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Recent scholarship suggests that groups who oppose acting on climate change have shifted
their emphasis from attacking the credibility of climate science itself to questioning the
policies intended to address it, a position often called ‘response skepticism’. As television is
the platform most used by audiences around the world to receive climate information, we
examine 30 news programmes on 20 channels in Australia, Brazil, Sweden, the UK and USA
which included coverage of the 2021 report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) on the Physical Science. Using manual quantitative content analysis, we find
that skepticism about the science of climate change is still prevalent in channels that we have
classified as 'right-wing’, but largely absent from channels classified as ‘mainstream’. Forms
of response skepticism are particularly common in ‘right-wing' channels, but also present in
some ‘mainstream’ coverage. Two of the most prominent discourses question the perceived
economic costs of taking action and the personal sacrifices involved. We explore the
implications of our findings for future research and climate communication.
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ince the 1980s, efforts to prevent action to address climate

change have primarily focused on undermining public

confidence in the scientific consensus that the climate is
changing in response to human action, often by “manufacturing
uncertainty”12. Many of these efforts have focused on denying
the reality, anthropogenic causes, and/or seriousness of climate
change—that is, promoting what many scholars have called trend
skepticism, attribution skepticism, or impact skepticism,
respectively’®. However, recent research suggests that the
emphasis may be shifting from questioning the scientific basis of
climate change to undermining policy solutions deemed capable
of addressing climate change®. Here, we assess the current
manifestations of different types of climate skepticism through an
examination of television coverage of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 2021 Working Group I (WGI)
report on Physical Science in five countries around the world.

One strand of scholarship® has defined efforts to deny the
reality of the physical phenomenon of climate change as “evi-
dence skepticism,” and has contrasted this with two other forms
of climate skepticism—*“process” and “response skepticism”—
which are “commensurate with but not dependent on evidence
skepticism” (p. 6). Examples of “process skepticism” are sugges-
tions that scientists are manipulating or hiding evidence, com-
puter modeling is unreliable, media exaggeration is affecting
public opinion, or that scientific institutions such as the IPCC
lack integrity”.

“Response skepticism” dismisses or contests policies to address
the climate challenge. It includes a variety of arguments, such as
taking action will harm the economy and jobs, or that unilateral
responses are not appropriate in the absence of a global agree-
ment, or that a measured response is best®. We follow this broad
taxonomy of skepticism, although we acknowledge that different
categories of skepticism are possible®?, and other scholars prefer
different nomenclature such as “contrarianism” or “denialism”10.
We also distinguish below between what we call general response
skepticism, often advanced by organized skeptical groups’-11-13,
and “directed” response skepticism, where a specific policy
response is portrayed as inadequate for a variety of reasons.

While debating policy dimensions of climate action remains a
legitimate and important societal discussion, this range of skep-
tical discourses has been promulgated in some countries by a
well-funded and well-coordinated network of conservative
advocacy organizations, foundations, and think tanks which
scholars have argued is aimed at delaying climate action'4-17.
Although evidence skepticism has been notably prevalent in the
media, since its beginnings, this network has not only cast doubt
on the science of climate change but also made the argument that
solutions would be expensive and/or ineffective17-18, In addition,
businesses and corporate think tanks have at times signaled
support for policies to address the changing climate, but in ways
that maintain existing political and economic power relations or
that do not address the scale of the problem, thereby delaying
meaningful action by pushing non-transformative solutions!'®-21.
Some scholars have called this “climate obstruction”?? or “dis-
courses of delay”!®. Detailed typologies of the wide range of
discourses and claims that underpin climate delay have been
identified by previous research; they include the arguments that
climate solutions would not work, someone else should take
action first, or disruptive change is not necessary®1°.

Recent research has found signs that the relative prevalence of
these arguments may be shifting among key portions of the cli-
mate change countermovement described above, with evidence
skepticism declining and attempts to undercut solutions becom-
ing more prominent among conservative think tanks and con-
trarian blogs®. Similarly, the prevalence of these arguments in US
media sources may be shifting as well>. Moreover, by 2019 much

less space was being given to those denying the science of climate
change in newspaper outlets in Australia, Canada, New Zealand,
the UK and the USA, except in some titles researchers describe as
having a right-leaning political orientation in their coverage??,
and more context has been included to explain the lack of sci-
entific support for their viewsZ4,

To examine the relative prevalence of these forms of skepticism
in media treatments, we focus on the IPCC’s WGI Report, which
was launched on August 9, 2021. The IPCC is widely regarded as
the most authoritative source on climate change, its impacts, and
options for tackling rising emissions?®>. IPCC reports play a
central role in summarizing and presenting climate science,
creating media coverage, and affecting public awareness, and
exert a wide-ranging influence on how climate science interacts
with policy?®27. However, research has highlighted that past
IPCC Assessments, and particularly WGI reports on physical
science, have been subject to various forms of contestation. For
example, the 2013 WGI of the IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report
(AR5) was often contested and politicized in television and print
reporting in the US and UK?%. One of the main frames identified
was “Uncertain Science,” which included uncertainty about
aspects of the science, impacts and solutions, and another was
“Political and Ideological Struggle” which included conflict over
how to address climate change.

At the same time, there have been marked country differences
in the extent of the various forms of skepticism both in general
climate change coverage, and in response to previous IPCC
reports. Evidence skeptics, defined above, have been notably
present in the media in Anglosphere countries (such as the US,
UK and Australia), but much less present in other countries in
continental Europe and the Global South (including Brazil)28, A
six-country study of the television coverage of the AR5 report
showed a large presence of skeptics on air in some countries (the
UK and Australia) but not in others (Brazil, China, Germany and
India)?’. In addition, the uncertainty frame was present in nearly
90% of the print media reporting of the IPCC’s 2007 AR4 reports,
but countries varied in whether they featured the different types
of skeptics30. The USA had the highest percentage of articles with
skeptics in them (41% of all articles), followed by Australia (37%)
and the UK (34%). By contrast, India had none, and Norway very
few (3% of articles).

Whereas researchers have been able to map the geographic
location of different types of skeptics accurately in the media, the
main drivers of their presence or absence are less clear. It is likely
to be an interaction between internal factors such as media sys-
tems, journalistic practice (such as balance), the influence of
owners, and a media outlet’s ideology, and external political and
cultural factors such as the presence of organized skepticism
through lobbying groups or think tanks, the influence of com-
panies with an interest in delaying climate action, and the pre-
sence of politicians or scientists, who have publically expressed
that they are skeptical of the science of climate change and who
have access to the media®!-3>. However, it is clear that in most
countries, it is in news outlets with a right-wing readership and/or
a right-wing political slant to their coverage where the different
forms of skepticism we have outlined above are much more
prevalent36-40,

The IPCC AR6 WGI Report!, known formally as the “AR6
Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis,” was based on
14,000 peer-reviewed articles giving updated research on the
climate system. A total of 234 authors from 66 countries took
part. In the headline statements from the Summary for Policy-
makers (SPM) the IPCC stressed the need to make “strong, rapid,
and sustained reductions” in greenhouse gas emissions*2.

We focus on television coverage of the report because it has
historically been neglected in media studies of climate change
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when compared to other platforms®3, despite evidence from
extensive survey work in over 40 countries that television pro-
grams are by far the most used source of information on climate
compared to online news, print, or radio*%. We also respond to
the call for more comparative studies** particularly including
countries in the Global South, by examining the presence and
nature of skepticism in television coverage of the report in Aus-
tralia, Brazil, Sweden, the UK and the USA. This gave us the
opportunity both to enlarge the sample of programs and to add to
the literature on the presence or absence of skeptics in coverage
across different countries.

The target countries were selected to allow comparison of
countries with diverse histories of skepticism and recent political
shifts. Australia, the UK and the USA are three Anglosphere
countries where forms of evidence skepticism have been con-
sistently prevalent in the media and wider public sphere!1:3%:46,
Brazil was chosen because, whereas in the past, there has been
little evidence of any of the types of skepticism discussed above?7,
the overall political and media context changed with the election
of President Jair Bolsonaro in January 2019484, Similarly, Swe-
den was included because historically the various forms of climate
skepticism have not been present in the media or main political
parties, but the Sweden Democrats have gained considerable
electoral support since 2010. The party is usually described by
scholars as radical right-wing or far-right because they espouse
policies which are considerably to the right of Sweden’s tradi-
tional conservative parties®®. Representatives of the party have
repeatedly made statements that fall into the category of evidence
and response skepticism®!. In addition, there has been a marked
change in the Swedish media landscape with the emergence of
what scholars describe as right-wing alternative digital media®2,
including an online web-based channel called SwebbTV, which
regularly gives space to climate skepticism?3.

We chose four television stations, networks or web-based
channels for each of the five countries. In each country, we
classified three as being broadly in the center of the political
spectrum or non-aligned public service broadcasters governed
and regulated for impartiality (see Table 1). Some we classified as
“center-right” or “center-left” by which we meant that these
stations leaned to the right or left of the political spectrum, by
some criteria, but were closer to the center than “left-wing” or
“right-wing” channels. For brevity, we call this group of stations
“mainstream.” The fourth channel in each country we classified
as “right-wing,” embracing a range of stations on the conservative
end of the political spectrum, namely Sky News in Australia, Rede
TV! in Brazil, SwebbTV in Sweden, GBTV news in the UK, and
Fox News in the USA. The allocation of political labels was based
on a variety of criteria outlined in detail in the Methods Section
and described in the Supplementary Notes, but particularly the
composition of viewers, the slant of news coverage, the regular
presence or absence of voices or arguments expressing the dif-
ferent types of skepticism outlined above, and the political clas-
sifications of these channels in prior studies3>>%>°, For purposes
of brevity, we call these stations “right-wing.” We recognize our
labels are approximations and can be contested.

For each of the mainstream channels, we first looked at news
programs across three days, i.e., August 8, 9 and 10, and normally
evening programs at peak viewing times. This gave us an initial
total of nearly 70 programs across the five countries to examine,
consisting of more than 40h of content. For the right-wing
channels, the selection method differed according to country and
platform specifics (see Methods section). However, only a few of
the initial sample of programs reported on the IPCC report, so
following previous research?®, we included only those programs
which contained within them items that were substantively about
the IPCC report. This selection method meant, for example, that

Brazil only had four programs to analyze, whereas Sky News in
Australia alone had three different programs included in our
sample.

Table 1 gives details of the 20 channels and 30 programs
analyzed in the five countries, which included IPCC coverage. We
defined 19 of the programs as “mainstream,” and 11 as “right-
wing.” In all, 221 min of programming were included in our
sample, which compares favorably with the volume and number
of programs monitored in previous studies of IPCC television
coverage6:29,

First, we assessed the newsworthiness of the IPCC report,
measured by the volume of coverage. Then we concentrated on
three key aspects of the contestation around it: the forms of
contestation; the on-air presence of skeptics, including what type
of skeptical views they presented such as evidence or response
skepticism and which sector they came from (e.g., university
scientist, lobbyist, media pundit); and the relative presence of
contestation compared to other prominent discourses promoted
by the IPCC and other UN bodies around the report (see
Table 2). The forms of contestation are anchored in the distinc-
tions outlined above between the various manifestations of “evi-
dence skepticism” (such as questioning the trend of temperatures
rising, attribution to human activities, or the magnitude of the
impacts) and “response skepticism” (such as the high costs of
taking action or the cost falling unfairly on lower-income groups)
(see Table 3). We further divided the category of response
skepticism into (a) “general response skepticism” where policy
solutions appear to be criticized or deemed impossible to achieve
in general without any clear alternatives pointed to or advanced,
which scholars have characterized as “discourses of delay” often
put forward by organized skeptical groups!® and (b) “directed
response skepticism” where a specific policy is critiqued for being
insufficient in scope and scale to address the climate problem, or
unrealistic due to political and other obstacles.

Results

Newsworthiness of report. Most of the coverage (25 of the 30
programs) was focused on the day of the launch of the report
(August 9), rather than the day before or after. The British
channels we monitored covered the report the most on these
dates (72 min), followed by Sweden (58), Australia (40) and USA
(39). Brazil was the clear outlier with only 12 min across the four
channels chosen. This relative silence was particularly apparent
on some of Brazil’s center-right and right-wing channels.

Of the mainstream channels in Australia, ABC was the only
station to cover the report in some depth, whereas Channels 7
and 9 had very limited coverage in the programs we monitored;
instead of the report itself, they concentrated on former Prime
Minister Scott Morrison’s speech on August 9 in response to the
report, which focused primarily on climate policy. In the US, the
amount of coverage of the report on Fox News was minimal, with
12 of the 14 programs we examined showing no coverage at all.
These included some of the most-watched programs on cable
news (Tucker Carlson Tonight and Hannity). The two programs
which did contain coverage of the report had only relatively brief
segments (about 3 min or less). One of the two shows that did
cover the report, Fox News Primetime, began its reporting on
August 9 at 4pm Pacific time by framing climate change as
unimportant, saying “Democrats are working hard to ignore real
issues affecting Americans, instead choosing to focus on climate
change.” These samples from Brazil and the USA in particular
suggest a form of “denialism by silence,” discussed below.

General contestation around the report. General criticism of the
IPCC report and contestation around the science was largely
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Table 1 Television channels and programs monitored, by country and political leaning.

Country Channel Type of channel Political Program Date of
leaning transmission
Australia  ABCT Sydney Public sector Center-left 7.30 report August 9
broadcaster
Ch 7 Sydney  Commercial Center-right 7 News August 10
Ch 9 Sydney Commercial Center-left 9 News August 10
Sky News Cable, commercial Right-wing Sky News Extra August 8
Sky News Cable, commercial Right-wing Credlin August 9
Sky News Cable, commercial Right-wing Afternoon Agenda August 10
Brazil Globo Commercial Centrist Jornal Nacional August 9
SBT Commercial Center-right SBT Brasil August 9
Record Commercial Center-right Jornal da Record August 9
Rede TV! Commercial Right-wing Rede TV! News August 9
Sweden  SVTI Public sector Non-aligned Rapport [Report] August 9
broadcaster
SVT1 Public sector Non-aligned Rapport [Report] August 10
broadcaster
SVT2 Public sector Non-aligned Aktuellt [Current] August 9
broadcaster
TV4 Commercial Non-aligned Nyheterna [News] August 9
SwebbTV Web-based Right-wing SwebbTV Nyheter [SwebbTV News] August 9
SwebbTV Web-based Right-wing Aterpublicering med anledning av gérdagens August 10
skrdmselpropaganda i SVT Rapport
UK BBC1 Public sector Non-aligned News at Ten August 9
broadcaster
ITV news Commercial Non-aligned News at 6 August 9
Channel 4 Public sector Non-aligned Channel 4 News August 9
broadcaster
GBTV Commercial Right-wing Farage August 9
GBTV Commercial Right-wing The Clash August 9
GBTV Commercial Right-wing GB News August 9
USA MSNBC Cable, commercial Center-left The Rachel Maddow Show August 9
MSNBC Cable, commercial Center-left The ReidOut August 9
MSNBC Cable, commercial Center-left All In with Chris Hayes August 9
MSNBC Cable, commercial Center-left Last Word with Lawrence O'Donnell August 9
NBC Network Centrist NBC Nightly News August 9
ABC Network Centrist World News Tonight August 9
Fox Cable, commercial Right-wing Special Report with Bret Baier August 9
Fox Cable, commercial Right-wing Fox News Primetime August 9

Table 2 Main IPCC messages coded.

. (More) Certainty about the science

. Role of methane in causing global warming
10. Other

1. Stark warning from scientists/“code red,” highlighting need for urgent action

2
3. Climate change is happening now (in many parts of the world) and/or irreversible

4. Human influence is making extreme climate events, including heat waves, heavy rainfall, and droughts, more frequent and severe

5. Climate change is causing impacts other than extreme climate events, e.g., sea level rise

6. Uncertainty (possible ranges) about the scenarios, e.g., warming trajectories, sea level rise

7. Reasons for hope (general), such as the IPCC view that it is not too late to stop the worst effects of climate change

8. Opportunity for a better world/green recovery based on clean, renewable resources; or mention of specific examples of green alternatives
9

absent from the mainstream media coverage, but strongly present
in the right-wing coverage (see Fig. 1). The report was criticized
only twice in the mainstream coverage, once on SVT1 on August
10 in Sweden for “underestimating the temperature rise,” and
once on Channel 4 in the UK, which mildly criticized the report
(in the questioning by the presenter) for claiming that it “said
nothing new.” The same Channel 4 program also briefly con-
tested the science by saying the IPCC report was overusing the
most extreme (and least likely) scenarios. The SVT1 program
mentioned above also criticized the science of the report, based
on two interviews with climate scientists saying that a 1.5-degree

increase was inevitable due to feedback from melting permafrost
and forest fires not included in the IPCC models, and that reli-
ance on negative emissions was unwise. The argumentation here
was that more up-to-date scientific results were available than
those used by the IPCC, rather than that the IPCC had produced
an inaccurate or invalid report.

By contrast, in right-wing coverage, 7 of the 11 programs we
monitored included criticism of the report in general, and 8
included questioning of the science. Of these 8 (representing 73%
of the right-wing programs), one included a denial of the
warming trend, and four questioned the attribution to human
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Table 3 Types of response skepticism.

Questioning the economic costs of taking (urgent) action (in general)

Solutions will hit lower-income groups the hardest
Solutions will outsource jobs, or hurt national competitiveness
Enough is already being done

fossil fuels)
Preferring adaptation to inevitable impacts rather than mitigation

problem, or unrealistic due to political and other obstacles

Response skepticism in general questioning the need for strong regulatory policies or interventions
The impracticality of taking (urgent) action (in general, without specifying any details)

Action to tackle climate change is already costing job losses or will do so in the future
Taking action would or could involve a lot of /too much personal sacrifice (e.g., reducing or not flying, not eating/reducing meat)
Solutions will give too much power to governments (to impose new regulations and taxes)

Questioning the need to take action when other countries (e.g., China) are not doing enough (“whataboutism”)

Technology (including Carbon Capture and Storage) should be the main element of the solution (and not so much emphasis on moving away from

Directed response skepticism, where a specific policy, often country-based, is seen as being insufficient in scope and scale to address the climate

12

10

Number of programmes
o

Criticism of Criticism of ~ Trend Attribution Impact Other

the report the science skepticism skepticism skepticism

Response
skepticism
Fig. 1 Presence of forms of skepticism in mainstream and right-wing
channels. Mainstream channels in blue and right-wing channels in red.

action. The most common (7 mentions) was impact skepticism,
in which scientists or NGOs were accused of “climate alarmism”
in exaggerating the possible impacts (and in some cases
“traumatizing children” according to a presenter on GBTV).
On Sky News, the view was voiced that climate alarmism was
causing more anxiety when Australians were already stressed over
COVID, while on SwebbTV, one of the programs described a
report on SVT (the public service channel) the previous night as
being too alarmist about the impacts. On August 9, the day the
report was published, SwebbTV ran a segment on climate science
that did not mention the IPCC, but instead reported on new
monthly data from the University of Alabama satellite measure-
ment series, a series which has previously understated warming
and has often been used in skeptical argumentation®®. On Fox
News Primetime there were explicit statements that the science
underlying the IPCC was “corrupt” or “bureaucratic,” including
the statement from a contributor that “over 50 percent of the
report [was] based on implausible extreme model-based scenarios
of doom, because they could not find current reality to scare
people.”

Response skepticism. Within the mainstream channels, the
skeptical discourses that appeared were predominantly those

around response skepticism (10 of 19 programs—53%), but
within the right-wing media, there was an equally strong presence
of evidence skepticism and response skepticism (8 out of 11
programs each—73%). Of the ten times response skepticism was
present within the mainstream media, eight were examples of
“directed response skepticism,” where aspects of particular
national policies were criticized, rather than a general rejection of
taking climate action. In contrast, “directed response skepticism”
was only present twice in the right-wing sample, meaning that
response skepticism here instead mostly questioned the general
plausibility and desirability of action rather than critiquing par-
ticular policy options.

The two discourses questioning (a) the economic costs of
taking climate action (4 out of 19 programs—21%) and (b)
whether climate action would involve too much personal sacrifice
(4 out of 19 programs—21%) were the most commonly
mentioned in the mainstream sample. The two main discourses
on right-wing channels were economic cost (6 out of 11 programs
—55%) and questioning the need to take action when other
countries such as China were not doing enough (6 out of 11
programs—>55%), often described colloquially as “whataboutism”
(see Fig. 2).

Additional discourses identified in previous studies of response
skepticism were present in low numbers or not at all. For
example, we did not find any mention on mainstream channels of
a preference for adaptation to inevitable impacts rather than
mitigation, or claims that taking action would mean giving too
much power to governments. The impracticality of taking climate
action, such action hitting low-income groups the hardest, and
claims that enough was already being done were each mentioned
only once. For right-wing media, all varieties of response
skepticism were mentioned, but discourses aside from economic
costs and “whataboutism” were discussed on only one or two
occasions.

There were also country-level differences. In Sweden, on SVT1
and 2, although the focus was on physical science, the challenges
of adaptation and the risk of conflict around insurance and the
cost for loss and damage were also mentioned. In the UK
mainstream samples, there were brief mentions of the economic
cost of taking action, that too much personal sacrifice is needed
(giving up flying or eating meat), and that policies harm low-
income groups. By contrast, in the GBTV sample, response
skepticism arguments were expressed with more frequency and at
greater length. For example, in segments aired on 9 August 2021,
the presenter states that he does not necessarily dispute that
climate change is occurring; however, he expresses a range of
response skepticism arguments, including doubts about the need
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Fig. 2 Types of response skepticism in mainstream and right-wing channels. Mainstream channels in blue and right-wing channels in red.

for the UK to take action when China has higher greenhouse gas
emissions, the costs of taking action and that climate policies will
disproportionately impact the poor (see: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=7kCyna3FIkQ).

In Australia, the coverage of the then Prime Minister’s policy
speech meant that several examples of response skepticism were
present on Channels 7 and 9. In that speech—popularly
summarized as “technology not taxes”—Morrison’s emphasis
was on rejecting a “carbon tax” whilst promoting ‘technology
breakthroughs’. This was in line with the Morrison government’s
Long-term Emissions Reduction Plan, which included diverse
technologies like industrial-scale hydrogen, carbon capture and
storage, and emerging technologies such as livestock feeds that
aim to reduce methane emissions®’. Mention was also made of
the possible high economic and job costs of taking action,
personal sacrifice, and ‘whataboutism’ by implying that China’s
and developing nations’ emissions were the priority. The three
sampled evening programs from Sky network illustrated diversity
in their forms of skepticism, ranging from an attack on perceived
alarmist rhetoric (criticizing a speech by the then New Zealand
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern) in one opinion program to a
news broadcast that discussed policy responses while accepting
the science. Again, a variety of response skepticism discourses
were present.

In the US sample, both left and right-leaning outlets expressed
response skepticism. However, the varieties found in left-leaning
versus right-wing media were quite distinct. Left-leaning
programs (on MSNBC) expressed doubt about both the
appropriateness of particular measures included in current
climate policy proposals (i.e., “directed skepticism”)—including
whether they were sufficient to the scope and scale of the problem
—as well as the inability to make policy happen due to
partisanship and congressional gridlock. In contrast, right-wing
programs (on Fox News) focused on the general lifestyle
impediments that implementation of any climate policy would
mean to Americans, such as loss of individual liberties (e.g.,
having to stop flying or eating meat). Taking climate action was
also equated with Marxism, and parallels were drawn between

manufacturing fear of COVID with manufacturing fear of a
climate disaster and using legislative measures implemented for
the COVID crisis to covertly implement measures to address
climate change. On ABC and NBC, there was no expression of
either evidence or response skepticism. In Brazil, there was little
evidence of any type of skeptical discourse, due mainly to the lack
of airtime given to the report, except for two examples of
“directed response skepticism” on O Globo where a Brazilian
scientist and IPCC author criticized the government for its
inadequate policies on green energy (and deforestation); and on
SBT, the news reporter criticized governments and the public for
not giving recycling policies enough attention as an important
action to tackle climate change.

Presence of skeptics on air. Climate skeptical voices (explicitly
expressing general response skepticism) were present on screen
in only two of the mainstream programs. Both instances were
of former Australian Prime Minister Morrison (on Channels 7
and 9), whose climate change mitigation policies illustrated
response skepticism rather than climate science or evidence
skepticism. His government focused on emissions reduction
but avoided the need for new policies, and has persisted with
fossil fuel energy sources despite expert advice highlighting the
insufficiency of current emissions reduction policies®®. In
contrast, in the right-wing programs, evidence and response
skepticism were expressed in 8 of 11 programs (73%) (see
Fig. 3). Those expressing evidence skepticism were present on
air in seven of these programs, and those expressing response
skepticism were present in six programs. In most cases, it was
the anchor or reporter who voiced skeptical discourses and not
invited guests. Skeptical views were expressed by guests in only
two programs in our sample, both of them on Fox News. In one
program, this included evidence skepticism (questioning the
role of climate change in extreme weather events) and response
skepticism (suggesting taking action will hurt US competi-
tiveness). In the other program, evidence skepticism was
expressed.
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Measuring the mere presence of skeptical voices is only
partially helpful. The ways they are contextualized are central to a
fuller interpretation, and in particular, the degree to which their
views are representative of mainstream science about climate
change?*. We found that in our sample from right-wing channels,
only one included some brief context: the Fox News report
described one of its guests as “having a minority view,” although
he was given by far the most airtime.

The presence of skepticism relative to other frames. Figure 4
shows the presence of evidence and response skepticism com-
pared to eight other discourses promulgated by the IPCC and
other UN agencies (see Table 2). As can be seen, evidence and
response skepticism were the two most common discourses found
on right-wing channels, followed by the stark warning (“code
red”) from the UN highlighting the need for urgent action, and
the IPCC’s extreme weather statement that “human influence is
making extreme climate events, including heat waves, heavy
rainfall, and droughts, more frequent and severe.” In sharp
contrast, for the mainstream channels, the two types of skepticism
were among the least present, even as response skepticism was
present in 10 of the 19 programs (53%), albeit usually in the sense
of “directed skepticism.” The two most common discourses were
“stark warning” (18 out of 19 programs—95%) and the IPCC
discourse that climate change is happening now in many parts of
the world and/or is irreversible (100%). The mainstream channels
followed the main discourses of the IPCC report much more
closely than the right-wing channels. The certainty discourse (i.e.,
phrases such as “It is indisputable that human activities are
causing climate change” or “the IPCC is virtually certain about
the key findings”) was much more present in these channels, as
were the reasons for hope and the opportunity discourses.

Discussion

These results suggest that evidence skepticism has virtually dis-
appeared from mainstream channels, but there are still strong
elements of it in our sample of right-wing channels in four of the
five countries. Much of this consisted of impact skepticism, rather
than a trend or attribution skepticism. In other words, evidence
skepticism on right-wing channels tended not so much to dispute
the reality of climate change, but to suggest that “the climate

movement”—including scientists, environmentalists, politicians,
and the mainstream media—were propagating an alarmist dis-
course. For example, SwebbTV in Sweden often focused their
criticism on the mainstream media’s “scare propaganda,” rather
than the science itself—a form of “process skepticism”
mentioned above.

On mainstream channels, the presence of climate change
skepticism or skeptics and general contestation around the
IPCC’s WGI report was much less present in our sample than in
the coverage of previous IPCC reports®%2. For example, previous
research?0 found that the coverage of the IPCC’s WGI AR5 report
on UK and US television was “contested and politicised” (p. 380),
and that in the UK coverage, the Unsettled Science frame (i.e.,
questioning climate science or solutions prompted by the science)
was “common” (p. 381). Our study suggests a noticeable shift
away from the presence of evidence skepticism on mainstream
channels’ coverage of the AR5 compared to the coverage of the
ARG, at least in the Anglosphere countries of the UK, USA, and
Australia. Moreover, other research?? found a strong presence of
skeptics on air in the UK and Australian coverage of the WGI
report, but in our study, there were no evidence skeptics present
in the UK mainstream coverage; and in the Australian coverage, it
was a policy skeptic rather than an evidence skeptic. The absence
of evidence skeptics and skepticism in the ABC and BBC coverage
is due mainly to a change in company policy whereby the pre-
sence of evidence skeptics is largely to be avoided or reduced
(see Supplementary Notes). In the USA, there is a sharp dis-
tinction between Fox and other channels, which is both a
reflection and cause of increasing polarization in both news
treatments and consumption of climate change news>®-61.

In Sweden, a country not previously known for climate skep-
ticism, there is evidence of forms of science and response skep-
ticism across our sample and beyond it (for example, on the
commercial channels TV4’s Nyhetsmorgon on August 13).
However, the skepticism of the IPCC report that was expressed
on SVT was voiced by climate scientists saying that the latest
science proved a worse situation than in the report, while the
skepticism on SwebbTV was downplaying the seriousness of
climate change. This is in line with research showing that climate
change has become an increasingly polarizing issue in Sweden®2.
In Brazil, another country not known in the past for different
forms of climate skepticism, our sample suggests that most forms
of skepticism, except for directed response skepticism, continue to
be absent from television climate coverage there, at least as evi-
denced by the coverage of the IPCC report. However, as stated
earlier, this may be explained by the scant coverage of the report,
whereas a wider sample of climate coverage may well have shown
the presence of some skeptics on Brazilian television.

As we have seen in our study, when evidence skepticism was
present in mainstream media, it was usually in a mild form
measured either by volume, strength of argumentation, or specific
framing. However, more importantly, forms of response skepti-
cism are present in a wider range of countries and media outlets
than previous research has shown for evidence skepticism.
Response skepticism is present in some of the coverage by
mainstream channels, and not only the right-wing ones. Versions
of it were found in coverage in the UK by the BBC, ITV, and
Channel 4; in Sweden on SVT; in Australia on Channel 7 and 9;
in Brazil on O Globo and SBT; and in the USA on MSNBC. In
one case (SVT), criticism was directed at government policies in
general for not being forceful enough. But in most cases, the
examples of response skepticism were “directed,” where country-
specific economic, social and political obstacles to enacting
national climate policies were raised, rather than where climate
action in general was dismissed or questioned. In contrast, there
was more non-specific response skepticism on right-wing
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Fig. 4 Relative presence of discourses in mainstream and right-wing channels. Mainstream channels in blue and right-wing channels in red.

channels such as a presenter on GBTV arguing that “whatever we
do here [in the UK], it is China that needs to do far more than
us,” or a contributor on Fox News suggesting that ‘only being able
to fly when it is morally justifiable’ would lead to people having to
entirely change their lifestyles.

The finding that many right-wing channels included evidence
skepticism confirms a continuation of the trend whereby different
forms of skepticism have been much more prevalent in right-
wing than left-wing news outlets. Our (limited) sample suggests
that they now combine evidence and response skepticism in
roughly equal amounts (see Fig. 1). For example, Fox News
continued its historical record of skepticism3347:63 by criticizing
the report and hosting evidence skeptics, but they also included a
wide range of examples of response skepticism (such as the
infringement on civil liberties by taking climate action). On Sky
News in Australia, there were examples of climate science impact
skepticism and a range of examples of response skepticism. And
on GBTYV, one host expressed the view that the IPCC was over-
alarmist and stressed the impracticality of taking action. Given
the relatively narrow size of our sample and the absence of
detailed, comparative data from the past breaking down the types
of skepticism, it is hard to reach a definitive answer as to whether
right-wing television channels in general have shifted to include
more response skepticism in their coverage, but our results are in
line with the findings from other research>#>. Nor is it possible to
ascertain the extent to which our findings were driven by the
nature of the IPCC report (based mainly on climate science or
evidence but with some policy implications—see Table 2).
However, research on the coverage of the Green New Deal (GND,
i.e,, a policy initiative) on Fox and CNN suggests that in both US
media, skepticism of the GND was higher than skepticism of the
science of climate change (although the latter was still present),
and criticism of the GND was much more common on the right-
wing channel, Fox*®. This finding and our results would suggest
that the balance between evidence and response skepticism is
related to the type of climate topic the media are covering.

It is of note that right-wing media in four countries (Australia,
Sweden, UK and USA) are combining evidence and response
skepticism, while mainstream channels in three countries

(Australia, UK and USA) are moving away from evidence skep-
ticism. This is occurring despite national differences in media and
political contexts.

By focusing on the nature of response skepticism across a
broad range of television channels, we are also able to show the
multiple ways it appears on a popular, but little studied, media
platform. Although the high cost of taking action and “whata-
boutism” were the most common, a wide variety of arguments
was present. These different discourses are not dissimilar to those
found in the classifications or taxonomies of response skepticism
or obstructionism found in public statements by organized con-
trarian groups™®4, although an element of caution should be
expressed as our coding of the different discourses was in part
drawn deductively from this literature. It is also worth high-
lighting that Fox News unexpectedly displayed a relative absence
of coverage. This finding is supported by other research®3, which
suggests that other right-wing media outlets in the USA were
unusually quiet on the report. Qualitative (interview) work would
be needed to corroborate whether this “denialism by silence” was
an intentional editorial policy. Likewise, in Brazil, the reduced
coverage might be explained not by a deliberate policy of
downplaying the IPCC report but by the pressing newsworthiness
of another story, in this case, the Brazilian Parliamentary Com-
mission of Inquiry into alleged corruption surrounding COVID
policies taking place in the same week as the report. All the
primetime programs we analyzed spent much of their airtime
covering the story about the corruption accusations against the
former President Bolsonaro and his allies.

It is important not to overstate the significance of our findings
for their potential or real impact on the general public. The
audience for some of the right-wing channels we monitored is not
substantial, or considerably lower than mainstream channels
(see Supplementary Notes). GBTV attracts around 100,000
viewers for the Nigel Farage show, SwebbTV between 10,000 and
20,000 viewers on its own platform. In contrast, the three
mainstream channels in the UK have audiences of between one
and four million for their nightly news programs and the main-
stream channels in Sweden have between 500,000 and one mil-
lion. Fox News is the most-watched cable news network in the
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US, and delivered an average primetime audience of 2.5 million
viewers in November 2020, consisting mostly of audience seg-
ments already sympathetic to its editorial line (see Supplementary
Notes). These figures, while still large, are considerably smaller
than the average audience for network television during the
evening news timeslot: 7.6 million for ABC and 6.5 million for
NBC in 2020. Likewise, the cable TV station Sky News has a small
share of the Australian audience compared to the main com-
mercial and public service stations.

More broadly, our results need to be contextualized within a
general shift in the media coverage of climate change from
debating climate science to discussing climate policies. Recent
research has identified a move away in the media across several
countries from the science toward a debate about appropriate
policies and societal implications#>, more emphasis on sustain-
able futures and empowering solutions rather than apocalyptic
visions®®, and in UK editorials from skepticism about climate
science to questioning the cost of action®. This shifting media
context calls for more nuance in future media analysis, which
incorporates (i) more definitional clarity of the terms surrounding
obstructionism and their operationalization for content
analysis®’, (ii) more detailed methods to assess “legitimate” policy
discussion as opposed to false claims from organized skeptical
groups promoting response skepticism, (iii) attention to how the
latter may be framed differently to previous types of skepticism,
and (iv) attention to how any shift in skeptic argumentation is
dependent on a range of contextual peculiarities including
changing media landscapes and editorial priorities, the presence
of organized skepticism, and wider political changes’*. Much
work has focused on the USA, but less is known about other
countries.

If the trend toward more response skepticism being present
across all types of media outlets continues, it represents an
important new challenge to climate action, and requires new
research in order to chart its presence and formulate effective,
evidence-based responses. As others have argued®, a level of spe-
cificity is needed to be able to counter the range of policy-skeptic
arguments. A complementary analysis with a wider sample of
media outlets over a longer period including a variety of popular
and fringe media outlets, and social media platforms, is also
necessary and urgent. Television news programs, while important
for reaching large publics, are restricted in their range of options for
climate stories by the ephemeral and event-based nature of the
editorial drivers, and by the time constraints on their reports
compared to online news coverage, and responses on Twitter,
Facebook and others, which often enjoy a longer duration of
attention.

In all five countries we selected, the political context alone over
the next few years will entail growing media coverage of climate
solutions, especially Net Zero policies®®. In the UK, in early 2022,
the Net Zero Scrutiny Group, a small group of right-wing politi-
cians, emerged with an active presence in the right-wing media,
putting forward the argument that they do not deny the science or
the need to decarbonize, but question the economic and social costs
falling unevenly on lower-income groups. In the US, the Heartland
Institute has focused its attacks on President Biden’s climate policies
as causing higher fuel and food prices and fewer jobs. Australian
conservative politicians regularly raise the issue of jobs and costs for
individuals to sway the public against taking action.

Within this context, more research is needed to identify the
presence and taxonomies in the media of counter-arguments such
as the (lower) costs of action versus the high costs of inaction, the
health co-benefits, the transformative potential for tackling
inequity, improved energy security, green job creation, more
efficient and cleaner transport, and new technologies—and how
strongly these rebuttals to response skepticism are voiced, and by

whom. Complementary audience and focus group work are also
needed to assess how such arguments and counter-arguments are
received by different audiences with different values in different
countries and media contexts. “Prebunking” may also help pre-
pare audiences to critically assess misleading claims when
exposed to them®. Understanding, monitoring, and responding
to changing forms of climate skepticism remain a pressing
priority for research and action.

Methods

We took account of the various methods and concepts scholars have used to
measure the political identity of media outlets (e.g., story treatments, editorials and
opinion pieces, ownership, support for governments or political parties/individuals,
support for policy options, viewership/readership profiles, newsroom ideologies),
particularly across different countries3%4>570-72 Labeling is not straightforward: a
channel can be seen as “center-left” or “left-wing” because the general media
landscape is biased toward the right; or a media outlet, such as Globo TV in Brazil,
can be left-wing or progressive on social issues or the environment, but con-
servative on economic issues or opposition to left-wing political parties. We
recognize our labels are approximations. For Australia, the three channels we
classified as mainstream were ABC1 Sydney, Channel 7 Sydney, and Channel 9
Sydney; for Brazil, Globo, Record, and SBT; for Sweden, SVT1, SVT2 and TV4; for
the UK, BBC1, ITV and Channel 4; and for the USA, ABC, NBC and MSNBC (see
Table 1). In most cases, their reach and trust levels were very high compared to
other media brands. These are described in detail in the Supplementary Notes, as is
their general climate coverage.

Next, one “right-wing” channel was chosen for each country applying the criteria
of one or some of the following: the presence on air of regular right-wing com-
mentators, ownership by a known right-wing figure or organization, evidence for
consistent support for a particular right-wing party, policy or president, or a right-
wing composition to the channel’s audience. The reasons for our choice of the five
channels as “right-wing” can be found in the Supplementary Notes. The nature of
these right-wing channels, and their platforms, vary from country to country due to
the differing media environments and variety of platforms, and so span a range
where they could be placed along the spectrum of right-wing leanings. The case of
Brazil was complex, due to there being three major channels that offer strong
support for the former right-wing President, Jair Bolsonaro (namely, SBT, Rede
TV! and Record). However, we chose Rede TV! as our example of a right-wing
station due to the presence of a right-wing climate science skeptic who hosts a
regular opinion program.

We collected programs in all five countries on the day before the release of the
IPCC report (August 8, 2021), the day of the release (August 9), and the day after
(August 10). Several channels did not have any coverage on August 8 or 10. There
were some examples of very brief mentions of the report on August 8, but we
excluded these for being less than a minute. As far as we are aware, few programs
included much coverage of the IPCC report outside of these three dates. The
exception was three programs in Sweden on August 11, 13 and 23.

The full USA sample size for the three dates was 27 programs across the four
channels, equivalent to more than 20 h of programming. However, of these 27
programs, only 7 included coverage of the report (MSNBC: 3 out of 7 shows; NBC
and ABC, one of three shows each; Fox News 2 out of 14 shows), which were the
seven we analyzed. In the UK, we examined 9 evening news programs on BBC,
ITV, and C4, of which only 3 included coverage. In Brazil, we looked initially at 21
programs on 7 channels, but these were reduced to 12 programs on 4 channels of
which 4 had coverage; and in Sweden, 9 programs of which 4 were analyzed. So, for
these four countries, we looked at 66 programs on the main linear or cable
channels (a rough estimate would be 50 h of program content), before selecting
those which were substantively about the IPCC (at least a minute of coverage). The
method was slightly different for Australia due to the city-based nature of the
media, and the data collection tool chosen (Meltwater). Here, we chose three
Sydney-based channels (as having the largest population) where there was coverage
of the report on the same three days, but we did not include all mention of the
reports on those channels, just those which mentioned the IPCC during the pro-
grams near or during the peak evening viewing. Sky news was monitored sepa-
rately, and only those programs which mentioned the report were included. For
GBTV, we used relevant keywords via YouTube search to uncover relevant clips
from that time period as GBTV programs are not archived or accessible in the
database we used for the mainstream channels. For SwebbTV, we looked at the
programs that were explicitly about climate change on its website, as well as
viewing all regular news shows including those that covered climate.

Some were news-based programs, while others combined news and opinion. In
most cases, we chose programs broadcast at popular viewing times such as evening
news shows that command large audiences. For example, BBC News at Ten reg-
ularly has audiences of around 4 million, and is the second most-watched news
bulletin on UK television after BBC News at Six; Jornal Nacional has the largest
nightly audience of any station in Brazil at around 17 million in 2021, while
Channel 7, Channel 9 and ABC News together command nearly 80% of the free-to-
air television market in Australia.
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We based our analysis on watching the broadcasts of the relevant programs, sup-
ported by transcripts if available. The codebook was divided into two introductory
sections (A and B), then the three main areas of assessment mentioned above: the forms
of contestation, the presence on air of skeptics (by type and sector), and the relative
presence of contestation compared to other prominent discourses. It contained 44
binary variables (other than the formal variables giving details of each of the programs
monitored). In part C, the areas of contestation and discourses of delay were based
deductively on the typologies of climate delay discourses found in the literature dis-
cussed in the “Introduction” section, and particularly in Figure 1 found in refs. © and 1%,
and then inductively on an initial assessment of the presence of different arguments
found in our sample. These are found in Table 3.

In part D, in addition to the presence of skeptics, we assessed whether the mention
of skeptical thinking or their inclusion was sufficiently contextualized, for example, by
saying that these views were not representative of the global scientific consensus.

In part E, following the method used by previous studies’, the other discourses
were based deductively on the key IPCC official “messages,” and then amended
inductively based on a preliminary assessment of some of the programs. The term
“messages” is not used as a value-laden term implying normative action, but in the
sense of essential information for a journalist, policy maker or wider audience. The
sources for these messages were (a) the official IPCC press release”3, (b) the main
messages highlighted in the prepared statement by the IPCC chair Hoe-Sung Lee at
the press conference on August 9, and (c) the headline statements from the SPM#2,
In some cases, these messages are approximations rather than verbatim repro-
ductions. The ten discourses assessed are found in Table 2.

Discourses 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7 were based closely on the IPCC official key messa-
ging. Discourse 1 was based on the message from UN secretary-general, Antonio
Guterres’4. Discourse 6 about uncertainty was not highlighted in the key messa-
ging, but was present in much of the SPM. It was included as this has been picked
out by skeptical responses to IPCC reports in the past. Although WGI reports do
not include discussions about policy opportunities (discourse 8), we wanted to
assess the presence of such discourses given the debate in the communication
literature about the advantages of including more hopeful messaging’®. Examples
of the phrases evidencing these discourses during the television coverage can be
found in the codebook in the Supplementary Methods.

Eight coders (three for USA, two for the UK, and one each for the other three
countries) were used to test the coding of the programs. Two rounds of pilot coding
tests by all eight coders took place in order to reconcile any misunderstandings or
disagreements between the coders. The codebook was amended at each stage to
improve clarity and achieve more coder consistency. One program was then coded by
the eight coders to check acceptable results for coder reliability. The website http://
dfreelon.org/utils/recalfront/recal3/ was used. According to both Fleiss’ Kappa and
Krippendorff's Alpha, the overall score for the reliability test was 0.878 overall (and
95% for Kappa’s pairwise), which is regarded as well over the acceptable levels for
coder reliability. However, there were two variables (of the 44 where there was a binary
option) that showed substantial disagreement. The first was variable 13 on the presence
of general response skepticism and variable 13d on personal sacrifice (see Codebook
in Supplementary Methods), which both scored <0.5 according to Fleiss’ Kappa. In
both cases, the text of the codebook was discussed, clarified and re-written to ensure
more consistency in the coding on these two variables.

Despite these high scores for coder reliability, different country interpretations of
some of the variables may have affected our results. Other limitations were that we
assessed only the presence of the various discourses, and not their dominance or
salience®®. Also, an assessment of the images shown during the coverage of the
IPCC report would have given a complete picture of how the dominant discourses
were presented, but budgets and the limits on the length of articles submitted to
journals did not allow for their inclusion. Computational methods assessing a
greater number of program scripts in more countries could have given a wider
sample on which to base our findings. However, such methods would not match
the level of detail captured by the manual coding.

Data availability

The data sets providing the basis for Figs. 1-4 (i.e., number of articles for each category
along x-axis) can be found at https://figshare.com/articles/dataset/Global_mainstream_
television_coverage_of_lPCC_2021_report/21552780.
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