

    
 

Express 
appreciation for 
the supporting 
information 
from 
Zhestokaya 
as “100% 
true”. 

22 CP-C N2 Ty-Dye  CP-B 
OKA C2 Hans 

thomas 
daniel 

   

 

    
Responding to 

thomas 
daniel’s 

challenge with 
strong words. 

 

23 CP-A S 
C2 

a2zresourc
e 

 CP-B 
OKA 

C1 
C2 Hans 

Vicky 

   

 

    
 

Agree Vicky’s 
viewpoint but 

stating the 
“temporary” 

solution can last 
at least next 500 
years. (Sarcasm) 

24 CP-B S Farmer  CP-B D1 Patrick OP*         
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C2 John White!  

25 CP-B C2 
N3 Dan 

Jeffrey and the 
Kingfisher in 

Silent Running 
IIs 

CP-C C4 
C5 a2zresource 

Hans 

   

 

    

Provide a 
template letter 
and advices to 

write to 
politician 

 
Challenge 

people’s role in 
government 

even they refuse 
to vote 

26 CP-C N2 Armando  CP-B C2 
The Hippie 
Love Gods 

~Ô~ 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

        
Disagree the 

viewpoint that 
China gave up 
embracing the 
nuclear option 

27 CP-B D1 Allie 
Continue 

challenge the 
need to be 

“green” 

CP-B D1 A. "H.K." G.          

28 CP-B 
CP-A 

S 
C2 

Farmer 
John 

Allie 

CP-A 
CP-B 
OKA 

C2 Hans 

Patrick 
White! 

        

Continue 
defending KA 

own’s viewpoint 
about waste by 
providing more 

information 

Debate with 
Allie and provide 

some more 
information 

29 CP-B D1 Allie 

Farmer John 
CP-B 
CP-A 
OKA 

C2 Hans 

A. "H.K." G. 

   

 

     Responding 
Farmer John’s 
provided with 

Continue defend 
own viewpoint 
in debate with 

292 

 



strong opinions 
and information 

referencing 
information 

30 CP-D 
CP-B 

C2 
N3 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

Dan 

CP-D 
OKA C6 Hans 

a2zresource 

   

 

    
 

 

Challenging new 
comer’s ‘(only 
seen in a few 

month) 
viewpoints while 

clearly stating 
his intention of 

“rational 
discussion again  

31 CP-D 
CP-B 

C2 
N3 Dan 

Jeffrey and the 
Kingfisher in 

Silent Running 
IIs 

CP-B D2 
Dhiiga 

Qabsoo 

Hans 

        

Challenging 
OP*’s opinion by 

raising more 
questions and 
offer negative 

answers. 

Stating his 
disagreement 

with Jeff’s 
viewpoint and 

stating his 
“sceptical 
thoughts” 

32 CP-B C2 
N3 

Jeffrey and 
the 

Kingfisher in 
Silent 

Running IIs 

Dan 

CP-A S 
The Hippie 
Love Gods 

~Ô~ 

Indicating that 
government has 
already funded 
some projects 
regarding to 

nuclear options 

        
Continue debate 

33 CP-B  C2 
Farmer 

John 
Allie CP-B 

CP-A C4 Hans Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

        
Debate with 
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Allie about the 
energy portfolio 

in US. 

OKA Respond to 
other questions 
which bring new 
wave of debates 
by introducing 
more reference 

information 

34 CP-B D1 Gregor 

Given a cartoon 
to present 

current attitude 
of American to 

lowering carbon 
footprint 

CP-D 
OKA C6 Hans 

The Hippie 
Love Gods 

~Ô~ 

        
Thanks The 

Hippie Love 
Gods ~Ô~ for 

supporting 
information 

35 CP-B C1 Dan 

Gregor 

CP-B C2 
D 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

Hans 

        Continue 
challenging and 

debate 

Respond to the 
cartoon and 

state that 
cartoon 

correspond to 
the current US 

attitude 

36 CP-C N2 
 

Ambrosia 
{Hunted} 

Back to the main 
theme of OP* 

again 

CP-A 
CP-B 
OKA 

C4 
C3 Hans 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

        

Continue debate 
and try 

convincing other 
doubters about 

the nuclear 
option with 

more data and 
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information. Ask 
these doubters 
(other users) if 

they have better 
suggestion to 

get rid of fossil 
fuel? 

37 CP-B D1 Allie 

Strong opinion 
about how GW 

argument 
“disturb” others  

who refuse to 
believe GW and 

needs to be 
green. 

CP-A N Sinkisschic 

Provide neutral 
information 

without showing 
supporting or 

decline. 

        

38 CP-B D1 Allie  CP-B D shawn 
Refuse to 

support OP’s 
opinion or 
networking 

        

39 CP-C N2 

I am no 
human......

.i am 
nothing… 

Back to theme of 
being “green” 

again 

CP-D 
OKA 

C6 
C5 Hans 

shawn 

        Exclude shawn 
from discussion 

40 CP-C N2 dylan. 

Ask for more 
radical approach 
of abandon job 
to grow food by 

oneself. 

CP-B D 
N3 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

Hans 

        
Still decline OP* 

and change 
subject to water 

conservation 

41 CP-B D1 
Verminato

r 
Decline the need 

to be green  
CP-B 
CP-A 

D 
C2 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

Hans 

        
Defend his 

viewpoint and 
argument with 

some more info. 
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42 CP-B D1 
Scott 

Saturday 

Using sarcasm as 
“green” 

behaviour but 
actually 

challenge the 
argument of GW 
threats and the 

need to be more 
environmental 

friendly 

CP-B 
CP-A 
OKA 

C4 Hans 

Presenting 
Calculation 

energy needs 
and costs to 

convince those 
doubters. 

        

43 CP-B N2 ♥ Amanda 
♥ 

 CP-B C2 
D 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

Hans, all 

        
Questioning 

Hans’ calculation 
and supporter’s 

viewpoints. 

44 CP-B 
CP-C N2 Stan 

Share 
experience and 
discuss about 

public 
recognition of 

the GW topic in 
the past and 
present day 

CP-B D2 
D1 JAKE          

45 CP-C 
CP-A N2 Mark O  CP-B 

CP-A D Randy          

46 CP-C N2 Abby  CP-D N3 
C6 a2zresource 

Attack persons 
who regard the 

discussion 
among the 

group members 
as meaningless. 

        

47 CP-B N3 
American 

Honey 

Change subject 
to discuss the 

children raising 
CP-B D Sara 

Decline while 
recognizing the 
importance of 
energy portfolio 
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in different area 

48 CP-B D1 
Weirdcraz
y von die 

Nocht 

Totally decline 
the need of 

being green by 
being not green 

as much as 
possible 

CP-B 
OKA 

C1 
C2 
C4 

Hans 

Dhiiga 
Qabsoo 

        

Continue debate 
but achieve 

some consensus 
that the 

environment 
and the context 

of nuclear 
option needs to 

be changed if 
the option wants 
to be promoted 

49 CP-B C2 
N3 

Weirdcraz
y von die 

Nocht 

a2zresource 

CP-B 
CP-A 
OKA 

C2 Hans 

Randy 

        
Arguing costs of 
nuclear option is 
not higher than 
others. 

Decline 
a2zresource’s 

idea of filtering 
water but 

recognize the 
risk of directly 
drinking tap 

water 

50 CP-C C2 
N3 

a2zresourc
e 

Weirdcrazy 
von die Nocht 

CP-D 
OKA 

C6 
C1 Hans 

a2zresource 

        
Remind that the 
risk of drinking 

tap water 
without filtering 

could be even 
higher 

 

51 CP-C N2 ☮Airam✘  CP-A C2 Hans adrenaline rush         
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CP-B 
OKA 

C5 Depreciate 
challenges by 
arguing that 

they did not do 
enough 

readings.   

52 CP-C 
CP-B N2 

sweetness
: 

 CP-B 
OKA C1 Hans 

Sara 

        

Agree with 
Sara’s concept 

of energy 
portfolio while 

insisting the 
importance of 

nuclear option in 
portfolio while 
not excluding 

the 
development of 

other options 

53 CP-B N2 K.Dawn;  
CP-B 
CP-A 
OKA 

C4 Hans 
RealityQueen 

        Replying those 
challenging 
questions. 

54 CP-B 
CP-A 

N2 
N3 

Scott 
Saturday 

Contending that  
climate change 
is a scam and 
the claim of 

climate change 
is based on 

highly unreliable 
computer 

models 

CP-B D 
C2 

Christian(tm
)  

Hans 

        
 

55 CP-B C2 
a2zresourc

e 
Scott 

Saturday 
CP-B 
OKA C2 Hans 

Christian(tm) 
        

Continue to 
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Disagree Scott’s 
viewpoint 
through 

questioning his 
information 

sources. 

defend the 
supply of 
uranium 

56 CP-B C2 
D1 

Scott 
Saturday 

a2zresource 

CP-B D1 
D2 Tagle          

Disagree that 
ONLY US 

scholars with 
their models are 

qualified to 
explain GW. In 

advance 
challenge the 

opinion leader 
role of 

a2zresource 
in this forum 

57 CP-B 
CP-C C2 

a2zresourc
e 

Scott 
Saturday 

CP-B 
OKA 

C1 
C2 Hans 

Tagle 

        

Agree that in 
Australia there 
may be better 

solution but not 
the case in US. 

Continue to 
defend his 

viewpoint on 
wastes. 

Defending his 
statement and 

indicate that the 
discussion have 
been happened 

in another 
threads so that 
his opinions and 
knowledge have 

been 
consolidated in 
other threads. 

End of 
Discussion 

299 

 



58     CP-A 
OKA S Hans 

Provide 
supporting 

information of 
uranium supply 

        

59     CP-A 
OKA S Hans 

Provide 
supporting 

information of 
water 

desalination 
benefits 

        

60     CP-B S 
N3 Robb 

Hans 

        

Support nuclear 
and optimistic 

water solutions, 
change subjects 
to whether GW 
are caused by 
human and to 

whether we can 
survival.  

61     
CP-B 
CP-D 
OKA 

C5 Hans 
Robb 

        
 

62     CP-A C2 a2zresource 

Hans 

        
Disagree 

statement of  
sufficient 

Uranium supply 

63     CP-D 
OKA 

C2 
C6 Hans 

Admit the 
challenge exist 
based on the 

supply number 
and cost of yield 

Uranium and 
state that 
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further research 
will be needed. 

64     CP-B S JB          

65     CP-B 
CP-A C1 Hans 

 

        

Partly agree 
a2zresource’s 
challenge that 

the huge 
amount of cost 

but insist worthy 
comparing with 

status quo 
(dependent on 

Middle East) 

66     CP-B D 
C5 a2zresource          

67     CP-A 
OKA C3 Hans 

Challenging 
a2zresource’s 

information but 
consult his 

approval of his 
knowledge 

        

68     CP-A C4 
C5 a2zresource 

Explain Han’s 
misunderstandin

g of the 
numbers, 

showing clear 
leadership by 

offering 
correction of 
information 

        

69     CP-B C1 Hans a2zresource         
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OKA Accept  
a2zresource’s 

information and 
consult him 

where to find 
more reading 

material 
regarding to the 

topic 

70     CP-A C4 
C5 a2zresource 

Hans 

        Offering more 
information for 
Hans’ request 

71     CP-B C3 Evo (E.O.A) 

Raise questions 
to all users 

about another 
option (human 

power) 

        

72     CP-B C4 
C5 a2zresource 

Evo (E.O.A) 

        

Acknowledge 
Evo (E.O.A) 

proposed option 
but indicate that 

the option 
cannot cover all 

energy 
consumption. 

Prestige answer 
“drawing our 
attention”  in 

the end showing 
the clear 

leadership of the 
group 
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73     CP-B D ECOVISION          

74     CP-B 
OKA 

C2 
N3 Hans 

Evo (E.O.A) 

        

Question the 
wide application 
of human power 
by pointing out 

several potential 
difficulties. 

Subject clearly 
changed after 
a2zresource 

clearly present 
information of 
nuclear option 
and Hans stop 

arguing. 

75     CP-A C5 a2zresource 

Offer updated 
information 
about the 

application of 
nuclear energy 

and military 
usage. End 
Discussion 
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3. Sampling KA Threads in Transition Town Forum 

Coding 
for KA 

Postings 
(Articles 

& 
Replies) 

KA ID:  
SteveAtkins 

KA ID:  
Treaclemine 

KA ID:  
Benbrangwyn 

KA ID:  
 

Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: 
Hopenhagen to Brokenhagen at 
Copenhagen - "Where do we go 

from here?" 
Starting out? Collaborative approach: comments 

invited.  

Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: 

KP-B S 
N1  

Opening 
question to 

trigger 
discussion 

KP-D S 
N1  

Opening 
question to 

learn 
experiences 

KP-C 
KP-D 

S 
N1  

Invite comments 
of Transition 

Software Platform, 
the collaborative 
approach based 

on IT. 
Encouraging more 
opinion leaders to 

speak out. 

    

Repliers 
List Code: 

(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 

Note: Note: Note: Note: 
(SN) 

1 CP-D 
OKA C6 

SteveAtkin
s 

 

CP-C N2 citrus 

OP* 

CP-B N1 Peter 

OP* 

   

 

Adding terms for 
social 

networking 

Stating 
experiences and 

suggest a 
feasible 

approach 
(smaller area) 

Raise some 
questions 

regarding to 
measuring index 
and feasibility in 

practice. 
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2 CP-B S Trip 

 

CP-C 
CP-D 

C1 
N2 csquirrel 

OP*, citrus 

CP-A 
CP-C S Tomma100 

OP* 
 

    

Presenting 
attitude with 

providing 
hyperlink of 

another threads 
in external 
website. 

Give support by 
sharing 

experiences in 
software 

development. 

Supporting 
previous 
replier’s 

viewpoint for 
answering OP* 

3 CP-B S 
C3 

Nchadbor
n 

 

CP-D C1 
C6 durruti 

csquirrel 

CP-B 
CP-D S Tomma100 

Offer idea of 
“marketplace” 

function for the 
supposed platform 

    Asking to find 
other local 

groups’ links. 

Asking for 
presentation 

from Chris 
(csquirrel) 

4 CP-B S 
C2 DaveDann 

nchadborn 

CP-D C1 
C6 JudithN 

durruti,csquirrel 

CP-B S pamelagray 

Support and 
remind all 

members about 
the tight time 

frames 

    
Showing ideas of  
supporting OP*, 

but disagree 
other repliers’ 

viewpoints 

Follow the idea 
of asking for 

Chris 
presentation  

durruti 

5 CP-B S 
C2 JohnMason 

DaveDann 

CP-D C1 
C6 HJG 

csquirrel 

CP-A 
CP-B 
CP-C 

S MakeHayJez 

Offer supporting 
information and 
resources, and 
experiences of 

past cases. 

    

Follow the idea 
of asking for 

Chris 
presentation  

durruti 

Respond 
DaveDann’s 
viewpoints 

6 CP-B S 
C2 Nchadborn 

DaveDann, OP 

CP-A 
CP-D C6 

BarryGraha
m 

Communicate to 
provide stuff to 

others 
(presentation) 

CP-B 
CP-A 
CP-C 

S spiritquest 

Provide some 
ideas of software 

development, 
including the goal 

for fulfil group 
needs, based on 

    
Respond 

DaveDann’s 
viewpoints – 

forming a 
debate of 
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approach professional 
perspectives and 
past experiences 

7 CP-B S 
C2 DaveDann 

JohnMason, 
nchadborn 

CP-C 
CP-B 

C6 
N3 Eva 

Stating 
experiences and 
past debates of 
approaches in 
her group and 
her personal 

opinions 

CP-B 
OKA C5 

benbrangwy
n 

Remind thread 
followers to check 
current pages (as 

goal, requirement, 
approach to build 
a platform tool) 
before posting 

comments 

    Express 
disagreement of 
John’s & Neil;s 

view 

8 CP-B S 
C2 JohnMason 

DaveDann 
CP-D C3 Eva 

Asking Rob’s 
comment about 

up to 10,000 
scale 

CP-A 
OKA C5 

benbrangwy
n 

Remind launch 
date of the project 
and expected time 

table 

    
Respond Dave  

9 CP-B S 
C2 DaveDann 

JohnMason, 
nchadborn 

CP-C 
CP-D N2 

RuthWallsgr
ove 

Sharing 
experiences, 

show interests 
of presentation 

CP-D C1 
C6 MakeHayJez 

Benbrangwyn 
(OKA of OP*) 

    

Admit 
misunderstanding 
of KA’s proposed 
idea but clarify 

that other 
communicators 
simply want to 

help the project 
work. 

Ending debate 
with the idea of 

diversity of 
action, still show 

disagreement 

10 CP-B 
OKA 

C2 
C5 SteveAtkins 

DaveDann, 
ALL 

CP-A 
CP-D 

C4 
C5 csquirrel 

Sharing 
presentation 
material with 

others 

CP-C 
CP-D 
CP-A 

S 
stevecreedo

n 

Support the 
project as a web 

application 
developer 

    

Express 
disagreement 

of Dave’s 
opinion 

AND 
End the 
debates 

11     CP-D C6 mummydeb OP*, Eva CP-B C5 garyalex Stating strong     
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CP-C 

Networking and 
sharing 

experiences in 
Swindon 

CP-D opinions for the 
project 

development; 
indicating some 

potential opinion 
leaders including 

“TT Core Groups”, 
Ben, Rob, Sophine, 
Naresh who could 

lead the TT. 

12     CP-C C4 Jane 

Eva 

CP-D 
OKA C1 

Benbrangwy
n 

 Agree with Gary 
(replier)’s input 
and positively 
respond to 
enhance 
networking with 
Gary. 

    Share 
experiences in 

Bristol 

13     CP-B 
CP-D C3 Subhasha 

Jane, 
Mummydeb 

CP-B 
CP-C N1 Tomma100 

Op*, garyalex 

    

Sharing 
experiences and 

feelings of 
promoting TT in 

Sweden 
(Archipelago), 

then asking 
questions for 
promotions in 

practices. 

Questioning the 
need of this 

platform, which 
was proposed by 
the OP* KA and 

request comments 
in the thread. 

Propose an 
improved 

approach for 
networking 

14     CP-C 
CP-D 

C5 
N3 Citrus 

Eva 

CP-A S Tomma100 

Still show support 
of the  OP*KA and 

provide 
information 

regarding to the 
discussion 

    
Guiding other 
users to find 
material in 
handbook, 

introducing skills 
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of motivating 
groups in 
Swansea, 

sharing plan, 
approach and 
expectations. 

Optimistic to the 
possible result 
by applying the 

approach, 
seeking 

supporting 
evidence or 
networking 
about the 

approach but 
without 

responses. 

15         CP-B 
CP-C D CathyKing 

Confuse about the 
goal of the project, 

and request 
opportunity for 

networking – 
decline 

considering the 
idea to avoid 

duplication efforts 
with belonging 

groups. Propose 
more 

communication 
with others about 

the idea. 

    

16         CP-D 
OKA 

C1 
C4 
C5 

Benbrangwy
n 

CathyKing, 
garyalex      

Agree with Cathy’s 
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comment and 
promise to revise  

project goal, reject 
the idea of 
clusters of 

requirement 
proposed both by 
Cathy and Gary. 

17         CP-D C1 garyalex 

Tomma100, 
CathyKing 

    Support Tom’s 
idea, agree with 

Cathy’s comment 

18         CP-B N1 rimu      

19         CP-C C4 
jdaviescoate

s 

rimu 

    

Reply question 
raised by Rimu 

and stating 
current situation 
of TT website and 
relevant project 

20         CP-C 
CP-D C5 garyalex 

Stating 
experiences of 

“virtual 
conference” 

approach, and 
request 

supporting of the 
approach by peer 

networking 

    

         CP-B 
CP-D 

C1 
N1 josiah 

garyalex 
    Support gary’s 

ideas as part of 
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the results of the 
discussion, but 

suppose focusing 
on the users of the 

platform (the 
project) to clarify 
the needs of all 

sub-groups of TT.  

         CP-D C6 
Lowcarbond

iary 

garyalex 

    
Support gary’s 

idea but unable to 
attend the 
networking 

         CP-D C6 
jdaviescoate 

s 

garyalex 

    
Support gary’s 

idea but unable to 
attend the 
networking 

         CP-D C6 garyalex Networking 
progress report     

         
CP-B 
CP-C 
CP-A 

C1 jimwolff 

Tomma100, 
garyalex 

    
Inclined to agree 
their solution and 

offer more info 
sources to 

improve the 
solution tech. 

         CP-B 
CP-D C6 

jdaviescoate 
s 

Stating possible 
solution for the 

approach 
    

         CP-C S 
C6 

jdaviescoate 
s 

Introducing Sam’s 
experiences and 
comments about 
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the solution of 
approach 

         CP-B 
CP-C C2 dahacouk 

Disagreeing 
picking a CMS 

solution before 
fully understand 
the requirement 

    

         CP-B C4 dahacouk 

jdaviescoate s  

    
Discussing 

approach to build 
the CMS based on 

needs. 

         CP-A 
CP-B C2 

jdaviescoate 
s 

dahacouk 

    

Discussing suitable 
solutions of CMS 
and offer more 

detailed 
information. End 

with consideration 
of needs of a 

starting out group. 
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4. Sampling KA Threads in LocalSustUK Forum 

Coding 
for KA 

Postings 
(Articles 

& 
Replies) 

KA ID:  
John Bone 

KA ID:  
ferrand 

KA ID:  
Jamie Saunders 

KA ID:  
 DaveHampton-CarbonCoach 

Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: Top Ranked Thread Title: 
Home owners Are Not Ready 

For ZeroCarbon Homes, 
Research Shows 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group
/localsustuk/message/9573  

EU forms algae group, plans first 
conference 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/l
ocalsustuk/message/11552 

Living With Environmental Change 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/lo

calsustuk/message/11712 

Tony Blair on CC  
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/l

ocalsustuk/message/9283 

Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 
(A-T) ANS: Note: Code: 

(A-T) ANS: Note: 

KP-A S  

Forward a news 
report regarding 
to current status 
of home owners 

and house 
builders attitude 

toward zero 
carbon schemes. 

KP-A S  

Notifying 
progress of EU 

algae group and 
the first 

conference  

KP-A S  

Notifying the 
announcement of 
research projects 

to come under the 
Living With 

Environmental 
Change 

programme. 
Provide links of 

these projects and 
programme in 

post. 

KP-A 
KP-B 
KP-D 

S  

Forward Tony 
Blair’s speech at 
G8 and give high 

recognition of 
the speech. 

Raise questions 
about politicians 
and hope raising 

more 
discussions and 

actions. 

Repliers 
List Code: 

(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 
Code: 
(A-T) ID: 

ANS: 

Note: Note: Note: Note: (SN) 

1 CP-B S 
N1 

Christine 
Collins 

OP* 
CP-A D1 

Frank 
Holland 

OP* 
CP-B D1 Paul@TNC 

OP* 
CP-B N2 Derek 

Deighton 

DaveHampto
n 

Partially support Supporting Annoying about Reply OP* by 
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ideas of zero-
carbon homes 
and cast doubt 

regarding to 
health risks of 

living in 
“airtight” house. 

OP*’s report of 
algae progress 
but offer more 

information 
about industrial 
development of 

algae biofuel 
which has been 
questioned by 
market and VC. 

KA’s (Jamie 
Saunders‘) 

postings keep 
promoting 

“government’s 
propaganda”. 

Arguing the OP* 
also presented 

how government 
“waste” money in 

funding useless 
co-ordination 

bodies.  

Fred Starr’s 
comments. 

Criticize Tony 
Blair’s past 

actions 

2 CP-B S 
C4 

Chris 
Goodall 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-A 
OKA 

C2 
C4 ferrand 

Frank Holland 

CP-B S 
C2 Roy Tindle 

Paul@TNC 

CP-D C6 

Dave 
Hampton - 

Carbon 
Coach 

Networking with 
other users 

Replying 
Christine’s 

questions and 
explain good 

design will 
overcome the 

problem. 

Lend support to 
Jamie (KA of OP*) 
and recognize KA’s 
effort despite the 
information could 
not be relevant to 

some users’ 
focuses in the 

group. 

Introduce and 
summarize 

another report 
about using 
microscopic 
organism as 

major direction 
of solving fuel 

crisis. 

3 CP-B S 
C4 Bob Irving 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-B C2 
N3 chrismccoy3 

Ferrand, 
Frank 

Holland, all 

CP-B S 
C2 Nico Jabin 

Paul@TNC 

CP-B 
CP-A N2 David 

Oakley-Hill 

OP* 

Stating 
proposed 

approach and 
share practical 

tips. 

Support values of 
KA’s postings and 

criticize Paul’s 
comment 

Replying 
question by 
explaining 
practical 

approaches. 

Present different 
approach of 

solving fuel crisis 
and warn the 

danger of 
focusing on tech 
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development; 
change to the 

subject of 
arguing tech 
development 

and behaviour 
change 

4 CP-B C3 
Christine 

Collins 

Bob Irving 

CP-B 
CP-D 

C1 
C6 

Dave 
Hampton 

chrismccoy3 

CP-B 
CP-A D1 Paul@TNC 

Stating a sense of 
climate opinion as 

“10:1 majority” 
support KA’s 

posting activities 
and stating he 
wil ”suffer it in 

silence”. Insisting 
the funding is a 

waste and 
questioning some 
users could work 

for the similar 
Quangos which 

get paid based on 
these funding and 
ignore the urgency 

of real actions. 
Introducing a 

Transition Town 
group’s website to 

emphasize the 
need of urgent 

actions. 

CP-B N2 
C2 

Christine 
Collins 

David Oakley-
Hill 

Networking 
people who 
choose 
behaviour 
change (quit 
flying) and 
introducing a 
facebook group. 

Raise more 
questions about 

the term 
“airtight” and 

cast more 
doubts about its  
purpose in zero 
carbon home 

and any possible 
effects regarding 

to health. 

Disagreeing 
David’s opinion 
of corporation 
pressure (votes 

instead) and 
stating her 
perceived 

reasons of the 
politician’s 

“truth-telling” 
before 

retirement 

5 CP-A S 
C4 

paul 
johannsen 

Christine 
Collins CP-D C1 

C6 chrismccoy3 

Dave 
Hampton 

CP-B N3 
C2 Roy Tindle 

Paul@TNC 

CP-B C2 
N2 Roy Tindle 

Christine 
Collins, David 

Oakley-Hill Change subject to 
discuss the TT 

actions and 
summarizing 

Approve the 
networking of 

group for 

Recognize 
Christine’s 

response but Respond to 
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Christine’s 
question and 
point out that 
the term is not 

precise 

behaviour and 
lifestyle change 

relevant energy 
information in TT’s 
website. Criticizing 
the scientific value 
of the TT website 
information and 
Paul’s manners. 
Figuring out that 
Paul show less 
“humility” and 

respects to others 
in the group. 

disagree the 
attack of 

shadow body. 
Indicate that 

politicians 
refuse to make 

real change. 
Questioning 

David’s 
approach by 

taking growing 
vegetable at 

local UK as an 
example to 

illustrate the 
controversial 
issues. Also 
stating that 

change cannot 
be simply a 

campaign for 
asking people to 

“do their bit”. 

6 CP-B C3 chrismccoy
3 

paul johannsen, 
All 

CP-A 
OKA C2 ferrand 

Terry de Winne 

CP-B 
CP-A 

N3 
C3  Brian Forsyth 

Paul@TNC, all 

CP-B N2  Chris Keene  

Christine 
Collins Raise more 

questions 
regarding to the 

use of airtight 
home and want 
to learn more 

information, the 
cost and benefit 

with 
consideration of 
“who is paying 

the bill”, the 

Stating the 
influence from 

corporation and  
the threaten of 

their global 
roots. 

Stating motivation 
of joining the 

group is that it is 
supposed to be 

hosted by the SDC, 
as an independent 
organization from 
government. Brian 

is also curious if 

Emphasize on 
the application 
of algae and its 
importance in 
GHG reduction 
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possible effects 
either positive or 

negative, and 
the possible 
retrofitting 

periods.  

other users noted 
this 

7 CP-B C1 
C3 

Christine 
Collins 

paul johannsen 

CP-B C2 
D1 

Terry de 
Winne 

Ferrand 
(OP*) 

CP-A 
CP-B 

S 
C2 V.E.Hands 

Jamie Saunders, 
Paul@TNC 

NP-B C2 
N3 

Christine 
Collins 

Chris Keene 

Support OP* 

Defend 
viewpoint by 
Insisting the 

importance of 
votes to 

politicians. 
Aware the 
subject in 

debate has been 
obviously 
changed. 

Accept the 
knowledge 

offered by other 
repliers, and 
raise other 

detailed 
problem in 

practice 

Accept Ferrand’s 
argument but 
point out the 

huge investment 
of the approach 

while indeed 
other 

alternatives exist 

8 CP-A S 
C4 

paul 
johannsen 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-A 
CP-C 
OKA 

C2 Ferrand 

Terry de Winne 

CP-B S 
C2 Anja Leetz 

Paul@TNC 

NP-B 
NP-A C2 Clare Brass 

Roy Tindle 

Support OP* and 
saying Paul can 
delete or “leave 
the forum” at 

anytime 

Disagree Roy’s 
attitude toward 
urban farming 

by forward 
information and 

indicate 
research report 

of vegetable 
seeds sale 

soaring. 

Indicate some 
possible 

approaches to 
fix practical 

problem raised 
by Christine.  

Provide more 
supporting 

information and 
share 

experiences. 

9 CP-B C3 
Christine 

Collins 
paul johannsen, 

query to all 
CP-B 
CP-A S paul 

johannsen 

OP* (Ferrand), 
chrismccoy3   CP-B S mooresv 

All 
NP-B C2 

N3 
Spillard, 
Candida 

Clare Brass 

Questioning and 
forming a new Acknowledge Support KA and his 
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Continue to 
query more 
questions in 
practice and 

state her current 
problem. 

OPKA’s effort 
and information, 

and question 
Chris’s approach 

without 
contacting new 

tech of organism 

OP* posting of 
government’s info, 

stating all useful 
info are welcome. 

debate of urban 
farming. 

10 CP-B C4 
C3 

Frank 
Holland 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-A C1 Ferrand 

paul johannsen 

    CP-A C2 
C4 Clare Brass 

Consulting 
information 
about urban 

farming project 
to respond 

those challenges 
raises by other 

repliers,  

Recognize Paul’s 
viewpoint and 

provide samples 
of application 

Replying 
queries and ask 

questions to 
challenge 

11 CP-B C2 
C4 

chrismccoy
3 

Christine 
Collins, Frank 

Holland 

CP-B D1 
C2 chrismccoy3 

OP*, paul 
johannsen 

    CP-B N3 
C1 

Helen K. 
Reardon 

Acknowledge 
the value of 

discussions in 
the thread 
despite the 

changed subject 
of original 

discussion and 
figuring out the 
common ideas 

with local 
transition town 

group (about 
the urban 
farming). 

Argue the 
approach he 

took as widely 
review of 
current 

civilization and 
the distance 

with 
“sustainable 

living”. 

Continue to 
challenge 
Christine’s 

question and 
argument (about 

health risks) 

12 CP-B D1 Richard 
Watson 

Christine 
Collins CP-B C2 David Murray chrismccoy3 

    CP-A C2 Clare Brass 

Roy Tindle 

Offer more 
information 
regarding to 

urban farming Disagree Chris’ 
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Challenging 
viewpoints of 
“new house 

better than old 
house in 

airtight” and 
stating that new 
house use new 
adhesives and 

emit more VOCs.  

viewpoint of 
sustainability, 
indicating the 

approach should 
be more 
feasible. 

13 CP-B C1 paul 
johannsen 

Richard 
Watson 

CP-B 
C2 
N3 
D1 

chrismccoy3 

David Murra, 
Terry de Winne 

   

 

CP-A 
CP-B 

 
C2 Roy Tindle 

Clare Brass 

Agree with 
Richard’s 

viewpoint and 
stating that no 

specific method 
can be used in 

all different 
contexts. 

Present strong 
opinion 

disagreeing to 
consider 
people’s 

opinions and 
ideas while the 
“truth” cannot 
be agreed or 

disagreed. The 
debate of the 
sustainable 

development 
has formed and 

the subject 
clearly changed 
from the OP*. 
Replying Terry 
by disagreeing 

massive 
producing algae 

fuel (Back to 
OP* theme). 

 
 

 

Provide more 
information of 

“food mile” 
while indicating 

no best 
approach to suit 

all different 
areas and those 
results of urban 

farming in 
carbon emission  
reduction is yet 
awaiting to be 

further explored 
based on 
lifecycle 

assessment 
thoughts. 
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14 CP-A C1 Andrew 
Jeffrey 

paul johannsen 

CP-B C1 Dave 
Hampton 

David Murray 

        
Add some 

information 
regarding to 

BRE. 

Show support 

15 CP-A C4 Liz Mutch 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-B 
CP-A C1 simontgoldsm

ith 

David Murray 

        

Show support to 
David’s 

viewpoint and 
indicate similar 
approach taken 
by Natural Step 

Framework. 

Introduce a book 
regarding to the 
topic and some 

building material 
information  

16 CP-B S 
C5 

paul 
johannsen 

All, OP* 

CP-D C3  Bob Irving 

Raising question 
about 

considerations 
of personal 

actions and its 
relationship with  
possible effects 

for other species 
or ecosystem 

   

 

    

Questioning the 
NHBC’s effort 
comparing the 
contribution of 

BRE, stating 
challenges to 

overcome and 
encourage 

others to act 
immediately 

while solutions 
could not be 
“one fit all” 

 
. 
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17 CP-A 
OKA C4 John Bone 

Christine 
Collins 

CP-B C2 
C5 

paul 
johannsen 

chrismccoy3 

   

 

    

Strong opinion 
of disagreeing 
Chris’ opinion 

and “clarifying” 
the purpose of 

the forum is 
seeking 

consensus for 
sustainable 

development, 
not stating 

higher entity 
and saying 

others’ 
viewpoints are 

“incorrect”. 

Clarifying the 
terms “airtight” 
by offering more 
information, and 

stating more 
information 

resources such 
as regulations.  

 

18     CP-A 
CP-D S ferrand 

Frank Holland 

        

Provide 
experiences in 

plant and 
references 

about CCS and 
extracting co2 

from flue gases. 

19     CP-B C2 Terry de 
Winne 

chrismccoy3 

   

 

    

Replying Chris’ 
post with ironic 
expression of 
“expecting his 
proposal for 
continuing 

human race” 
and disagree his 

approach. 
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	Chapter 1 Introduction
	1-1. Communicating Climate Change in Internet Fora
	Climate change is not only a scientific issue, but also a public one (Bray & Von Storch, 1999). While people may hear and learn about climate change from various sources (i.e. news media or government statements), messages and ideas regarding climate ...
	In order to improve climate communication online, in-depth research of the communication process on Internet media would be required. This chapter details the research context, aims and research questions, as well as the contents of following chapters...
	1-2. Research Context
	Climate change issues have been the subject of extensive media and public interest in recent years. These are manifest as discussions on the findings of climate science, the politics of recognising the science findings and taking actions, and eff...
	Studies have demonstrated an increase in media coverage of climate change since the turn of the century (Carvalho & Burgess, 2005; Boykoff & Rajan, 2007). This media coverage can affect people’s attitudes and perceptions on climate change issues....
	The use of the Internet as an information source has increased dramatically in recent years, and people tend to access the Internet to widen their knowledge and understandings, even after accessing other types of media (Lupia & Baird, 2003). Jennings ...
	Moreover, the recent and rapid development of “interactive” communication services based on Internet (i.e. Internet fora, online social networks, online chat rooms, etc.) has quickly increased the importance of the Internet as a modern communication m...
	The rapid growth of the use the Internet has created relatively new forms and platforms for communication. The “Internet forum” is one of the most popular online communication platforms; it refers to an online space where people can hold conversations...
	1. Hosting remote and interactive communication;
	2. The coexistence of synchronous and asynchronous modes of communication;
	3. Anonymous, or identified (ID-tagged) participation is allowed;
	4. Individuals’ opinions are expressed, personalised, and discussed by others (usually fora members).
	Internet fora host an immense range of discussions. By enabling information exchange networks to be used by citizens, the value of the Internet in facilitating public participation in social movements and public involvement is recognised (e.g. Drache,...
	A more in-depth understanding of the influences of Internet communication on engaging individuals in climate change issues is critical because of the potential consequences of online discussions. These include (see Schrire, 2006):
	1. Discussions on the Internet could enhance Internet users’ knowledge and affect their views of climate change by making both scientific information and people’s viewpoints and perceptions accessible to them;
	2. Discussions on the Internet generate records of the “contents” of such discussions including online discussion threads that reflect people’s perception of climate change issues as well as their interactions with other participants in the discussions;
	3. Online discussions may reveal to researchers, policy makers and social groups how messages are being presented and interpreted via Internet communication.
	Given the potential of these impacts of online discussions, the research in this thesis focuses on exploring climate change communication in Internet fora.
	1-3. Research Aims and Questions
	This thesis aims to understand the communication processes in online discussions of climate change issues. In particular, the thesis seeks to investigate: (1) the characteristics of climate change communication processes in Internet fora including use...
	The communication activities that are investigated include users’ expression of opinions and exchange via posting, replying, or forwarding contents in various fora. Their interactions such as supporting, challenging or networking with others are also ...
	Since the Internet enables users of these fora to have interactions with each other in a specific virtual online space, it provides an opportunity to observe the communication processes in a reviewable, accessible, and topic-selectable manner, without...
	In order to achieve the research aims, three research questions are identified. These questions are derived from key gaps in the literature identified in Chapter 2.
	1. How do individuals communicate climate change issues and interact with others through online discussions in Internet fora?
	2. What are the roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how do these develop?
	3. Does communication around climate change in online fora change individuals' perceptions and motivate them to consider changing behaviours?
	These research questions cover some fundamental issues related to communication of climate change through Internet discussions. Specifically, they address how Internet discussions of climate change could be initiated and developed; who are involved, w...
	1-4. Thesis Overview
	Following this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews studies relevant to the three research questions in the thesis. The scientific evidence of climate change is explored, as well as current studies regarding people’s perceptions of climate change issues. R...
	The first research question is addressed in Chapter 4, where characteristics and features of online climate change communication are examined. This involves analyses of Internet discussion content, of online communication, and motivations for particip...
	Figure 1.1 Thesis Structure


	Po-Han Final Edited Ch2 P16-P52
	Chapter 2 Literature Review： Climate Change Understandings, Communication, and Use of New Media
	2-0. Introduction
	This chapter reviews the literature on the scientific evidence for anthropogenic climate change, how people’s perceptions have changed over time, how the communication of climate change has developed in traditional as well as new media, and what influ...
	2-1. Perspectives on Climate Change
	Since worldwide attention has been drawn to the effects of long-term accumulation of human-made greenhouse gases (GHGs) observed as far back as the turn of the century (Abbot & Fowle, 1908, cited by Weart, 2008), the anthropogenic influences on the gl...

	2-1-1. Arguments for Anthropogenic Influences on the Climate
	In order to understand the science of climate change and explore the potential consequences of human activities on the global climate, the IPCC was established in 1988 jointly by the United Nations Environmental Panel and World Meteorological Organisa...
	Figure 2-1. The anthropogenic effects on global temperature
	The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (AR4), published in 2007, underscores the urgent need of stabilising global GHG concentrations at particular levels, so that the risk of severe future climate change damage can be limited. The IPCC’s projections of ...
	2-1-2. Sceptical views of Climate Change Science
	While IPCC authors claim they are “90% certain” that global climate change is already having an impact and is primarily induced by human influences (See Summary for Policy Makers of IPCC WGI Fourth Assessment Report, 2007), the so-called “climate scep...
	2-1-3. Evolving Public Perceptions on Climate Change
	Much research has looked at how public perceptions are related to public understandings and responses in various social contexts (Wynne, 1992). In this research, public perceptions are explored in the context of public understandings and feelings rega...
	The survey results include country-specific findings that show recent changes in perceptions around the anthropogenic nature of climate change. During the time that the thesis was conducted between 2008 and 2010, a notable decrease has been observed ...
	A survey conducted by UK Department for Transport (DFT) (2009-2010) gives more insight on climate change attitudes and specifically the relationship between people's attitudes toward climate change and actions on cutting emissions. A substantial major...
	All the above surveys were mainly conducted by questionnaires and telephone polls; however the increasing use of the Internet provides an opportunity of surveying internet users’ attitudes and perceptions on climate change across multiple countries. I...
	Based on all of these survey results, it is suggested that people’s attitudes could shift and fluctuate despite the growing evidence and knowledge of climate science. While there is evidence that the level of concern for human-induced climate change h...
	Gavin A. Schmidt, a senior climatologist with NASA’s Goddard Institute of Space Studies (GISS) and co-founder of the famous blog “Real Climate.org”0F , expressed his concerns in the New York Times regarding the media setting the agenda for climate sci...
	2-2. The Processes of Communicating Climate Change
	While they show us certain trends in attitude, the polls and surveys mentioned above offer limited help in understanding other aspects of climate change communication, including: how public perceptions of climate change are formed and communicated, wh...
	2-2-1. Communication Processes and Models
	People’s perceptions are an active and fundamental process of learning and interpreting things (Rubin, 1993; Zhou & Moy, 2007). The formation of such perceptions can easily be affected by the context of the communication process (Zhou & Moy, 2007).  I...
	It has been found that roles of scientists in online communication are mostly limited to being the source of information about scientific knowledge; few interact in the process of online communication (Lederbogen & Trebbe, 2003), while sceptics and ac...
	The Shannon-Weaver model identified several components of the communication process, including an information source, transmitter, channel, noise, receiver, and the destination, as shown in Figure 2-2. The communication model has been widely studied i...
	Figure 2-3. Helical model of communication (Dance, 1970)
	Research on communication models has turned to exploring the interactions between information providers and receivers. Questions remain on whether the process is static or dynamic, linear or non-linear, directional or non-directional, and are highly r...
	The assumption that audiences are active in the communication process fits well with the study of new media, which are designed for active use and known for interactivity (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Park et al., 2009). The Internet allows users to a...
	The communication models above imply a communication context that has limited media effect, suggesting that communicating climate change depends more on media users’ interpretations of climate change than information providers’ statements on this (e.g...
	The O-S-O-R model was derived from the original stimulus–response (S–R) theory of direct communication effects, based on Markus and Zajonc’s O-S-O-R cognitive framework (Markus & Zajonc, 1985). The first ‘‘O’’ includes ‘‘structural, cultural, cognitiv...
	2-2-2. Two-Step Communication Flow
	The communication studies reviewed in the previous section focus on users’ participation in communication, without much attention to how the nature of media affects users’ perceptions. However, many studies have found that media affects individuals’ p...
	Two-step models have been widely tested and discussed in the past1F . Weimann et al. (2007) address the relationship between opinion leaders in internet communication and agenda-setting effects. Agenda-setting effect is a specific term that describes ...
	2-2-3. Evolution of Two-Step Flow: Multi-step Communication Flow
	Research on the two-step flow of communication flow model offered an insight into the flow of information and ideas (from mass media, to opinion leaders, to people in general) (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995).Many scholars then tested the two-step flow proces...
	As communication technology advances, with an evolution of media formats, individual media use habits, and social distribution of media, the media landscape with its flow of communication process is changing (Bennett & Manheim, 2006). The technologica...
	2-2-4. The Role of the Media in Climate Change Communication
	The process of communicating climate change not only refers to the flow of information between transmitters and receivers as Shannon and Weaver’s model calls them, but it also refers to the channels of the communication activities. Mass media have tra...
	While the public may get involved in the discussions around social change, the role of the media in shaping public opinion is increasingly recognised (Wilson, 2000; Moser & Dilling, 2007). However, recently scholars have warned that the media influenc...
	Studies have shown how media contents are frequently exaggerated, sensationalised (prone to bias), as well as based on contradictory framings (Boykoff & Boykoff, 2004; Lowe et al., 2006; Petersen et al., 2009; Nisbet & Mooney, 2009). Some researchers ...
	In order to tackle the challenge of communicating climate change, Ockwell et al. (2009) argue that communication should meaningfully engage implicit values, emotions, and attitudes of individuals. To help with this, different means of communication ca...
	As a result, environmental issues (e.g., nature, pollution, biodiversity, etc.) are supposed continuously to be constructed and redefined by engaged individuals and media (Macnaghten, 2003; Hannigan, 2006; Hansen, 2010). Information provided by the me...
	2-2-5. A Network Perspective of the Communication Process
	In addition to studying the effects of the media on internet users, scholars have also explored the relationships between media and communicators, and the information flows generated. Analysing communication processes through a network perspective can...
	The network-based perspective of communication processes leads to the popularity of networking approaches in climate change communication. For instance, based on the idea of encouraging behaviour change within individuals’ social context, Global Actio...
	The networking approach of GAP and their experiences of "Action at Home" programme (that encourages carbon neutral' households) gained the support of local government, including with advertising, local knowledge, financial input, and financial support...
	2-3. Roles in Communicating Climate Change: Opinion Leadership
	In early studies, individuals’ roles in communication processes were not given much attention. Instead, they were regarded as uniformly controlled by mass communication, reacting to “whatever 'stimuli' came along" (Lowery & De Fleur, 1995: 400).
	The role of communicators was first studied in the context of two-step communication flows. The two-step model offers a perspective on the influences of “opinion leaders” in their social groups. Scholars such as Elihu Katz (1957) found that these opin...
	With influence and leadership in their social groups, these opinion leaders play a crucial role in the communication process. Opinion leaders seem constrained to particular topics; individuals who act as opinion leaders on one issue may not be conside...
	In Moser's analysis (2007) of the process of communicating climate change, she identified communicators who carry messages with their own views and deliver information through ‘channels’ and ‘messengers’. She refers to influential individuals, regardi...
	Though the role of opinion leaders was suggested as far back as the 1940s, it remains a challenge to identify the effectiveness of opinion leadership in different disciples (Mckenna & Green, 2002; Valente & Pumpuang, 2007). Some studies show the way i...
	In a more recent study, on energy saving approaches, Heiskanen and Lovio (2010) show how expertise among lay people in apartment buildings was developed on a voluntary basis through a communication network. The study was based on the Finnish Energy Ex...
	Nevertheless, whilst the idea of an opinion leader and its importance in the two-step communication model is intuitively compelling, it does not explain how these roles have been formed, how information is obtained (either from the media, opinion lead...
	The increasing popularity of interactive media technology means individuals can actively partake in shaping communication according to their preferences and characteristics. Indeed, they are no longer a homogenous ‘mass’ as identified in early communi...
	Though internet users’ roles and their activities in online communication process have been the subject of several eWOM studies (Offenhuber & Donath, 2008; Windahl et al., 2008), the categorisation of communicator roles in these studies may not be com...
	2-4. Communication in New Media: Internet Fora
	A number of studies have recently shown how online communication technologies (e.g. email, instant messages, online chat and fora, social network sites) have become new media that provide information instantly and remotely, with different levels of in...
	Early discussions of the role of online communication ranged from wildly optimistic scenarios of their potential to a return to “direct democracy” (Bimber, 1998; Morris, 2001), and from producing empowered citizens to deeply pessimistic predictions of...
	While new media seems to have become a virtual public area where people can join the discussion of public policies, it is still disputed if s people’s engagement of public issues has been improved in new media. Gregson’s (2001) study of citizen partic...
	2-4-1. Internet Fora as Popular Communication Platforms
	Among various types of Internet applications that enable users to interact and network with other users, internet fora are a significant and highly popular tool to express opinions online. In the latest Eurobarometer poll (May 2010), Internet fora wer...
	Many scholars regard internet fora as a popular application of online discussion, and therefore a manifestation of the public sphere (e.g. Poell, 2009; Yang, 2009; Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). For example in China, some types of fora (e.g. Bulletin Boar...
	Internet fora do not directly provide information to users, but record the process of communication as “contents”, that in many cases are accessible to members. Communication on internet fora is characterised as “asynchronous interaction” (Montero et ...
	2-4-2. Characterising Communication Processes in Internet Fora
	While members of fora become part of a group on the basis of discussions in the fora, the communication process also requires their involvement back into the fora. It is important to note that the exchange of information and opinions among participant...
	As most information on these fora is presented through interaction processes and exchanges of opinion, it is important to consider the influence of opinion leaders in the process (Lyons & Henderson, 2005). It has been found that communication between ...
	Johnson, Cooper, and Chin (2009), examining online verbal aggression messages and 148 undergraduate students’ anger in a laboratory, found that the behaviour of students posted online verbal aggression messages was associated with anger directed towar...
	Other studies have focused on how interaction among online communicators has occurred. Gunawardena and colleagues (1995; 1997a) argued that the computer-mediated environment has depressed the importance of mass media communication, creating a more net...
	When examining how interactions could affect people’s opinions, the way in which users were organised as “virtual communities” (i.e. discussion groups in internet fora) had a significant influence on the collective construction of opinions. Dholakia a...
	Recent research has started examining how internet fora offer a flexible communicative space for different groups of people (Feenberg & Bakardjieva, 2004). Baym (2000) described online interaction as “a novel hybrid between written, oral, interpersona...
	2-4-3. Roles in Fora Communication
	Some researchers (e.g. Kollock & Smith, 1999) have claimed that traditional opinion leadership theory can be applied to communication in new media and offers perspectives on opinion leaders in internet fora. In this study, fora participants were ident...
	To identify roles in process of online communication, Baym (2000) suggested that people who are involved in processes of communication should be regarded as “participants”, that can be further subdivided into “activists” (individuals who are active in...
	The continuous process of interaction that occurs (e.g. updating articles or real-time chatting) builds the "credibility" of information (Mankoff et al., 2010).
	The relationships between communicators, information channels (e.g. mass media or opinion leaders), and the larger social system can be regarded as social ties. It is recognised that we all depend on these ties to meet information needs and achieve in...
	Mao and You (2006) suggest that the level of communication and type of communication behaviour among participants can be further classified on the basis of quantitative assessments of their contributions, such as the volume and frequency of messaging,...
	2-4-4. Influence of Fora Communication
	In addition to the processes and roles in internet fora communication, the way in which communications influence users’ perceptions must be considered too. Users may be influenced by specific fora users’ contributions (i.e. by opinion leadership) (Hen...
	Online interactions could also affect individuals’ opinions regarding climate change. As discussed, the Internet could play an important role in discussions on climate change, for it enables the provision of information in almost any format that can b...
	What’s more, pro-environmental behaviours can be more sustained through online peer-support (e.g. Bottrill, 2007 with Carbon Action Reduction Groups). It is important to consider how online users perceive and interpret online communication activities ...
	2-5. Conclusions
	Scientists are confident about the importance of anthropogenic influences on the climate. Since the IPCC’s first assessment report (AR1) in 1990, growing scientific research and assessments suggest human actions that result in greenhouse gases (GHGs) ...
	However the findings of climate science are not what people discuss day to day. Therefore it is even more important to acknowledge how effective communication can play a significant role in changing perceptions, build trust between experts and the pub...
	Research on internet fora recognises that the process of communication through this platform is complex and awaiting further investigation. Internet fora are different from conventional media channels, as they offer a mechanism of interpersonal intera...

	Adapted from Lean and Rind (2009: 36).
	Figure 2-2. The Shannon-Weaver communication model (1949)
	Source: Adapted from Figure 1 in Flensburg (2009)
	Source: Figure 1.9 in Hill et al. (2007)

	Po-Han Final Edited Ch3 P53-P58 Part 1
	Chapter 3. Methodology
	3-0. Introduction
	This chapter outlines the multi-method research approach chosen for exploring the research questions in this thesis; this approach enables a comprehensive exploration of the communication of climate change in internet fora. This includes quantitative ...

	3-1. Research Approach
	Communication in internet fora is a complex interactive process among fora members and social groups (Preece & Maloney-Krichmar, 2003; Quinton & Harridge-March, 2010), and thus researchers have applied several methods to explore them (i.e. Schneider &...
	To address the first question of this thesis, regarding how individuals communicate climate change issues and interact with others through online discussions in Internet fora, archived records of interaction among fora members were examined. Records o...
	The second phase of the research addresses the second research question, regarding what roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how these roles could have been developed. It is concerned with understanding meanings in the content of fora co...
	The third phase of enquiry, relating to the third question, regarding whether fora communication around climate change may affect individuals' perceptions and motivate them to consider changing behaviours, explores fora users’ perspectives on the infl...
	Figure 3.1 below illustrates the three phases of the research, corresponding to the three research questions.
	Figure 3-1. Diagram of research in relation to key questions
	As shown in the above diagram, the three phases of research apply a combination of two main methods, qualitative and quantitative. These are applied during different phases of the work, as outlined here:
	1. Quantitative analyses:
	a.) of fora statistics in phase I: an exploration of general characteristics (of users and content) of online communication in the four fora, and identification of key authors (see findings in chapter 4);
	b.) of the performance of fora authors in phase II, based on data of members’ interactions recorded in accessible fora archives (results are in chapter 5);
	c.) of fora users’ survey regarding perceived leadership and influences on views and attitudes in phase III (results are in chapter 6).
	2. Qualitative analyses were used to identify roles of fora members in the online communication process, through the analysis of topic-threads (phase II) regarding the content of participants’ communication activities (results are in chapter 5).
	The application of a multi-method approach requires careful consideration of possible sources of uncertainty and bias inherent in each approach (Brewer and Hunter, 2005) and reflection on variation between data sources, their collection, their analysi...

	3-2. Data Collection
	Since the number of internet fora is huge and the scale (referring to numbers of members and discussion threads, volume of posting articles, and replies to those articles) and rules of operation for each vary, it was critical for the research to selec...
	3-2-1. Selection of Internet Fora
	To explore internet communication of climate change, it was important to identify arenas or means through which members of the public communicated on this issue. Internet fora were identified as a popular means through which people exchange ideas and ...
	1. Fora characterised by extensive discussions of climate change.
	2. Fora that discuss broader climate change and other environmental issues.
	3. Fora that have similar volume of posting articles, and replies to those articles, and analogical principles / rules of membership and authorship (i.e. rules of posting and replying articles).
	4. Fora whose discussions are accessible (as archives of interactions to be used in this research).
	5. Fora that communicate in the same language, to minimise such variations: it was agreed the fora selected should communicate in English and originate in an Anglo-Saxon context.
	With these considerations in mind, “climate change-focused” fora and “broader environmental (including climate change) - related” fora were identified. During this selection process it became evident that fora also differ in terms of their links t...
	 two climate change-focused fora, which are widely known and directly linked to information exchange on climate change. One forum is a pure virtual platform (Climate Concern), the other represents an existing community network (Transition Towns).
	 two fora discussing broader environmental issues including climate change: one is a virtual platform based on specific interests (OurPlanet / EarthDay0F ), and the other is a forum of existing social groups (LocalSustUK).
	Fora from purely virtual platforms can be regarded as social groups of members from ‘borderless’ cyberspace; selecting fora from platforms of existing social groups allows access to individuals communicating in a virtual space of discussion, for socia...
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	Fora selection for this research was not driven by representativeness of Internet fora, but by the likelihood of finding active discussions on climate change issues within the fora. Though it is acknowledged that these discussions could be biased by c...
	In selecting the fora, it was acknowledged membership of internet fora is heterogeneous (i.e. that members’ attitudes towards climate change may vary considerably in different fora) and that discussion could be biased by the attribution of fora member...
	Control fora were not included in the analysis. The reason for focusing on fora that specifically discussed climate change and fora that discussed broader environmental issues was to have a means of comparison between fora users who seek information o...
	3-2-2. Exploring Fora Discussions
	Once fora were selected, the next step was to access discussions among their members. All fora selected have accessible archives of discussions, ensuring communication activities are well-documented. These were considered adequate records of the forum...
	The archives of all four selected fora preserved recorded online discussions during the two-year exploration period (Dec 2007-2009). These discussions include titles, original posts, responses, and other messages in discussion topic-threads. In additi...
	The format of statistics and texts of fora communication activities retrieved from fora were not consistent, as the fora are based on different internet web platforms. The formats of these data usually required pre-processing before statistical analys...
	3-2-3. Web Survey
	The above mentioned sources of data do not provide insight into fora members’ views about communication activities in fora; to obtain this, an internet web survey was conducted among members of the four fora selected. This elicited fora users’ backgro...
	It is recognised that fora members’ prior beliefs and commitments are of fundamental importance in interpreting the findings of this data collected. Bias may be inherent in the fora discussions, and the effect of collective opinions should also be...
	3-3. Terminology in Research
	Before the methods used in this research are outlined, specific terms used in describing online communication are described here. These terms are frequently used on the Internet and online fora, and will be referred to throughout the thesis (Table 3...
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	3-4. Frameworks for Analyses of Fora Discussions
	Two different ways of analysing online social interactions were utilized for this research: a) quantitative statistics of when, how, and what users post and reply in fora, and what role they assume when interacting in the forum; and b) qualitati...
	3-4-1. Quantitative Analysis of Fora Data
	Communication activities can be measured by the intensity of communication, frequency of activities, content length and other statistics (see Table 3-3 below). In a study about social roles in internet fora, Morzy (2009) proposed that topics, posts, a...
	A similar approach to Riffe et al. is developed in this thesis in order to establish content statistics for analysing characteristics of communication in fora. Information and contents of fora, including numbers of topic-threads, posted articles and r...
	Table 3-3. Data Types of Fora Statistics
	Having collected this data, communication activities in four selected fora can be evaluated and compared through their characteristics of the communication process. In Chapter 4, the interaction of fora members is explored by analysing post contents,...
	3-4-2. Quantitative Analysis of Authors’ Performance
	The second type of quantitative data analysis undertaken in this research focuses on fora authors’ performance. Since fora contents are mainly posted (and replied to) by authors, analyses of authors’ performance should help understanding interactions ...
	Drawing upon McDonald’s and Morzy’s research, a new method is developed and used here for evaluating and ranking fora authors’ performance. In the research, the analysis should also include their frequency of participating in discussion and their abil...
	An assessment of an author’s performance of activeness and frequency is conducted by numerically calculating fora authors’ posts and authors’ replies to the authors’ posts, to evaluate users’ activeness, in addition to authors’ frequency of fora acces...
	Several criteria are considered in order to assess authors’ performance in fora communication activities, including how long or how often authors participate in contributing online communities, and how personal emotion could be motivated or associated...
	In terms of measures, authors’ activeness can be regarded as volume of authors’ posts, and length of posts and threads, which are calculated by the numbers of authors’ posted articles, numbers of authors’ replies, and length of these posts. The index ...
	Authors’ participation frequency is an indication of frequency of access to fora and the interval between posting articles or replies in these fora; the participation frequency is calculated from topic statistics, post statistics, and user statistics,...
	Authors’ networking ability is the authors’ performance of networking and interacting with others by initiating discussions and encouraging others’ responses. The index is measured by number of initiated topic-threads and of obtaining others’ response...
	With these indices, a threshold has to be applied to define the most active authors, the most frequent authors, and the most capable of networking authors before their attributions can be clearly identified. Keller and Berry (2003) suggest that the “i...
	As a result, fora authors’ ranking table of three performance indices are developed for this research. The development of authors’ performance indices and lists for evaluating level of activeness, participation, and networking ability is outlined in t...
	The study sets authors’ performance ranking list (αlist) of activeness, which can be represented as follows:
	αp=,𝐴𝑇𝑃 -𝑇𝑃. ; αr=,𝐴𝑇𝑅 -𝑇𝑅.; αw=,𝐴𝑇𝑊 -𝑇𝑊.
	Note:
	ATP: Author’s Total Posting articles; TP: Total Posting articles in forum;
	ATR: Author’s Total Replies; TR: Total Replies in forum;
	ATT: Total of Author triggered Topic-Threads; TT: Total Topic –Threads in forum;
	ATW: Author’s Total post length by Words; TW: Total Length of Words in forum
	The α list:
	R(αp)=Rank of αp ;
	R(αr)=Rank of αr ;
	R(αw)=Rank of αw
	In the α list, R(αp) represents the score that an author obtains from the ranking of posted articles. The ranking is calculated based on the fraction (αp) of an author’s number of posted articles out of the total number of posted articles in the forum...
	Since the numbers of posts and authors are similar in each forum, the total ranking scores in activeness analysis can be calculated as 0 to 100, where the highest rank obtains 100 and the lowest rank obtains 0. This is calculated using the following f...
	S[R(αp)] = 100 - ,100-Qαp. ×[R(αp) - 1]
	S[R(αr)] = 100 - ,100-Qαr. ×[R(αr) - 1]
	S[R(αt)] = 100 - ,100-Qαt. ×[R(αt) - 1]
	S[R(αw)] = 100 - ,100-Qαw. ×[R(αw) - 1]
	Where Qαp presents the range of αp ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qαr  presents the range of αr  ranking;  Qαt presents the range of αp ranking. In the following calculation, αACT is normalised as the ranked score of authors, which will be ca...
	R(αACT) = RANK of ∑{S[R(αp)] + S[R(αr)] + S[R(αt)]  + S[R(αw) ]};
	and
	S[R(αACT)] = 100 - ,100-Qαact. ×[R(αACT) - 1]
	where Qαact  represents the range of R(αACT) ranking from the lowest to the highest. The value of the R(αACT) score is then used to rank fora authors’ performance of activeness; the top 10% of authors in ranking performance in the α list will be id...
	Authors’ frequency performance is the assessment of their posting frequency, replying frequency, and average interval of posting and replying in an ‘author’s lifetime’ (explained below). It also sets a score list (βlist) for calculating authors’ parti...
	βp=,𝐴𝑇𝑃-𝐴𝑃𝐷∗. ;βt=,𝐴𝑇𝑇 -𝐴𝑃𝐷∗.;βld=,𝐴𝑃𝐷-𝐴𝐿𝐷∗.
	Note:
	ATP: Author’s Total Posting articles; APD: Author’s total Participation Dates in forum;
	ATT: Total of Author triggered Topic-Threads; ALD: Author’s participation “lifetime” span.
	*calculated by unit: Day (APD>0, ALD>1)
	Theβlist:
	R(βp)=Rank of βp;
	R(βt)=Rank of βt ;
	R(βld)=Rank of βld
	In the βlist, the “author’s lifetime” (ALD) (in days) is calculated based on the interval between his/her first posting date (whether posting articles or replying to others’ posts) and his/her latest posting date, R(βp) represents the score (ranked βp...
	The ranking scores in the frequency analysis are calculated using the following formulae:
	S[R(βp)] = 100 - ,100-Q𝛃p. ×[R(βp) - 1]
	S[R(βt)] = 100 - ,100-Q𝛃t. ×[R(βt) - 1]
	S[R(βld)] = 100 - ,100-Q𝛃ld. ×[R(βld) - 1]
	Where Qβp presents the range of βp ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qβt presents the range of βt ranking; Qβld presents the range of βld ranking. In the following formula, βFREQ is normalized as the rank of total communicators, which can be...
	R(βFREQ)=RANK of ∑{S[R(βp)]+ S[R(βt)]+S[R(βld)]}
	and
	S[βFREQ] = 100 - ,100-Q𝛃FREQ. ×[R(βFREQ) - 1]
	where Q𝛃FREQ presents the range of R(βFREQ) ranking from the lowest to the highest. The score value of R(βFREQ) is used to rank fora authors’ frequency performance; the top 10% ranking performance authors in the β list will be identified as the m...
	3. The γList: Author’s Networking Ability Performance Table
	The analysis of authors’ networking ability is an evaluation of authors’ ability to initiate topic-threads and obtain responses, in an author’s lifetime. In the research, authors’ ability to raise more discussions should also contribute to his/her inf...
	γt=,𝐴𝑇𝑇-𝑇𝑇. ; γr=,𝐴𝑅 -𝑇𝑅.
	Note:
	ATT: Total of an author’s initiated topic-threads;
	TT: Total topic-threads in research period;
	AR: Repliers recorded in an author’s initiated topic-threads;
	TR: Total Repliers recorded in forum
	The γlist:
	R(γt)=Rank ofγt ;
	R(γr)=Rank ofγr ;
	The γ list is based on the ranking of two fractions (“γt” and “γr”). The first fraction “γt” refers to the number of an author’s initiated topic-threads divided by the total recorded topic-threads in fora during the research period. This fraction repr...
	In the second fraction “γr ” refers to the number of repliers who respond to an author’s initiated topic-threads divided by total repliers in forum. This fraction represents an author’s ability of having interactions with other fora members and can be...
	Based on the ranking of the two fractions, authors’ ability of initiating topic-threads is quantified as the ranking of numbers of initiated topic-thread and replier in the topic-threads during the period the research considers. R(γt) is the ranking o...
	S[R(γt)] = 100 - ,100-Qrt. ×[R(γt) - 1]
	S[R(γr)] = 100 - ,100-Qrr. ×[R(γr) - 1]
	Where Qrt presents the range of γt ranking from the lowest to the highest; Qrr presents the range of γr ranking (from the lowest to the highest). In the following formula, it is normalised as the R(γNET), which represents the rank of the score base...
	R(γNET)=RANK of ∑{S[R(γt)]+ S[R(γr)]}
	and
	S[γNET] = 100 - ,100-QrNET. ×[R(γNET) - 1]
	Where QrNET represents the range of R(γNET) ranking from the lowest to the highest, and S[γNET] refers to the score value of R(γNET). The score value S[γNET] is then used to rank authors’ networking ability performance; the top 10% ranking performa...
	As a result, authors’ performance on activeness, frequency, and networking will form three quantitative indicators of authors’ performance as S[αACT], S[βFREQ] and S[γNET]. As definition of key author offered above, authors who are in top 10% ranking ...
	By identifying key authors in the selected fora, the communication process between these key authors and other fora members are addressed. Key authors (KAs), if existed on the basis of the three index lists, should actively participate in fora communi...

	n
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	3-5. Qualitative Analysis of Fora Discussions
	The fora communication process is the process of online discussions among fora members, which generates contents that are accessible by all fora users and could be influential on these users. The format of a topic-thread can be characterised by an art...
	To study the interactions between KAs and other fora members and to clarify communication roles in the major part of fora communication process, a qualitative analysis of the recorded contents of these interactions is further applied in the research. ...
	As to the study of users’ interactions in internet fora, Bodendorf and Kaiser (2010) also proposed a text-mining approach to evaluate the level of support of authors’ posts in forum discussions. The level of support was detected by analysing the users...
	Drawing upon these studies, qualitative analysis of fora content in the research was undertaken by 1.) selecting contents for qualitative analysis from archived records of fora communication process, 2.) categorizing fora users’ attitudes in discussio...
	3-5-1. Topic-Thread Selection
	Though it is considered a useful approach for exploring the processes and the roles of fora members involved in online communication as argued above, not all topic-threads are indicative of climate change communication in a forum however. Some topic-t...
	As a result, purposely selecting topic-threads for conducting qualitative analysis of the contents is supposed necessary in the research. In order to find discussions between key authors and other fora members, which occupied major part of collected d...
	This strategy should ensure the exploration of fora users’ discussions about climate change in relation to major communication activities in fora Based on the sampling strategy and criteria, eight topic threads, two from each forum, were chosen (Table...
	Table 3-4. Topic-Threads Chosen from Four Fora
	*DCC: Directly relevant to Climate Change issues; **RCC: Relevant to Climate Change issues; ***NW for DCC: Networking activity for Directly relevant to Climate Change issues.
	Table 3-4 shows the topic-threads that refer to climate change issues, and were initiated by key authors. All topic threads selected were initiated by key authors in most discussions, and were directly relevant to climate change. Topic-threads SN1 and...
	3-5-2. Categorizing Fora Users’ Attitudes and Interactions
	The content of these selected topic-threads were classified and categorised to explore and evaluate fora users’ roles, including their attitudes and interactions in the communication process of online discussions. In the research, since the selected c...
	Before analysing the topic-threads in selected fora, a coding table is categorized to identify types of attitudes and the interactions (termed here “codes of attitude”). These codes indicate whether the responses to the initial posting were of general...
	Table 3-5. Coding of Support / Challenge in Replier’s Posts
	*OP: Original Posts by key authors (i.e. posts by key authors that generate the topic thread).
	In Table 3-5, key authors' posts supporting actions for tackling climate change are marked as (S), and KAs’ posts challenging the IPCC’s argument of taking urgent actions for climate change are marked as (O). If KAs’ posts hold neutral attitude toward...
	The discussions were repeatedly categorised and reviewed until the categories of attitudes and interactions revealed in contents was stable and applicable throughout the topic threads. However, it is evident from Table 3-5 that some coding could be in...
	3-5-3. Coding Contents in Selected Topic-Threads
	By categorizing these attitudes and interactions, key authors’ and repliers in KAs’ initiated topic-threads are coded, and their appearance and performance become measurable, quantitative data. Qualitative analysis is used to code the attitudes and in...
	The codes were devised through comparison and agreement of codes allocated to text from a non-selected topic thread by the researcher and a second independent coder. This approach of coding attitudes and interactions in topic-threads leads to descript...
	The benefits of conducting a qualitative topic-thread analysis therefore include identifying content types and elements in topic-threads, understanding relationships between fora members who participate in topic-thread discussions, depicting roles in ...

	3-6. Eliciting Members’ Perceptions of Online Communication
	As discussed in Section 3.5 and the research diagram (See Figure 3-1), the qualitative methods were to elicit members’ perceptions of online communication, as well as to validate findings from quantitative analysis of fora statistics. In order to coll...
	3-6-1. Administering the Questionnaire
	There are several ways to collect people’s ideas and perceptions, such as sending questionnaires by posting or calling on the telephone, or launching focus groups to reach internet users. Each of these approaches has advantages and disadvantages. For ...
	Table 3-6. Questionnaire Types Sorted by Distribution Methods
	Source: Edited based on Wright. K. (2006) “Researching Internet-Based Populations: Advantages and Disadvantages of Online Survey Research, Online Questionnaire Authoring Software Packages, and Web Survey Services”, Journal of Computer-Mediated Communi...
	As shown above, deploying questionnaires usually requires information on respondents such as postal address, phone numbers, or emails. In contexts like internet fora, since users are generally anonymous and there are no physical contacts available, di...
	An online questionnaire can be regarded as a standardised list of questions that therefore enables the response process to be undertaken automatically (Bosnjak & Tuten, 2001). The advantages of deploying questionnaires online are presented in Table 3-...
	In this research, a web survey was used to collect internet fora users’ perceptions of their online communication process and climate change issues. Fora members were directed to the survey through hyperlinks made available in selected fora. This avoi...
	1. Designing & Refining the Questions
	There are two major considerations in designing a questionnaire: obtaining accurate relevant information, and improving the response rate (Bryman 2001). For this study, it is important that the questionnaire should include people's usage of internet a...
	2. Designing the Questionnaire Draft
	In the web survey, questions were arranged on two web pages with interactive forms, in five sections to help respondents navigate the relevant questions. Questions were arranged from general to particular, from factual to abstract, and from relatively...
	3. Piloting
	The questionnaire was pretested and piloted on a small sample of selected fora users. These fora users are invited filling the draft of questionnaire to evaluate their responses. Several key aspects of the questionnaire were pre-tested: 1) Length of t...
	During piloting, each respondent was asked in detail about a limited number of questions, for example the effects of different wordings, what they have in mind when they give a particular answer, and how they understand a particular word. Analysis of ...
	4. Distribution
	Selected fora were approached to distribute the hyperlinks of the web survey to their members. This was done via the web survey tools “FluidSuveys™0F ” (http://fluidsurveys.com/). Fora users’ attitudes and perceptions are also collected in their self-...
	5. Monitoring Responses
	The web survey approach allows the researcher to instantly monitor responses rates via web survey tools. An online database was established to record questionnaire responses and to calculate response rates.  This tool was able to count the number of q...
	6. Categorising and Analysing Data
	In addition to reducing manual data input and analytical errors, the use of FluidSurveys™ research tools added further benefits including categorising and analysing the questionnaire data according to three dimensions: 1) perceptions of the communicat...
	3-6-2. The Questionnaire Layout
	The questionnaire was designed to have a “response-flow”, which carries the respondent along and makes the survey seem simple and engaging as illustrated in Figure 3-2 below.
	Figure 3-2. Questionnaire ‘response-flow’
	The questionnaire aims to directly elicit respondents’ perceptions that cannot be derived either from fora statistics or qualitative analysis of topic-threads. Some questions in the questionnaire directly ask respondents to nominate users’ “ID” (i.e. ...
	3-6-3. Limitations of the Web Survey
	By deploying questionnaires in internet fora, the web survey approach enables researchers to study fora users’ attitudes and perceptions via their self-reporting. However, as Choi and Pak (2005) suggested, one should also be aware of the limitations a...
	3-7. Conclusions
	In this chapter, a multi-method approach has been introduced to explore the research questions of this thesis. In order to find out the characteristics of online climate change communication in internet fora, fora users’ roles in the communication pro...
	Methods include collecting and analysing fora statistics in order to evaluate communication activities and fora users’ performance. Statistics on communication activities in fora are used to understand the development of online communication process a...
	Four fora are selected for analysis based on their interested topics of online discussion (climate change and broader environmental considerations). In terms of data collection, qualitative analysis of contents in KAs’ initiated topic-threads helps fu...
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	Chapter 4. Characterising the Communication of Climate Change in Online Fora
	This chapter addresses the first research question, focusing on characteristics and features of communication regarding climate change in internet fora. This chapter presents quantitative and qualitative analyses of discussions in four online fora,...

	4-1. Characteristics of Fora Contents: Archives of Online Communication Process
	4-1-1. Text-Based Discussion in Internet Fora
	4-2. Distribution of Fora Contents: Few Members Speak
	Activeness is measured based on authors’ posting and replying activities, specifically the following measures: AP (Authors’ Posts including articles and replies); ATA (Author’s Total posted Articles); ATR (Author’s Total Replies); and ATW (Authors’ ...
	The α-List below (Table 4-8) presents a comparison of general authors, and authors on the α-List. The top 20% of authors are regarded as α-List-authors that have significantly higher levels of activeness as shown in Table 4-8.
	The authors in α-List are suggested as candidates of those authors who contribute significantly and could play key roles in the communication process in fora. The communication flow with α-List authors can be represented by the following illustrat...
	Figure 4-4. Model 1 of online communication flow
	As Figure 4-4 illustrates, the α-List authors post a considerable volume of messages in fora, and these messages flow to members via different routes. According to the content statistics, most members keep silent and simply receive messages; othe...
	Model 1 reveals the communication flow in online fora when taking authors’ levels of activeness into consideration. However, in order to understand the dynamic nature of the communication in online fora, the frequency of authors’ communication sh...
	As Table 4-9 above shows, there are indeed some authors in all four fora who are ranked in the top 20% of both ALD and APD performance. Climate Concern has 31 authors among 389 who qualified as β-List authors, OurPlanet / EarthDay Forum has 32, Tr...
	The number of authors who feature on the β-List is similar to the number of authors who are enrolled on the α-List, but the statistics show that only 82 authors are listed on both the α-List and the β-List. Within each group, this corresponds to 17 au...
	Figure 4-5. Model 2 of online communication flow
	Model 2 is established on the findings of the β-List analysis, which shows that frequent users exist, and therefore that the online communication model should consider the influence of frequency of communication. Frequent members (β-List authors)...
	In addition to level of activeness and frequency of communication, the analysis further explored fora members’ interactions on the basis of authors’ networking ability. The authors’ networking ability is measured by ranking both the “author’s tota...
	As Table 4-10 indicates, the results of the statistical analysis show that some authors in these fora indeed possess significant networking ability (ranked as the top 20% of authors in both ATT and AR): 29 authors in Climate Concern are qualified...
	As a result, the existence of these γ-List authors implies a communication model (Model 3) that includes significant networking ability, and interactions between members as shown in the following Figure 4-6.
	Figure 4-6. Model 3 of online communication flow
	Not just sensing potential of authors’ opinion leadership and networking level in online interactions through the web survey, but also to complete the depiction of forms of the online communication process, it is suggested to ask members’ motivation f...
	Respondents’ motivation for forum access is firstly probed in Q6 0F  of the web survey. By providing several options in the questionnaire, Q6 helps identify the most popular answer (81.51%) for their access motivation, it is to seek information about ...
	The results of this web survey also provide some insights regarding respondents’ motivation for initiating online discussion. Question Q81F  directly asked respondents to provide their main reasons through ticking listed options (multiple choices) or ...


	Po-Han Final Edited Ch5 P123-P170
	Chapter 5. Roles in Online Communication
	Communication in internet fora involves members accessing content and interacting with others, carrying out different roles in this process. In Chapter 4, these roles have been explored following the identification of participants’ characteristics in ...
	5-1. Observers’ Roles in Communication
	As was found in Chapter 4, the level of activity differs among fora members. Members who keep silent (i.e. make no posts) are found to be the majority. These silent members (or “lurkers” as described by some scholars (e.g. Ridings, Gefen & Arinze, 200...
	Figure 5-1. Respondents’ access of climate change information
	Q14-11F  reveals what types of information respondents sought. Table 5-1 shows information that respondents primarily sought was (in order of priority, from most sought after to least): information regarding collective actions or personal behaviours, ...
	The limited collection of respondents’ reasons of not participating in discussion in fora cannot represent the nature of observers, in that they prefer to keep silent (i.e. not reply/comment). However, observers do not expect others to be observers; q...
	5-2. Roles of Active Authors and Key Authors
	As outlined in Chapter 3, members who post or reply to more than one article are regarded as active authors in fora, and some active authors are further considered “key authors” (see definition in Box 3-1). Chapter 4 have identified the potential exis...
	The roles of key authors in fora communication are explored in this section. To further analyse authors’ roles in fora communication flow, authors’ roles are firstly examined by ranking their performance, and then are further explored via qualitative ...
	5-2-1. The KA List: Ranking Author’s Performance
	Key authors are selected from those authors who are ranked in the top 20% of level of activeness (i.e. indicate very high activity), participate more frequently in fora communication, and are more capable of networking with others. Based on the α (Act...
	As a result, 12 key authors are identified in Climate Concern (3.1% of total authors); the OurPlanet / EarthDay also has 12 key authors (2.7% of total authors); Transition Towns has 7 KAs (1.4% of total authors), and LocalSustUK has 5 KAs (1.4% of tot...
	The results reveal that KAs do exist: these authors are not only ranked as top 20% in terms of activeness (α list), frequency of participation (β list), and networking capability (γ list), but also have overall highest performance in each forum (the...
	Moving on to networking ability, Table 5-6 shows that KAs’ ability to initiate discussions online and respond to them, is considerable. On Climate Concern, KAs initiated more than 62% topic-threads and earned about 44% of individual repliers; on OurPl...
	The results in Tables 5-4, 5-5, and 5-6 present a clearer understanding of the characteristics of the roles of key authors in fora: overall only 36 (2.14%) authors are recognised as key authors but they are significant content contributors, posting 51...
	5-2-2. Qualitative Analysis of Key Authors’ Initiated Topic-Threads
	5-3. Supporters, Challengers, and Communicators: Repliers’ Roles in Topic-Threads
	Three participants acted as communicators (100%); Replier 2 was both a communicator (37.5%) and challenger (87.5%), and Replier 3 a communicator (71.43%) and supporter (14.29%). Replier 2 was involved in a lively discussion regarding greener life, and...
	As Table 5-17 shows, the total number of replies was 75 from 23 participants, including the KA, which is higher than for topic-thread SN3 (57 replies).
	In this post, the KA is not just the initial poster, but also an active replier (Replier 1) who posted 33 replies (44% of total replies). He / she performed mainly as a communicator (87.88%), but also took on the role of the defender (12.12%). Support...
	As shown in Table 5-19, repliers contributed almost equally: three of the five repliers posted two replies each, one posted three replies and the other replier (Replier 5) contributed one reply. The analysis of content of this topic-thread shows t...
	As shown in Table 5-21, the KA and Replier 2 (B***) posted a comment inviting for the discussion of a new IT platform – the Transition Software Platform that was planned for launch on the site. The activity of participants to the topic-thread was...
	Other participants mostly showed an inclination to either communicate with others (Repliers 8, 9, 10 – 100%) or to support the KA (Repliers 11, 14, 15 – 100%). The discussion developed mainly amongst active repliers (others only contributed some ...
	Ten unique repliers took part in the discussion, including the KA who provided some more sources. As shown above, Repliers1 and Replier2 were the most active, posting four replies each. Others acted more like communicators who asked questions and ...
	The KA of SN8 introduced updated information on the creation of a new algae group by the EU, and showed a clear attitude in favour of this proposed group and the environmental improvement it would lead to. He provides messages regarding the UN alg...
	As shown above, replies in topic-thread SN8 were posted by nine authors: most replies were by Replier 1 (f***) who actually was the KA of the topic-thread (29.4%); among these repliers four were casual participants who only posted once.
	The KA initiated the topic-thread and supported it throughout the whole discussion.  As the KA actively participated in the discussion and interacted with some of the repliers (e.g. Replier8) , he / she can reasonably be described as an opinion le...
	5-4. Competition for Opinion Leadership in the Topic-Threads
	The analyses of fora contents have so far revealed significant active participation in online communication from a limited number of authors and repliers. Since these authors contribute the majority of online content, their opinions and interactions a...
	Here, the purpose is to examine the support (or otherwise) for views expressed in online discussions (i.e. the topic threads explored in the previous section) by key authors and others (e.g. repliers), to determine if certain members’ views are consid...
	In this topic-thread, the key author does not play a leading role. Instead, Replier1 seems to perform better as a candidate for opinion leader in this topic-thread due to his posted replies (n=7) and agile participation in the debate. Replier1 grasped...
	2. Topic-Thread SN2
	The purpose of this post was to identify the key cause of the tropical tropospheric warming and to discuss this. The  KA aimed to initiate discussion regarding the scientific approach taken  so far and his communication with other participants (re...
	5-4-2. Opinion Leadership in the OurPlanet / EarthDay Topic-Threads
	1. Topic-Thread SN3
	2. Topic-Thread SN4
	This topic-thread was a discussion regarding the necessity to move towards nuclear power in the USA, and initiated a debate on the issues of safety, sustainability, and comparative advantage of nuclear power and other forms of energy generation. D...
	1. Topic-Thread SN5
	SN5 is a relatively short topic-thread, only five repliers took part, including the KA who posted the initial article and joined the discussions. SN5 focuses on the possible effect of COP15: in the initial post, KA supposes the world politics is “...
	2. Topic-Thread SN6
	1. Topic-Thread SN7
	In this Topic-Thread, the initial topic key author posted a news report about the attitude of home owners and builders towards the coming regulations about zero-carbon homes, and suggested that the homeowners would not be able to deal with the new...
	2. Topic-Thread SN8
	In sum, opinion leadership in the eight topic-thread discussions considered cannot automatically be attributed to key authors who initiated these topic-threads;  rather it emerges through a process of discussion and ‘competition’ with other authors. O...
	Table 5-27. Tendency of Opinion Leadership in Topic-Threads
	As shown above, only in SN6 and SN8 was opinion leadership secured for KAs. Individuals had to gain their leadership through debating with challengers, communicating with other members, providing information, and networking via interactions. Key autho...
	5-5. Conclusions
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	Chapter 6.  Communication in Internet Fora: Influences on Views
	6-0. Introduction
	In this chapter, influences of online fora communication on fora users’ perceptions are explored through results from a web survey conducted amongst the participants of the four selected fora. The results in this chapter, alongside those in the previo...

	6-1. Influence of Fora Climate Change Communication on Users’ Perception
	In the online survey, individuals were asked to provide their opinions on the issues of access to the internet forums, their interest in the climate change groups, their posting activities, their perceptions about opinion leadership in forum postings,...
	The web survey indicates that individuals  perceive the presence of “prevalent viewpoints” and collective opinions on climate change-relevant issues in each forum, but their influence varies, as will be discussed in this section” Several questions wer...
	6-1-1. Perceiving Opinion Leadership: Prevalent Views in Communication Process
	As discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, findings of fora communication processes, models of communication flow and roles of key authors in these processes suggest that opinion leadership could be obvious in fora discussions. In particular, considera...
	In the studies of two-step communication flow, some individuals are regarded as “opinion leaders” within their social groups, and these individuals are information providers, interpreters and influentials in the process of forming people’s perceptions...
	As shown above in Figure 6-1, the perception is commonly reported by respondents from all four fora, which corresponds to the observation of content statistics that major body of fora discussions and contents could come from some specific authors and ...
	The result as shown reveals that respondents of the web survey acknowledge some prevalent viewpoints indeed are perceived. Further, respondents were asked (in Q10-2) to state how they felt prevalent opinions in the forum were communicated. Options are...
	Q10-2 reveals no specific sources of perceived prevalent views in fora despite the significant respondents’ acknowledgment of the existence of prevalent views in previous Q10-1. On the other hand, respondents are asked to self-evaluate the importance ...
	Figure 6-3. Percentage of responses from Q11: “Overall, how do you feel other forum users regard your opinion?”
	Based on the results of Q11, it is found that the majority of respondents among four fora suggest their viewpoints could affect the views of other members in the forum. The difference highlights respondents’ distinguished confidence levels, and perhap...
	Table 6-1 [Q11] Self Evaluation of Respondents’ Opinion in Fora
	In another series of questions (Q15), the Q15-11F , Q15-22F , Q15-33F , and Q15-64F  of the web survey, respondents were asked to generally evaluate the value and the influences of accessing fora to see if they are satisfied in the fora communication ...
	In response to Q15-1, 90.8 % tend to agree that they “share same interests and attitudes on the forum”; in Q15-2, 79% of respondents acknowledge they feel closer with people they knew before; in Q15-3, 74.8% acknowledge they feel more networked with p...
	The Figure 6-4 indicates that for many respondents the fora help to strengthen their existing social ties (either in virtual or physical forms) and to create new ones; respondents also offered their evaluation of their networking experiences, and it s...
	As a result, some activities are much more preferred by respondents (i.e. seeking advice from other members, seeking out perspectives that could be different; urging others to consider some aspects of particular issues) even though they are not as fre...
	Furthermore, respondents were asked about their networking experiences in general and as a forum member / user in the rest statements in Q15 series (Q15-4, Q15-5 and Q15-7; see Figure 6-5 below). As shown in Figure 6-5, respondents mainly agreed that ...
	Effect of Being A Member in Forum (Q15-4, Q15-5, Q15-7)
	Overall, the survey reveals that online communication is interactive and networked: members actively seek and share information or opinions however, the online communication process does not always offer the diversity of discussions that were original...

	Figure 6-1. Percentage responses from Q10-1: “Overall, do you feel there could be any prevalent view / viewpoint shared by members of this forum?”
	Figure 6-2. Percentage of responses from Q10-2: “If you answered “Yes” in Q10-1, would you please indicate how the forum’s main views are communicated?”
	Figure 6-4. Respondents’ agreement of networking statement
	Figure 6-5. Effect of being a member in forum (Q15-4, Q15-5, Q15-7)
	6-2. Influence of Fora Communication on Users’ Attitudes and Behaviours
	Findings from respondents’ self-report in web survey also indicate that respondents could form, change, or defend their own views in the fora communication process. In Q12-series, Q12-1 to Q12-7 explored respondents’ perspectives of fora communication...
	Respondents desired “being recognized” by others, especially by members of fora they accessed or even posted contents: while seeking information and others’ comments are scored as top 2 preferred activities, seeking perspectives different from mainstr...
	The research also examined the influence of fora communication on fora users’ perceptions of climate change. In the online questionnaire, a series of questions have been designed that aims to explore the influence of online communication on fora users...
	In Q16, respondents are asked to provide their own assessment of how the online discussion could have changed their perception, attitude, and behaviours (See results in the following Table 6-2).
	Table 6-2.Respondents’ Assessment of the Internet Fora Influence on Themselves
	Most respondents (87.4 %) report that they have been affected in different ways after accessing the online discussion: 66.4 % respondents claim they have been more aware of the effects of behaviour while 40.34% claim they have changed their behaviours...
	“[this is] a (useful) network to exchange information…..function as a network more focused on local agenda 21 and sharing of those involved in local agenda 21 processes”                                            (Respondent from LocalSustUK Group).
	Some respondents indicate they have changed their definition of sustainability (in LocalSustUK Group), their understanding about nuclear energy (in Our Planet Group) and their perceptions about governmental action (respondents from ClimateConcern Grou...

	6-3. Sources of Influence
	This Chapter has so far examined the influence of fora communication on users’ perceptions and attitudes, now it explores sources of these effects. Responses to several questions in the web survey indicate that the manner in which information and deba...
	Figure 6-6 shows that no specific types of discussions are identified as main sources; it seems that respondents feel the prevalent views are expressed in a variety of ways and contents within fora. Furthermore, the survey also asked responde...
	6-4. Conclusions
	The survey shows respondents tend to undertake communication online for specific reasons (i.e. surf fora for information access, interact with others to sense climate of opinions, post messages to probe more understandings); in other words, such...
	As a result, more analyses are required on the social implications of recent developments of internet fora. For instance, how people’s roles, their social relations, and the online contexts can affect people’s ideas and attitudes, and how these preval...

	Figure 6-6. Users’ perceptions of sharing views among members (Q10-3)
	182

	Po-Han Final Edited Ch7 P188-P206 Final
	Chapter 7.  Discussion
	7-0. Introduction
	7-1. Who Is Communicating Climate Change Online?
	7-4. Implications for Practice on Climate Change Communication
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	Chapter 8. Conclusions and Future Research
	8-0. Introduction
	This thesis offers new insights into the internet communication of climate change, specifically within internet fora. This chapter draws upon these reflect on implications for future work and suggestions for building successful, effective communicatio...
	The research set out to investigate (1) characteristics of climate change communication processes in internet fora, (2) interactions among fora users and their roles in online discussion processes, (3) and the influence of online communication on peop...
	1. How do individuals communicate climate change issues and interact with others through online discussions in Internet fora?
	2. What are the roles of online communicators in Internet fora and how do these develop?
	3. Does communication around climate change in online fora change individuals' perceptions and motivate them to consider changing behaviours?
	The thesis explores these questions using a multi-method approach, including analyses of fora statistics, analyses of fora discussion contents and online questionnaires of fora members’ views, resulting in a combination of quantitative and qualitative...
	8-1. Major Findings
	The discussions in all four social networks (fora) examined in this thesis reveals the complexity of internet-mediated communication. The statistics of contents archived indicated that the fora communication activities are not equivalent between some ...
	The study also explored roles of fora users in online communication. Key authors of four fora were identified based on their level of activity, frequency of communication, and networking based on a novel approach derived from existing literature (see ...
	In fact, for investigating influences of fora communication on users, the web survey conducted in the study suggests that fora members perceive there to be ‘prevalent’ opinions within the fora discussions and that these influence their perceptions and...

	8-2. Contributions of the Study
	The contributions of the present study to the understanding on online communication processes are considered in relation to theory and practice, as outlined in the two subsections below.
	8-2-1 Original Contribution to Research
	There is a large research literature that has drawn upon to formulate a sound theoretical basis of the present study. Some of the hypotheses and assumptions voiced in communication flow research and internet communication modes (i.e. Brosius & Weimann...
	All authors and communicators to the discussions substantiated their opinions with the help of data found in reports or publications related to the discussion, and they responded with information to the initial posts. They managed to address the varyi...
	The close attention to opinion leadership was given in the thesis. This concept has been widely discussed in the literature, for example, Lyons and Henderson (2005) emphasized the exceptional influence of opinion leaders in new media as compared to tr...
	The findings of this study also reinforce and the significant effect of the Internet on society As shown by other studies, the number of Internet users has grown rapidly within a couple of past years, and the number of people reporting participation i...
	8-2-2 Original Contribution to Practice
	There are several contributions by this thesis to research practice. The first relates to internet-based communication models. It has been shown there is much value in modelling communication by classifying communicators’ roles, their interaction inte...
	The research also developed methods for identifying authors among the communicators. On the basis of the performance index and levels of activity (α-lists), participation frequency (β-lists), and networking ability (γ-lists), authors were ranked and s...
	The study also has practical value in showing how public awareness of climate change is developed through Internet communication. The discussions demonstrated profound awareness about climate change issues amongst this group of online participants. In...
	Regarding to gaining opinion leadership, the study further suggests that active communicators may find ways of encouraging people to engage people in topics related to their interests. Observers may receive additional motivation to participate in the ...
	To summarize, it is leadership theory and practice within models of communication to which this study contributes most profoundly. Direct physical interaction has traditionally been the prime area of research concerning leadership; only recently has r...
	Thus, the present study represents an innovation in the field of exploring online opinion leadership. It, uses and proposes quantitative and qualitative techniques to understand who and how interact with others online. The contribution of these findin...

	8-3. Limitations of the Research
	Though this research makes a significant contribution to research on internet-mediated communication processes as well as to studies on climate change communication, its limitations need to be acknowledged as they relate mainly to the validity and rel...
	Firstly, the study is based on Internet-mediated communication, and it does not provide comparison with traditional approaches of communication, such as mass media or face to face interaction, to evaluate the impact of new media. The difficulty of com...
	Secondly, the questionnaire was completed by respondents on a voluntary basis, following an e-mail invitation via email lists collected by forum administrators; there was no possibility of verifying information, identity of respondents, credibility of...
	Thirdly, the research was not able to fully examine the impact of online communications on participants’ behaviour. The questionnaire asked respondents to state whether the material and views expressed in fora discussions had had any influence on thei...
	Responses to the survey were received from 148 respondents, but of these only 119 were fully completed and contained analysable information. This represents a low response rate. Thus, it is possible to suppose that those who responded to the survey re...
	Other limitations of the research become apparent in discussing the research findings. Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is a hybrid type of communication based on some more traditional communication types such as the oral, written, personal, and ...
	Another limitation of this research is the inability to establish the direct contact with communicators in the fora to validate of personal characteristics, views and understandings emerging from the research, for instance, the qualities that communic...

	8-4. Further Research Directions and Challenges
	The study in this thesis addresses innovative ways of interacting in online communication media; it reflects on the analysis of a new type of communication flow and considers the differences in communication between new and traditional media.
	The fact that the online communication represents a fundamentally new type of communication is indisputable at present. The notion of ”active audiences” voluntarily choosing the information to consume according to individual preferences and interests,...
	More specific work could be undertaken on the emergence and life of online opinion leader. Once identified they could be asked to take part in studies exploring the mechanisms they utilize to acquire opinion leadership, the techniques they used to gai...
	This research has shown that there is much scope for studying processes of online communication by observing and understanding how participants (from the deeply involved to the marginal) interact with each other and shape outcomes. It is clear that th...
	One area of future work indicated by this research is the exploration of ways to trigger and enhance the behaviour change through online interactions. It is obvious that internet-based communication tools enable individuals to choose the groups and in...
	Also worth noting that as this research only studied internet fora with a focus on climate change and broader environment issue, the types of fora and the scope of the research could be broadened to examine how and whether climate change is discussed ...
	Despite the growing number of studies focussing, these studies still contain some uncertainty about the real nature of behaviour change. This uncertainty originates from the inability to measure the real change in behaviours that may occur as a result...
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	Appendix I: Questionnaire
	Purpose of Questionnaire:
	Probing users’ responses and actions to communication activities and opinion leadership in Internet forum
	Part I: Background, Access and Use
	1. How long ago did you start accessing this forum? (Access)
	〇  Only recently (in 2010) 〇 About 1 year ago (in 2009) 〇About 2 years ago (in 2008) 〇 About three years ago (in 2007) 〇 More than 3 years ago (before 2007) 〇 I can’t remember
	2-1. Are you a member of this forum? (Usage: membership)
	〇 Yes, I have joined this forum as a member
	〇 No, I only visit the cyberspace and read articles posted by other users in this forum
	〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure
	2-2. If you answered “Yes” in Q2-1, when did you become a member of this forum? (Access)
	〇  Only recently (in 2010) 〇 About 1 year ago (in 2009) 〇About 2 years ago (in 2008) 〇 About three years ago (in 2007) 〇 More than 3 years ago (before 2007) 〇 I can’t remember
	3. How often, on average, do you access (i.e. login to) this forum? (Usage: frequency)
	〇  Seldom (e.g. 1~2 times a month) 〇 Occasionally (e.g. 1~2 times a week) 〇 Often (e.g. 1~2 times a day) 〇 Very often (1~2 times an hour)
	4. How often do you access this forum when you are on the internet? (Usage: dependency)
	〇 This forum drives me to access the Internet, and I have to access this forum every time when I log onto Internet
	〇 I quite often access this forum while I log onto Internet
	〇 I access this forum occasionally (every 2 or 3 times I access Internet)
	〇 I only access this forum if I have some time to surf Internet  for leisure purposes.
	〇 I seldom access  or visit this forum even when I log onto Internet
	〇 others, please state your situation ________________________
	Part II: Experiences of Usage (Experience)
	5-1. Have you ever posted any message (including articles or replies) in this forum? (Please tick all that apply)
	□ Yes, I have posted articles on this forum
	□ Yes, I have replied to articles on this forum
	□ Yes, I have both posted and replied to articles on this forum
	□ No, I have never posted nor replied to any article on this forum
	□ I can’t remember
	5-2. If you have posted messages (i.e. articles, replies or both), have you ever received any responses directly from other users?
	〇 Yes, I have received responses from other users on this forum in direct response to my posts
	〇 No, I have never receive any direct responses to my posts from other users on this forum
	〇 I haven’t posted any message (either article or reply) on this forum
	〇 I can’t remember
	5-3. Have you ever initiated discussions in this forum?  (Participation in discussion)
	〇 Yes, I have initiated a discussion among members through posting articles or replies
	〇 No, I have never initiated a discussion
	〇 I can’t remember
	(If you answer “No” or “I can’t remember”, please jump to Q8)
	5-4 If you answered “YES” in Q5-2, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about your overall experiences of participating in discussions. Please read the following statements and tick your score from 5 (Strongly ...
	(5=Strongly Agree (1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know) (Participation in discussion)
	￭ When I contribute (i.e. post a message or a reply) on this forum, I receive a large volume of responses from other users.
	￭ When I post or reply to an article on this forum, I receive instant responses from other users.
	￭ When I receive a notice of a new article posted in this forum, I instantly check and read the latest article
	￭ When I receive a notice of a new article posted in this forum, I instantly respond to the article
	￭ When I receive a response of my posts (either articles or replies) from another user, I instantly respond to him / her
	￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to include additional information on topics of interest to this forum
	￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to include additional comment on topics of interest to this forum
	￭ In my posts / replies, I tend to share challenging information or comments
	￭ I usually get responses from people with similar views to mine
	Part III: Your Reasons for Accessing the Forum
	(Internal: Purposes of Access / Participation (Motivation))
	6. What are the main reasons you visit / have joined this forum? (Please tick all that apply)
	□ I’m interested in seeking information about climate change issues
	□ I’m interested in seeking information about environmental issues (not just climate change issues)
	□ I’m interested in establishing more dialogue (i.e. leaving comments, posting replies, etc.) with other users in this forum
	□ I look for opportunities to have discussions with people who have different views to mine
	□ I have friends who have joined this forum
	□ I’m interested in sharing information and knowledge  with others who visit / access the forum
	□ I feel proud of being a member of this forum given it’s environmental focus
	□ I  like to learn more about opinions of other members of this forum
	□ I generally identify with the goal of this forum
	□ I generally share the views of other members in this forum
	□  I can’t remember my specific reasons for joining this forum
	□ other reasons, please state ________________________
	7. If you have posted or replied to articles on this forum, please state why (otherwise go to Q9) (Please tick all that apply)
	□to share information, ideas, comments, or actions for tackling climate change issues
	□to share information, ideas, comments, or actions about issues covered in this forum
	□to support the views of other users of this forum
	□to challenge other users’ viewpoints
	□to build communication / networks with other users
	□  I can’t remember my specific reasons for joining this forum
	□ other, please state ________________________
	8. If you have initiated a discussion on this forum, please tell me your reasons for doing so (If your postings did not raise any discussion, please jump to Q9)  (Please tick all that apply)
	□ I’m interested in a topic and want to  share information, ideas, comments, or actions that may contribute to other discussions
	□ I’m interested in a topic and keen to know more (i.e. information or opinions) from other users
	□ I want to encourage networking among users in this forum
	Part IV: Opinion Leadership on the Forum
	9-1. Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently provides useful information or comments to you?
	〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________
	〇 No specific member has ever offered me useful information or comments in forum frequently
	〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure
	9-2. Referring to this forum, who do you think most frequently communicates (e.g. through initiating discussions, posting articles or replies) with members?
	〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________
	〇 No - one
	〇 I can’t remember
	9-3. Referring to this forum, whose posts (including articles and replies) do you think trigger most discussions among the members of the forum?
	〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________
	〇 No –one
	〇 I can’t remember / I’m not sure
	9-4. Referring to this forum, whose opinions (in their articles and replies) receive most agreement and support from other forum members?
	〇 Please list them according to their IDs: ________ ; _________ ; __________
	〇 No – one specific members’ postings are specially recognized by other users in this forum
	〇 I don’t know
	10-1. Overall, do you feel there is a prevalent view shared by members of this forum?
	(perceptions of opinion leadership)
	〇 Yes (please go to Q10-2)
	〇 No, I don’t feel there is a perspective on this forum shared by most members
	〇 I don’t know / I’m not sure
	10-2. If you answered “Yes” in Q10-1, would you please indicate how the forum’s main views are communicated (Please tick all that apply)
	□ discussions / postings presenting information (eg climate change science)
	□discussions / postings regarding collective actions / campaigns (eg Transition Town movement)
	□discussions / postings  regarding individual attitudes or behaviours (eg switching off lights)
	□discussions / postings  regarding internal communication and interaction on the forum (eg responses to particular postings)
	□ Other, please specify:
	________________________________.
	10-3. Following the question Q10-2, how strongly do you feel these views are shared among members of this forum? Please tick your score from 5 (Strongly Agree) to 1 (Strongly Disagree) or 0 (I don’t know) in box.
	(5=Strongly Agree (1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know)
	￭ Discussions / postings presenting information (eg climate change science)
	￭ Discussions / postings regarding collective actions / campaigns (eg Transition Town movement)
	￭ Discussions / postings  regarding individual attitudes or behaviours (eg switching off lights)
	￭ Discussions / postings  regarding internal communication and interaction on the forum (eg responses to particular postings)
	￭ Others, please specify: ______________
	11. Overall, how do you feel other forum users regard your opinion? (perceptions of user’s own opinion leadership)
	〇 Not relevant (My opinions are not specifically sought or noticed by other users on this forum)
	〇A little bit relevant (My opinions are sought and discussed by some users in this forum )
	〇 Somewhat relevant (People in this forum tend to ask for my opinions about specific issues)
	〇 Very relevant (People in this forum would ask for my opinion before making their opinions or decisions)
	〇 I’m not sure  / I can’t tell
	12. In general, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about your experiences on seeking opinions on this forum: (use and gratification of opinion leadership in forum)
	(5=Strongly Agree (1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know)
	￭ I tend to seek out or search for others' opinions or comments online generally
	￭ I tend to search for the latest information online generally
	￭ I tend to seek advice and comments from my friends specifically on this forum
	￭ I tend to consult other users on this forum to form my opinions
	￭ I feel more confident about my views or actions when I have learnt from or consulted opinions of others on this forum.
	￭ I like to seek out perspectives that could be different from mine on this forum
	￭ I like to seek out perspectives that could be different from the “mainstream” on this forum
	￭ I tend to try to persuade others on this forum to agree with my opinions / views
	￭ I tend to urge others on this forum to consider some aspects of particular issues if they are not being discussed
	￭ I like sharing posts from this forum with friends who are not members of this forum
	Part V: Self-Evaluation of Effects of Online Communication (Responses and actions)
	13. Have you ever accessed information or discussions regarding climate change and energy issues on this forum? (Access to CC and E issues)
	〇 Yes, I have accessed information regarding climate change and energy issues on this forum (Please answer Q14-1 and Q14-2)
	〇 Yes, I have joined discussions regarding climate change and energy issues on this forum
	(Please answer Q14-1 and Q14-2)
	〇 No, I have not accessed any discussion(s) about climate change and energy issues (Please answer Q14-2)
	〇 No, I have not been involved in any discussion about climate change and energy issues on this forum (Please answer Q14-2)
	〇 Not applicable: this forum does not discuss climate change and energy
	14-1. What type of information regarding climate change and energy have you accessed from this forum? (Access to CC and E issues)
	〇 scientific knowledge 〇 information on collective actions or personal behaviours 〇 sceptical viewpoints 〇 controversial issues and considerations 〇 collective / public opinions 〇 information on technology development 〇 policy and regulations 〇 campai...
	14-2. If you ever skip fora contents regarding climate change and energy issues, could you please tell me why you did not access or become involved in such discussions on this forum? (Open Question) (Access to CC and E issues)
	___________________________________________________________
	___________________________________________________________
	15. In general, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements regarding your experiences as a member / user of this forum (Self-evaluation of Responses and Actions)
	(5=Strongly Agree (1=Strongly Disagree, 0=I don’t know)
	￭ being a member of this forum has made me feel much closer to people who share my same interests and attitudes on this forum
	￭being a member of this forum has made me  feel  much closer to people I knew even before joining the forum (i.e. friends, family members, etc.)
	￭being a member of this forum has made me feel more networked with people in my surroundings (i.e. my neighbours, classmates, colleagues, etc.).
	￭being a member of this forum has inspired me with more ideas about climate change and energy issues
	￭ being a member of this forum has made me consider more carefully the possible effects of my everyday actions / behaviours on the environment
	￭ being a member of this forum has spurred me to change some of my behaviours (please state which: _______________________________________)
	￭being a member of this forum has offered me a an opportunity to express my opinion and network with other users
	16. How do you feel the forum has affected your life?  (Please tick all that apply)
	□ This forum has changed my views about climate change issues
	□ This forum has changed my views about environmental issues, please state which ones specifically: _______________
	□ I have become more aware of possible effects of my daily actions on the environment  after accessing contents in this forum
	□ I have changed my behaviour after accessing contents in this forum
	□ I have changed my behaviour after interacting with other users on this forum. Please specify which actions you are now undertaking that are different: ________________
	Part VI:  ‘About You’ (Socio – demographics)
	17. Your Gender
	〇 Male  〇 Female
	18. Your age
	〇 Under 15 〇 15-24 〇 25-34 〇 35-44 〇 45-54 〇 55-64 〇 65-74 〇 75 and above
	19. Number of children in the household?
	〇 None 〇 1   〇 2   〇 3   〇 4 or more   〇 I don’t know / I refused to say
	20. Your working status
	〇 Working - Full time (30+ hrs)
	〇 Working - Part time(9-29 hrs)
	〇 Unemployed
	〇 Not working – retired
	〇 Not working – looking after house / children
	〇 Not working – invalid / disabled
	〇 Student
	〇 Other
	21. What is your main profession?
	Please State: _______________
	22. Which (if any) is the highest education or professional qualification you have obtained? (If you are still studying, please tick the highest achieved so far) (Please tick one)
	〇 Vocational qualification
	〇 High School / A level or equivalent
	〇 Bachelor Degree or equivalent
	〇 Masters / PhD or equivalent
	〇 Other
	〇 No formal qualifications
	〇 Still Studying
	〇 Don’t know
	23. Which (if any) of the following applies to you? (Multiple choices)
	□ Have a science or engineering degree
	□ Have taught a science subject
	□ Currently subscribe to a science magazine / TV channel  / online news letter
	□ Have (ever) subscribe to a science magazine / TV channel / online news letter
	□ Have(ever) bought a science magazine / Internet content in the past year
	□ Have(ever) looked up scientific information on the Internet
	□ Have(ever) attend other online forum / community regarding to science or engineering topics
	□  I am a scientist or an engineer
	□ I used to work as a scientist or an engineer
	□ I have never met a scientist or engineer
	□ I have scientists or engineers among my friends and relatives
	□ I meet scientists or engineers frequently (i.e. at least once a month)
	□ I worked with scientists or engineers
	□ I am a member of a science organization
	□ I used to be a member of a science organization
	□ None of these
	□ Don’t know
	24. Which (if any) of the following things have you done in the past year (please tick all that apply)
	□ Subscribed to a magazine concerned with environmental protection issues (i.e. wildlife / natural resources conservation)
	□ Selected one product over another because of its environmental-friendly certified labelling, packaging, formulation or advertising)
	□ Been a member of an environmental group / charity (even if you joined more than two years ago)
	□ Given money to or raised money for environmental issue-relevant charities
	□ Visited / written a letter to an MP / councillor / REP about environmental issues
	□ Written a letter for publication to a newspaper / journal about environmental issues
	□ Taken bottles, glass, paper, cans or other materials to be recycled, or left them for others to collect for recycling
	□ Have a car that runs on alternative fuel or a car with a “hybrid” engine
	□ Have a property / rent a property that match the criteria of green building standard
	□ None of these
	□ Don’t know
	25. In which of the following are you currently based?
	〇 United Kingdom (UK)
	〇 European country other than UK
	〇 North America
	〇 South America
	〇 Middle East of Asia
	〇 Asian countries other than the Middle East countries
	〇 Australia and New Zealand
	〇 Africa
	〇 Other , please specify: _____________________
	===========End of Questionnaire ===========
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