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ABSTRACT
● This research aimed to answer the question “has the coronavirus impacted 

the print media’s coverage of important environmental issues?” 
● Two different print newspapers were analyzed: The New York Times (NYT) 

and the Wall Street Journal (WSJ) to determine if there was a change in 
coverage of environmental news as the coronavirus spread in the US. 

● Our findings showed a 78.85% decrease in coverage of environmental 
issues between 2019 and 2020. 

● This research is an essential first step in quantifying the impacts of major 
global events on the Media Attention Cycle and coverage of environmental 
events. 

● It’s important environmental news coverage is not interrupted to frame 
climate change as an urgent threat to our planet and societies. 

INTRODUCTION
• The Media Attention Cycle theory (Downs, 1972) claims that there is a 

positive dual-direction feedback loop between media attention to an issue 
and public interest and knowledge about said issue.

• Pursuant to the theory, the more information published by the media, the 
more the public is informed about issues (Sampei & Aoyagi-Usui, 2009). 

• The 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19/SARS-Cov-2) has caused a long term 
interruption to the Media Attention cycle.

• In the meantime, other issues are being pushed off of the media agenda. 
• The aim of this research was to extract and analyze data from two print 

media sources that vary slightly in their standings on the Pew Research 
Center’s Ideological Placement of Each Sources Audience chart. 

• Our focus was to understand how the coronavirus impacts news coverage 
of other long term global crises, specifically climate change and the 
environment. 

METHODS
• From the newspaper’s online archives, data was gathered about the first 15 

articles from both the NYT and the WSJ for the first four days of the months 
March-September for 2019 and 2020.

• For NYT, archived articles were listed in order of appearance in the paper, 
for WSJ the appearance in their archive is random. *Note that this does 
present a shortcoming of our methods.

• Stories were classified as environmentally related or not by reading each 
article to determine if it directly relates to or discusses a change in 
biogeochemical conditions. 

• Basic statistical analysis quantified the frequency of environmental stories 
relative to the frequency of occurrence during the start of the pandemic 
through the last full month prior to research for this study. 
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RESULTS
• Stories related to the Coronavirus pandemic accounted for 31.9% of all 

stories published by the two papers in 2020.
• In 2019, 17.7% of NYT articles and 4.5% of WSJ articles were environmental 

related (Figs 1, 2).
• In 2020, these numbers dropped to 3.3% and 1.8%, respectively (Figs 2, 3).
• Coronavirus related articles accounted for 19.7% and 43.2% for the NYT 

and WSJ (Figures 3, 4). 
• WSJ had 2 stories (0.5%) that discussed both COVID and the environment. 
• There was a 84% drop on environmental articles in the NYT between 2019 

and 2020, and a 65% drop in the WSJ.
• 2019, the NYT wrote 76.2% more environmental Articles than the WS. This 

number dropped to 46.2% in 2020.,
• WJS wrote 125.97% more articles about  COVID than the NYT.
• In 2020,  nearly 20% NYT stories were related to the pandemic. In the WSJ, 

this number jumps to nearly 45%.

DISCUSSION
• WSJ likely had more COVID stories because they published many relating to 

the economic toll of the virus. 
• The WSJ saw a larger drop in environmental stories between 2019 and 

2020 likely because they published so few pre-COVID and even less during 
COVID.

• An increase in COVID related stories correlated to a decrease in stories 
relating to the environment, confirming that discussion of environmental 
issues in print media has been impacted by the pandemic.
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Figure 1. Composition of New York Times article themes between the 
1st and 4th of every month March through September, 2019.

Figure 2. Composition of Wall Street Journal article themes between the 
1st and 4th of every month March through September, 2019.

Figure 3. Composition of New York Times article themes between the 1st 
and 4th of every month March through September, 2020.

Figure 4. Composition of Wall Street Journal  article themes between the 
1st and 4th of every month March through September, 2020.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10393-004-0139-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10393-004-0139-x
https://eos.org/articles/the-first-undeniable-climate-change-deaths
https://eos.org/articles/the-first-undeniable-climate-change-deaths
https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/16/europe/venice-space-satellite-images-canals-scli-intl-scn/index.html

	Media Analysis of Coverage of Environmental Issues in the Midst of a Pandemic
	

	tmp.1619027959.pdf.AgQAp

