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Abstract
Animal agriculture is a major contributor to climate change, producing greenhouse emissions roughly equivalent 
to those of the transportation sector. As meat consumption is on the rise, so are the negative environmental 
impacts of livestock production. In August 2019, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published the 
Special Report on Climate Change and Land, emphasizing the need to cut back on livestock emissions and 
recommending options for adaptation. Despite scientific evidence and the urgency of the issue, media coverage 
and public awareness on the topic remain low. This study analyzes coverage from five major U.S. newspapers 
using quantitative and qualitative content analysis to uncover prominent narratives on the topic. From the 
publication of the IPCC report on August 8, 2019 to August 8, 2020, only 32 relevant articles were identified, 
indicating media coverage on the topic is low. After coding for narrative components in each article, including 
initiating impacts, responsible actors and solutions, four narratives were identified: We need to change the way 
we eat, eating meat is perfectly ethical, business solutions, and humanity has a range of options. 

I. Introduction
An increasingly urgent topic is how to best adapt to climate change (Harcourt et al., 2020). In August 

2019, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published the Special Report on Climate 
Change and Land, emphasizing the urgency to act and detailing land-related response options for adaptation 
and mitigation. One of these options is to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from livestock production. 
It is estimated that animal agriculture represents 14.5% of all human-induced emissions, roughly equivalent 
to emissions from the global transport sector (Kristiansen et al., 2020). As global meat consumption is 
expected to grow more than 70% by 2050, the impact of animal agriculture on the environment will increase 
(FAO, 2011). While many people are aware of GHG emissions from the transport and energy sectors, an 
awareness gap exists when it comes to livestock’s role in climate change (Kristiansen et al., 2020; Wellesley 
et al., 2015). Additionally, despite the abundance of research, reports, and suggested policy options regarding 
animal agriculture’s impact on the climate, there has been little, if any, policy implementation at the national or 
international level (Kristiansen et al., 2020). 
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The wider public is not informed by directly consuming scientific data and information on climate 
change. Rather, it is beliefs, values, media framing, and narratives that shape public understanding on the 
topic, and motivate or demotivate climate action (Hinkel et al., 2020; Mosca, 2020). Media coverage on the 
link between animal agriculture and climate change can contribute to public awareness, and can support 
related adaptations (Lee et al., 2012). However, little is known about how the media covers this connection 
(Kristiansen et al., 2020). As evidence between animal agriculture and anthropogenic climate change grows, a 
deeper understanding of the media’s role in portraying the linkage is necessary (Lee et al., 2012). This study 
seeks to explore U.S. media coverage of the connection between animal agriculture and climate change and 
identify prominent narratives on the topic.

II. Literature Review
Previous scholarship related to animal agriculture and climate change, media news coverage, and 

narrative theory are relevant to the current study.
Greenhouse gas emissions are released along the chain of animal agriculture and involve various 

responsible actors. Many processes are involved, from crop production, the conversion of land for pastures, 
and emissions from the digestive processes of animals, to the heating and cooling of farm buildings, the 
processing of animal products, and the transportation of products to the consumer (Wellesley et al., 2015). 
Because plant-based foods emit far less greenhouse gas than animal products, one solution that is commonly 
emphasized is a shift to plant-based diets (Kristiansen et al., 2020). In fact, dietary change is said to have 
transformative potential to deliver environmental benefits on a scale not achievable by producers (Poore & 
Nemecek, 2018). This is especially relevant in wealthy countries like the U.S., where meat consumption per 
capita is triple the global average (Poore & Nemecek, 2018). While dietary change is a realistic and effective 
option, widespread behavior change will be difficult to achieve given the narrow timeframe remaining to 
mitigate global warming (Poore & Nemecek, 2018). Kristiansen et al. (2020) note that aside from individual 
dietary change, we need to focus on issues like food waste and improvements in agricultural management 
and technologies, as well as government intervention.

Media Coverage 
Public understanding of climate change is greatly influenced by its depictions in the news media 

(Almiron & Zoppeddu, 2014). The more attention the media gives to an issue, the more likely it is to seem 
important to an audience, giving the amount of attention an issue gets an “agenda-setting” effect on audience 
members (Kristiansen et al., 2020). How often an issue is mentioned also affects people’s perception of 
risks and has influence in setting the political agenda (Harcourt et al., 2020). Research shows that animal 
agriculture’s contribution to climate change hasn’t been featured strongly in U.S. media coverage, thus 
contributing to low public awareness (Kevany, 2019; Kristiansen, 2020).

In addition to transmitting the importance of a topic to audiences, traditional media are trusted by 
the public to produce and transform its meaning (Kristiansen et al., 2020). Newspapers select what topics to 
include or omit and what elements of the story to focus the reader’s attention on, making them more than an 
objective reiteration of facts (Entman, 1993; Harcourt et al., 2020). 

Narrative Theory
Through the process of continually focusing on certain topics, specific narratives emerge as the 

most truthful to how society views itself and eventually are seen as the social norm and “preferable way 
forward” on an issue (Harcourt et al., 2020). The term “narrative” refers to structures of knowledge and 
storied ways of knowing (Paschen & Ison, 2014). A narrative model that is particularly relevant to the study 
of climate adaptation and communication is the archetypal narrative model of problem resolution. In this 
model, the narrative arc is created through the identification of a problem, a description of individuals or 
groups responding in some way, and a final resolution (Harcourt et al., 2020). This is relevant to traditional 
approaches of adaptation communication, in which information is presented in a form that typically identifies 
climate-related impacts causing disruptions, identifies responsible actors, and then offers a response to 
resolve or minimize the effects (Harcourt et al., 2020). 
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Narrative theory argues that stories not only convey knowledge but also create ways of knowing by 
using storytelling to debate and make decisions about how complex social issues should be responded to 
(Coulter et al., 2019). The theory suggests that human experiences, perceptions, and values are organized 
through “culturally specific plots and archetypal narrative structures,” and that using storytelling to recount 
an experience promotes learning through “the reflective reworking and developing of knowledge content” 
(Paschen & Ison, 2014, p. 1086). It is important to note that narrative theory doesn’t consider narratives 
to be stories that relay facts and truths. Narrative theory focuses more on social, historical, and cultural 
interpretations of the world, and on the diversity of voices and worldviews represented through narratives 
(Paschen & Ison, 2014). In the social sciences, narratives are described as “constructed nonfiction” (Mosca, 
2020).

How we “story” our relationship to the environment determines how we understand and engage 
with adaptation (Coulter et al., 2019). Narrative theory helps us to look at how climate information and 
adaptation policies are strategically framed or “storied,” and the effects this has on stakeholder acceptance 
and engagement (Paschen & Ison, 2014). In their ability to create a more understandable, “life-like” format 
out of complex scientific data, narratives and storytelling are useful to climate communication (Paschen & 
Ison, 2014). Narratives also give significance to interdependent events and actions, which may otherwise 
seem meaningless with no obvious connection (Bushell et al., 2017). Though narratives may frame an issue 
a certain way, they are differentiated from frames through their relationship to time (Bushell et al., 2017). 
Compared to frames, which highlight certain information and make it more salient in a text, narratives are 
thought by some to be more useful in studying climate communication because they explain why events are 
unfolding over time and what people can do to make sure they unfold a certain way in the future (Bushell et 
al., 2017; Entman, 1993).

It is important to note that different social actors tell different stories about climate adaptation, and 
portray central characters involved in climate change in varying ways, whether as heroes, victims, or villains 
(Bushell et al., 2017). These differing stories and ways of interpretation by diverse audiences can foster 
confusion and uncertainty about climate change, making arguments for adaptation less convincing (Bushell et 
al., 2017). Coulter et al. (2019) points out the importance of moving beyond the dominating scientific sphere 
of climate adaptation discussions to learn from less mainstream knowledge systems, such as Indigenous 
perspectives.

Research Questions
RQ1: What volume of coverage does the impact of animal agriculture on climate change receive?

RQ2: What are the most prominent narratives in US newspapers about the link between animal 
agriculture and climate change?

III. Methods
This study relies on content analysis to address how the link between animal agriculture and climate 

change is presented in U.S. media. Content analysis involves evaluating and systematically categorizing 
elements of media messages. It is especially useful in its ability to sort large amounts of material into smaller 
categories to make analysis more manageable (Rosenberry & Vicker, 2017).

The study’s data was collected from online news articles published by The New York Times, The 
Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, USA Today and The Washington Post. These organizations were 
chosen because they are among the most popular newspapers in the United States and represent a variety 
of political leanings. The New York Times, The Washington Post, and Los Angeles Times are considered to 
be left-leaning, while The Wall Street Journal is considered right-leaning and USA Today is seen as moderate 
(Boston University, 2021; Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2006).

The sample comprises 32 online news stories from the five organizations published over a year, 
from August 8, 2019 to August 8, 2020. The start date was chosen as it is the publication date for the Special 
IPCC Report on Climate Change and Land, which provides recommendations for reducing greenhouse gas 
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emissions from livestock production, such as changes to agricultural systems and dietary changes (IPCC, 
2019).  

This content analysis focused on articles that discuss livestock and animal agriculture and that make 
a connection to climate impacts. Stories were found combining the keywords “climate change” and “animal 
agriculture,” “climate change” and “livestock,” or “climate change” and “meat,” using a full text search on the 
Proquest database of each organization. Once the search was narrowed, 32 relevant articles were found 
across all five newspapers.

The study used both quantitative and qualitative content analysis. Quantitative data was collected 
by counting the number of stories covering the impact of animal agriculture on climate change that appeared 
on each platform, as well as narrative components including the number of different causes, responsible 
actors, and solutions. The researcher followed a systematic process, using a coding sheet to record the news 
organization, headline, date, narrative components, and additional notes. At the conclusion of coding, trends 
and themes were identified and comparatively analyzed to identify narratives. 

IV. Findings 
While the study originally intended to find about three articles per month for each news organization, 

the volume of coverage was lower than expected. Articles that only mentioned the connection of animal 
agriculture and climate change in one sentence were excluded because those with a stronger focus on the 
subject are more likely to leave a lasting impression on the reader. Once searches were filtered to exclude 
irrelevant articles, 35 articles remained. Overall, coverage was the highest in August (n=11) following the 
publication of the IPCC Special Report on Climate Change and Land. For the rest of the year, coverage 
dropped significantly, with most months featuring fewer than three articles on the subject. 

Out of the five organizations, The New York Times had the highest volume of coverage with 16 total 
articles. After September, The New York Times consistently had one relevant article per month, until June 
and July where it had zero coverage. The rest of the organizations went months without publishing an article 
on the subject. The Washington Post had the second highest volume of coverage, with eight total articles. 
Both the Los Angeles Times and USA Today had four total articles, and The Wall Street Journal had three. 
The higher volume of coverage in both The New York Times and The Washington Post may relate to the fact 
that these are considered left-leaning newspapers, and that climate change in general is seen as a “left-
wing” issue more of interest to readers of left-leaning publications (Kristiansen et al., 2020). Additionally, the 
decrease in articles following January 2020 corresponds with an overall drop in climate-coverage as coverage 
of the COVID-19 pandemic was prioritized (Lyytimäki et al., 2020). 

Initiating Impacts
Initiating impacts were coded based on what the articles identified as the impacts animal agriculture 

has on climate change. Multiple impacts could be coded per article. Most articles mentioned animal 
agriculture impacting climate change in general or having environmental impacts in general. While some 
of these articles also identified more specific impacts, many did not go into detail on specific impacts. The 
next most identified impact was that of deforestation as a result of land being cleared for livestock pastures, 
which was identified in 34% of articles. The threat to food security and water supply was mentioned in 20% 
of articles, and extreme weather events were mentioned in 14% of articles. Indirect impacts related to animal 
agriculture’s exacerbation of climate change were rarely mentioned, such as economic impacts, or disruptions 
to public transportation, which was mentioned in one article.
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Figure 1

Responsible Actors
Responsible actors include anyone with agency in the impact of animal agriculture on climate 

change. Several broad sectors were identified and coded for after analyzing the articles. Businesses refers to 
named companies, such as Tyson and Cargill who produce animal products. Consumers refer to those who 
buy and consume animal products, and any mention of human diets being responsible for climate change. 
Any general mention of the meat industry or the food production system was coded for as Food Producers. 
Governments include mention of any government or political actors who make decisions, debate, pass or 
enforce legislation that impact the issue. Farmers includes any mention of farmers or the farming sector in 
general, while Industrial Farms refer to the specific mention of large-scale industrial or factory farming. A large 
portion of articles didn’t explicitly attribute farmers or industrial farming to the cause of climate change, rather 
attributing the cause to agriculture or livestock in general. While it can be assumed that farmers are involved 
in agriculture and livestock maintenance, these attributions were not coded for because no specific actor was 
mentioned. 

Figure 2
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Consumers were by far the most mentioned, more than twice as much as most other actors. This 
result corresponds with previous research on the subject (Kristiansen et al., 2020). The diets of individuals 
and the appetite for meat were commonly referred to as causes of climate change. As noted in research by 
Kristiansen et al. (2020), it is interesting that consumers are blamed for climate change significantly more than 
governments, businesses, and industrial farms. It is recognized that despite the size of their emissions, large 
food and fertilizer companies still do not attract the same attention or criticism as do fuel and gas companies 
like Shell or BP (Kristiansen et al., 2020). It is also interesting that industrial, factory farms were not always 
mentioned when farmers were identified as responsible, and that they were mentioned significantly less than 
farmers in general. 

Solutions 
While analyzing the articles, 23 specific solutions were identified. These were then sorted into 

six broad categories. The most mentioned solutions included improvements to agricultural practices. 
Improvements to agricultural practices includes mentions of animal breeding and feeding modifications, 
planting trees, or halting deforestation, regenerative farming, new crop varieties, having fewer cattle/
livestock, raising livestock on pastures, and the general mention of “improved agricultural practices.” The 
second most mentioned solutions related to consumer behavior. This includes any mention of reducing 
meat/dairy consumption, eating a plant-based diet or more plant-based foods, going vegetarian or vegan, 
and reducing food waste. Similar to responsible actors, consumers are heavily called on to solve the issue. 
While agricultural practices are the most mentioned solution, this may be because there are more individual 
solutions related to agriculture than there are related to consumer behavior. Not only are consumers and 
farmers more likely to be blamed for the issue, but they are also called on to solve it significantly more than 
governments and businesses. 

After consumer behavior, the next most mentioned solutions related to alternative protein. This 
includes the production of plant-based meat alternatives, like Beyond and Impossible burgers, as well as 
mention of insect farming and eating insects for protein. The behavior of the meat-industry is another category 
of solutions, including the production of sustainable meat, the reduction of food waste from production, and 
sustainability commitments, such as Tyson’s “Coalition for Global Protein” which requires members to meet 
goals on environmental conservation. The Marketing category includes mentions of making sustainable 
food more appealing to consumers, whether it be making it taste more like meat or giving it an appealing 
description on the menu. Finally, the Regulations category, which was the least mentioned, includes any 
sort of government regulations, policies, or incentives. Solutions that were only mentioned once, but are still 
important, include having stronger leadership, and drawing from indigenous knowledge of land stewardship.

Figure 3
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Narratives
Through analysis of the most discussed impacts, responsible actors, and solutions, three primary 

narratives were identified, each of which had several prominent themes and frames.

We need to change the way we eat
A large portion of the articles focused on the recommendation that we need to change the way we 

eat. These articles typically responded to the general environmental impacts of animal agriculture, portraying 
consumers as the actors responsible for climate change and identifying consumer behavior as a primary 
solution. This narrative is focused on human diets and on consumers being an agent for change. Examples 
of putting the blame on consumers include statements such as, “We can’t seem to curb our meat appetite 
even knowing that huge swaths of the Amazon forest continue to be cut down to make room for more cattle to 
feed the demand for beef,” and “The food choices we make have helped drive the climate crisis.” Consumer 
responsibility for solving the issue is seen in arguments such as, “We cannot protect our environment while 
continuing to eat meat regularly,” “your lunch plate, and the choices you make about what goes on it, may 
just help save the planet,” and “eating fewer [cattle] is one of the most powerful steps an individual can take 
toward protecting the planet.” Other articles are even more critical with statements such as, “we should feel 
embarrassed and uncomfortable that people are going gaga for a mass-manufactured chicken sandwich.” 

The recommended solutions typically included eating less meat, such as a recommendation by the 
World Resource Institute for Americans to limit their red meat consumption to the equivalent of 1.5 burgers 
per week, as well as generally eating more plant-based, sustainable diets. Other recommendations include 
eating a bug-rich diet or limiting our food waste.

In articles emphasizing the need to eat less meat, a common theme was the discussion of making 
plant-based meat and sustainable food more appealing to satisfy the consumer who is responsible for 
the issue. The need for a plant-based meat that “satisfies meat cravings” is commonly emphasized. One 
article details the importance of “changing menu layouts, using appetizing language ... offering tastings and 
embracing other science-baked innovations to make the sustainable-food option attractive to diners.” In 
another article, the founder of Beyond Meat notes that he knew “the typical veggie burger wasn’t going to 
cut it” and details his commitment to making plant-based burgers “palatable to the mainstream” and “good 
enough to make anyone forget they weren’t eating meat.” An article about eating insects for protein notes that 
“many Americans may perceive bugs as revolting. But when sampled in familiar, delicious dishes, views often 
change.”

Another common way the “eat less meat” recommendation was framed was through defense over 
criticism of plant-based meat and vegan diets. These articles defended the need to change the way we eat 
by calling out those who are critical of the recommendation. This includes defense against claims that plant-
based meats are highly processed and unhealthy, with articles arguing that plant-based meat is “nothing 
compared with the E. coli or salmonella poisoning you can get from regular meat” and emphasizing the 
environmental costs to eating cows. Another article, titled “Stop Mocking Vegans” points out that it is widely 
acceptable to make fun of vegans and argues that we should pay them more respect because vegans are 
“irrefutably on the right side of history.”

Eating meat is perfectly ethical
While a primary narrative among the articles was a need to change the way we eat, a sort of counter-

narrative emerged in many articles that were critical of this recommendation. These articles made claims 
that red meat is “vilified,” that it is not bad for climate change, that vegetarianism is just a form of “virtue 
signaling” or that you don’t need to change your diet if you eat sustainable meat. Being “shamed” for eating 
meat was commonly referenced in these articles. For example, “we’ve all been steak-shamed before,” 
“instead of shaming people for eating hamburgers, let’s ramp up agricultural R&D,” and “don’t let vegetarian 
environmentalists shame you for eating meat.” These articles typically criticized the recommendation to 
eat less meat, arguing that vegetarian and vegan diets aren’t that effective at fighting climate change, that 
“vegetarianism is not the environmental solution it’s sold as.” The narrative argues that meat production is a 
minor contributor to our greenhouse gas levels, one article takes the blame off the U.S. noting that “in other 
countries it may have a higher impact.” Other articles are less critical of the “eat less meat” recommendation 
but are still skeptical. One article notes that until people are truly ready to reduce dairy consumption or the 
consumption of higher-end beef cuts like steak, “it seems unlikely that any of the changes with respect to 
ground beef will make a significant environmental difference in the near future.” 
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The solutions these articles recommend instead of eating less meat include investing more in 
agricultural research and development to improve agricultural practices, sharing our advancements with other 
countries, and eating “humanely raised and less environmentally destructive meat.” The articles emphasize 
that you can still eat meat while protecting and improving the environment. 

Business solutions
A portion of the articles were focused on business solutions from different actors. These articles 

responded to various environmental impacts and typically focused on ways specific actors are attempting 
to mitigate or solve these impacts. The articles in this narrative feature one specific actor/sector and a 
specific business or technological solution. They are less focused on the consumer’s responsibility. These 
articles include features on meat and food producers such as Tyson and Nestle, restaurants like Burger 
King, farmers, and alternative protein companies, who aren’t responsible actors but are still posing business 
solutions. One article emphasizes this need for “the whole industry, from farmers, meat suppliers, and other 
brands” to come together and collectively reduce emissions.

Several articles focus on farmers and their solutions or technologies that could help farmers reduce 
emissions. For example, articles mention farmers using biodigesters to turn cow manure into natural gas. 
Other articles mention changing cow diets by adding foods like seaweed or lemon grass that would result in 
cows producing less methane. 

Multiple articles focused on major food producers and their efforts to address environmental impacts. 
One article features Tyson Foods, the world’s second largest processor of chicken, beef, and pork. Tyson has 
been criticized for having a “supersized climate footprint” and for dumping more toxic waste into the nation’s 
water than any other agribusiness, but the article emphasizes its new commitment to sustainability (Institute 
for Agriculture & Trade Policy, 2017; Rumpler, 2016). The article for The Wall Street Journal details Tyson’s 
new “Coalition for Global Protein” which aims to align meat and protein companies around a common set of 
goals to reduce their environmental impacts. It is noted in the article that consumers are willing to pay more 
for sustainable brands. Another article quotes a spokeswoman from Tyson saying their plant-based chicken 
nuggets are “really about the business opportunity.” Another article features Nestle, the world’s largest food 
company. Nestle has been criticized for draining public water supplies and reselling it as bottled water and 
for being one of the worst polluters of plastic (Walker, 2015; Wheeler, 2019). The article mentions Nestle’s 
commitment to the environment and identifies Nestle’s new vegan cheeseburger as its “entry into the veggie 
burger arms race.” This article also points out that consumers base buying decisions on whether they believe 
brands are kind to the environment.

Plant-based meat companies were commonly featured, as were insect farms and companies. 
Challenges faced by these companies are frequently focused on. For example, one article notes that a 
challenge to Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods is “the meat industry’s deep pockets.” One article notes 
that Impossible Foods has struggled making the transition from start-up to major company. Another article 
focuses on the challenges the two companies face trying to enter the Chinese market, noting that China 
presents a set of “political and cultural hurdles” and referring to the regulatory process as daunting and 
complex. Regulatory hurdles are also a challenge to the insect protein industry as one article notes they 
have “hampered its growth in Europe and the United States.” Despite the challenges, the profitability of these 
solutions is commonly highlighted. “The companies are looking to make inroads in a potentially even more 
profitable market,” one article explains about Beyond Meat and Impossible Foods. “Ralphs said the Beyond 
Burger became the chain’s No. 1 packaged patty, with sales through the end of September up more than 40% 
over last year,” notes another article which also points out the company’s founder has a worth of “close to 
$400 million” and quotes him saying “I have no problem with what I am doing within capitalism.”

Humanity has a range of options
Rather than focusing on specific solutions like eating less meat or on specific actors, a large portion 

of the articles told a more holistic story. These articles typically focused on the IPCC Special Report, detailing 
the variety of causes, solutions and actors involved. These articles were balanced in their coverage of 
different actors and solutions. A common theme among these articles was emphasizing that we have a range 
of solutions. “Humanity has a surprising range of options,” one article states. “There are many opportunities 
to create win-wins in the ways we use the land,” “there are a myriad of ways to achieve this,” other articles 
stress. These articles are careful not to emphasize one solution over the other, often noting that the eat less 
meat recommendation is not the only solution, without discounting its importance as other articles did. There 
is a recognition that eating less meat isn’t plausible for everyone because animal protein is “vital nourishment 
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for a hungry child” and important for “millions of people in places where protein is scarce,” and that it is an 
important part of people’s cultural heritage. However, these articles don’t argue that eating less meat isn’t 
effective.

This narrative calls on everyone to be a part of the solution, noting that “cooperation is key” and that 
humanity must “take every available action, at all levels of society.” There is also a sense of urgency in this 
narrative, with many articles stressing that we need to implement solutions and act now, that “there are high 
returns for early action” and that “we don’t have any time left.” Similar to other narratives, challenges to the 
solutions are highlighted. Articles recognize that solving these issues is complicated and that certain solutions 
have the potential to “complicate the picture,” by putting more demand on land and increasing food prices. 
There is a call to “think about things that would help us avoid these tradeoffs.” 

V. Discussion
 Based on the volume of coverage from August 2019 to August 2020, it is clear that the link between 
animal agriculture and climate change is not featured strongly in media. Over the course of the year, only 32 
relevant articles were identified across five major news organizations, roughly a third of which were published 
within the month following the publication of the IPCC report. One explanation for inadequate coverage in 
popular news organizations’ main outlets is that the topic is being covered in more niche markets, such as 
reporting from environmental nonprofits. Kristiansen et al. (2020) suggest that low coverage on the topic 
could relate to the belief that dietary change and changes to the farming sector are harder to sell to the 
public than changes to the energy and transport sectors. Kevany (2019) points out that close ties between 
U.S. agribusiness interests and politics could play a role in low coverage. Both Kristiansen et al. (2020) and 
Kevany (2019) note newsroom bias may influence coverage as well, as animal proteins are a part of most 
people’s daily food routine and there is an unwillingness to change those habits. Research shows only 6 
percent of Americans say they eat mostly vegan or vegetarian (Funk & Kennedy, 2016). The underreporting 
of livestock’s impact on climate change is likely a contributing factor to low public awareness on the issue.
 In the narrative analysis, the most mentioned impacts were rising temperatures and “environmental 
impacts” in general. Other commonly mentioned impacts were deforestation and threats to food and water 
supplies. Compared to other studies on adaptation narratives, where narratives were initiated by specific 
impacts like flooding or extreme weather, the narratives identified in this study did not respond to any one 
specific impact, instead focusing more on the general fact that animal agriculture creates environmental 
impacts and leads to global warming. While these broad impacts do pose serious long-term threats to 
humanity, research shows that people are more influenced by direct experience and immediate demands 
rather than vicarious experiences or abstract data. Moser (2009) points out that temporally and spatially 
distant climate impacts are easily overshadowed by immediate physical needs, professional demands, 
economic necessities, and social obligations. Aside from one mention of threats to public transportation, 
and the mention of extreme weather or threats to food security, newspapers rarely mentioned impacts that 
were of a direct or immediate threat to people. This reinforces the idea that people see climate change as an 
ambiguous, ignorable problem (Kluger, 2018; Moser, 2009). 
 Even though climate impacts were not portrayed as directly or immediately threatening to people, 
consumers were still commonly called upon to solve the issue and were identified as being the main 
contributors to it. As mentioned in the literature review, dietary change is said to have the potential to 
deliver environmental benefits on a scale not achievable by producers. However, previous research has 
noted the need for media discussion to restore the balance of available solutions away from solely the 
individual consumer (Kristiansen et al., 2020). Climate change communications is often criticized for its 
“individualization” of environmental issues and solutions, promoting individual behavior change rather than 
socio-economic practices and political engagement (Harcourt et al., 2020; Kristiansen et al., 2020). Focusing 
too much on consuming our way out of environmental problems ignores the need to question institutions, 
and work collectively to promote change (Kristiansen et al., 2020; Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). Sbicca (2018) 
questions whether we can really challenge the systemic issues plaguing our food systems by relying on 
initiatives of consumer choice. Compared to other narratives which focus heavily on consumers or on 
business solutions, the “range of options” narrative portrays a balance of responsible actors and solutions and 
emphasizes the urgency of the issue. 
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VI. Conclusion
This study sought to identify the volume of media coverage on the link between animal agriculture 

and climate change, and to undercover prominent narratives on the topic by identifying initiating impacts, 
responsible actors, and proposed solutions. The results show that there was very low coverage on the issue, 
which may be a contributing factor in low public awareness. Consumers were mentioned the most as being 
responsible for the issue, typically in regard to eating meat, while the responsibility of governments and 
corporations was far less frequently mentioned. Similarly, consumer behavior was among the most mentioned 
solutions, second to improvements in agricultural practices. Based on these findings, “we need to change the 
way we eat” was the first narrative identified. In relation to this was a counter narrative arguing that “eating 
meat is perfectly ethical” and can even protect the environment. The fact that there is no one agreed upon 
story may cause confusion about climate change and may ultimately make arguments for adaptation sound 
less convincing, as noted by Bushell et al. (2017).

The narratives identified imply that consumers play a large role in animal agriculture’s impact on 
climate change. These results are consistent with research that suggests dietary change is one of the most 
influential solutions to the issue. They are also consistent with research noting that there is a trend towards 
an individualization of environmental responses, which allows the public to ignore much-needed systemic 
change. 

When it comes to climate adaptation, a necessity to move beyond the scientific sphere and learn 
from less mainstream knowledge systems is noted in the scholarly literature. The articles from this study 
suggest though that “less mainstream” sources of knowledge are rarely, if at all, drawn upon in climate 
communications. Rather, information was typically sourced from scientists or from businesses, like the owners 
of Beyond Meat or Tyson. Drawing from other sources of knowledge has the potential to introduce new and 
valuable perspectives, such as those from Indigenous people who are known for their flexibility and creativity 
in responding to environmental challenges (Petzold et al., 2020; United Nations, 2021).  

It is important to note several limitations of this study. One major limitation was the small sample 
size of articles. Future research could examine several years’ worth of coverage and include additional 
news organizations in the analysis. It would also be valuable to extend the analysis to countries outside the 
U.S. Additionally, newspaper coverage only provides a partial view of discourse on the topic, and it would 
be interesting to examine how other organizations and institutions communicate the issue. It would also 
be valuable to conduct qualitative research interviewing journalists on the obstacles to reporting on animal 
agriculture and climate change, or interviewing people on their responses to these narratives and information.
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