
How do journalists 
portray extreme events 
and climate change? 

Shannon Osaka
Climate Zeitgeist Reporter
The Washington Post



The media’s role in communicating climate change



Frames/phases of climate journalism on extreme 
weather
● Phase 1: “No individual weather event 

can be linked to climate change” 

● Phase 2: EEA new, cutting-edge science 
– w/ caveats

● Phase 3 [now]: EEA widely reported –
but some readers disengaged



Phase 1: Attribution impossible

“[N]o individual weather event can properly be said to have been ‘caused’ by 
global warming.” – Paul Krugman, NYT, 2011

“That said, scientists are reluctant to attribute any specific weather event to 
global warming.” – John Schwartz et al., NYT, 2011

“And yet trying to attribute specific hurricanes to changes in global temperature 
remains quite difficult.” – Brad Plumer, Washington Post, 2012



Phase 2: Attribution new, uncertain
Osaka et al., 2020: Media Representation 
of Extreme Event Attribution: A Case 
Study of the 2011–17 California Drought
(Weather , Climate, and Society)

- Media coverage largely featured 
“uncertainty” framing; most uncer tainty was 
“lack of consensus” framing or  “expansion of 
the problem domain” – experts saying fur ther  
research needed. 

- Twenty-two of 26 ar ticles with attr ibution as 
a major  or  minor  topic (about 85%) included 
disagreement or  uncer tainty.



Phase 2: Attribution new, uncertain
“One of three studies examining the California drought in 2013 found that the kind of 
high -pressure systems that blocked winter storms last year have increased with global 
warming. But another study concluded that a longterm rise in sea surface temperatures 
in the western Pacific did not contribute substantially to drought.” — LA Times, 2014. 

‘‘The drought is consistent with what can happen with natural variability,’’ said the 
study’s lead author, Richard Seager . . . But some scientists, including Michael E. Mann, 
a climate scientist at Pennsylvania State University, said the report had understated the 
impact of warming.” — New York Times, 2014



Phase 3: Rapid attribution mainstream (in some outlets)



Phase 3: Rapid attribution mainstream (in some outlets)

● Rapid attribution commonly covered, known and understood by most 
climate journalists

● Still not universal – more conservative leaning outlets almost never 
cover attribution studies 



But … 

● For our audience, attribution alone no 
longer attracts much reader engagement 
or interest

● Serves more as an input into larger 
stories than as a detail in a standalone 
story

● Journalists often looking for conflictand 
new frames– EEA doesn’t always fit those 
stor ies



Key skills for journalists/scientists
● Journalists and scientists can explain the variables/time windows/analysis type for each 

EEA study – and why different studies might come to different conclusions 

● Rapid, collaborative studies can reduce uncertainty framings

● Impact EEA can add new frames and interest to readers

● Visual journalism more and more popular – can help readers understand concepts in a 
new way

● Journalists also have to decide – how much is this adding value to my audience? And is 
this how I should use my limited time? 
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