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Public perception of climate change 
issues can be a determinant for the 
support of sustainability policies1 
and the adoption of sustainable 
lifestyles.2  Recent studies indicate a 
gap between scientific consensus and 
public perception in the U.S. on climate 
change.3  Media representation of 
climate change issues has been cited 
as a contributor to this discrepancy.4   
This project seeks to investigate 
the information environment and 
information behaviors associated with 
climate change among college students. 
A content analysis was performed to 
explore the news media coverage of 
climate change and another study was 
conducted to survey students’ seeking 
and sharing information behaviors about 
climate change. To further understand 
the role of cultural differences, both 
studies were administered in China and 
the U.S.

Study 1: Media Content on Climate 
Change5 

Media content has been recognized 

as an important contributor to public 
perception of climate change issues.6  
The theory of Agenda Setting6   posits 
that media coverage of an issue is 
associated with perceived issue salience 
among the public, especially when the 
public has limited personal experience 
with the issue.8  One example of such 
issues is climate change. Climate change 
is considered an impersonal threat that 
is not readily associated with personal 
negative consequences.9  This public 
perception of climate change risks has 
been observed in samples in both the 
U.S. and the U.K.10  Based on the theory 
of Agenda Setting, media coverage may 
serve as a determinant in terms of how 
much importance the public places on 
climate change issues.

In addition, the second level Agenda 
Setting suggests that the attributes of an 
issue that are highlighted by the media 
also enjoy greater perceived prominence 
among the public.11  In Study 1, we 
focused on the blame frame – the 
attribution of causes and responsibilities 
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for climate change – as represented in 
media content. A recent study found 
that an individual’s support for different 
types of climate change policies 
depends on his/her thoughts about the 
causes of and responsibilities for climate 
change.12  Since the media tell people 
“what to think about,”13 it is important 
to investigate the media coverage of 
climate change.

To examine media coverage, we 
conducted a content analysis of elite 
print media – the New York Times and 
the Washington Post for the U.S. sample, 
and the People’s Daily and the Beijing 
News for the Chinese sample – published 
from 2007 to 2011. Elite print media 
content was selected because of the 
power of inter-media agenda setting14  

and the linkage between print media 
use and knowledge.15  The coverage 
tone, information sources, attribution of 
causes, attribution of responsibilities to 
find solutions, climate change impacts, 
and impact time frames were recorded 
by four trained coders with good inter-
coder reliability.

Except for the Cancun Agreement, 
similar coverage patterns were observed 
between the U.S. coverage and the 
Chinese coverage (see Figure 1). 
However, when we took a closer look at 
the content of coverage, we found that 
the U.S. newspapers were more likely to 
feature economic impacts and costs of 
climate change and possible solutions 
and relied also on expert sources while 
the Chinese newspapers cited more 

government sources.  

Also, the results show that newspapers 
from both countries exhibited self-
serving biases: that is, a tendency to 
associate negative images with others 
and positive ones with self. When 
mentioning the causes of climate 
change, newspapers were prone to 
link causes to countries other than 
their home country. Still, compared 
to the Chinese counterparts, the U.S. 
newspapers were more likely to mention 
the U.S. when covering the causes of 
climate change. Another characteristic 
of U.S. coverage was the emphasis 
placed on dispositional factors: that is, 
the internal qualities that cause climate 
change. Instead of the contextual factors, 
the U.S. newspapers tended to focus on College Students and Clim

ate Change Inform
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Figure 1.  Coverage Patterns of Climate Change on the US and Chinese Newspapers
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factors that can be controlled internally, 
such as greenhouse gas emission.  As for 
the attribution of responsibility to find a 
solution to climate change, no significant 
difference was found between the two 
countries. However, the Chinese sample 
did have more coverage on solutions.

Such cross-national differences in media 
content of climate change may result 
from culture, journalistic norms, and 
the media system16 and may contribute 
to how people perceive and act on the 
risk of climate change. We attempted to 
detail the process in the Study 2.      

Study 2: Climate Change Information 
Seeking17

Information seeking has been identified 
as a common coping strategy when 
people face threats.18 In response to the 
risks associated with climate change, 
some, but not all, people actively seek 
information,19 while other people 
deliberately avoid relevant information.20  
Previous studies have indicated 
that a person’s information seeking 
efforts predict his/her climate change 
knowledge, in terms of accuracy and 
complexity.21   Moreover, such seeking 
efforts determine the relationship 
between media use and knowledge 
level.22   Because knowledge about 
climate change has been linked to 
concerns about issues and support for 
relevant policies,23  we dedicated Study 
2 to information seeking/avoidance 
related to climate change.

The study sampled 736 undergraduate 
students in two universities in the U.S. 
and 645 from two Chinese universities. 
Applying the Risk Information Seeking 
and Processing model (RISP),24  
information insufficiency, informational 
subjective norms, behavioral beliefs 
about seeking, negative affect, and 
seeking capacity were assessed with 
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online survey methods. As expected, 
these factors predicted the information 
seeking intent and the RISP model 
explained well the data from both 
countries. 

Despite a good model fit, the results 
suggested that some factors are not 
as influential to information seeking 
intent in the Chinese sample as the U.S. 
counterparts: environmental attitudes, 
risk perceptions, negative affect, 
information insufficiency, and behavioral 
beliefs.  Specifically, the U.S. sample 
demonstrated a greater anthropocentric 
attitude which is negatively related to 
risk perceptions. On the other hand, in 
the Chinese sample, the relationship 
between anthropocentric attitude and 
risk perceptions was positive. 

After observing similarities and 
differences in information seeking and 
processing behaviors between China 
and the U.S., we turned our attention to 
another aspect of information behavior 
– sharing information about climate 
change. 

Study 3: Climate Change Information 
Sharing25  

Sharing information among college 
students may be a promising domain in 
communication about climate change. 
First, communication technology and 
new media have facilitated the speed of 
information sharing and deepened the 
impacts of shared information. College 
students are considered an important 
segment of users of communication 
technology and new media. Also, studies 
have showed that information from a 
source that is similar to the recipient 
is more persuasive.26  For these two 
reasons, information sharing behavior 
among college students was further 
examined in Study 3.
The study employed the same 
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samples as Study 2. Similar factors 
were measured and analyzed but the 
dependent variable was information 
sharing. It was found that while social 
and individual factors predicted climate 
change information sharing among the 
U.S. participants, the only significant 
predictor of information sharing in the 
Chinese sample was social motivations.

Conclusion

This project profiles the media coverage 
of climate change and identifies factors 
which contribute to active information 
consumption among students. The 
findings of this project can advance 
our understanding of young people’s 
interaction with information about 
climate change, which may provide 
insights into sustainability initiatives on 
campus.   
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