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Visual Depictions of Climate Change:  

A Pilot Study of the Online Editions of Three Newspapers from 2009 to 2013 

 

Abstract 

A content analysis was conducted of photos, infographics, and maps that depicted climate 

change in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and USA Today from 2009 to 

2013. This pilot study revealed that all three publications featured photographs of a 

variety of people affected by climate change, ranging from politicians and 

environmentalists to tourists and climate refugees. Although other scholars have found 

that images of climate change usually depict distant places, most of the visuals in this 

pilot study showed locations in the United States. The visuals focused on the impact that 

climate change has on society more than on climate policy and climate skepticism. Most 

of the photographs in the three newspapers came from wire services. 

 

Keywords: climate change, global warming, The New York Times, newspapers, 

photographs, USA Today, The Wall Street Journal 

 

Introduction 

In fall 2013 the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

verified the existence of a warming climate (Stocker & Qin, 2013). Despite its 

immediacy, climate change is an abstract issue for many people (DiFrancesco & Young, 

2011). Because changes occur slowly over long periods of time, the effects can be as 

subtle as slightly warmer winters. Even in places where the effects are pronounced, such 
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as the drought-stricken Southwest, the realization that climate change is happening is not 

obvious to everyone. People have to know what to look for in order to recognize the 

effects on their own lives. 

The media play a key role in disseminating news about the environment to the 

public. The effects of climate change, however, can be challenging to grasp just by 

reading or watching the news (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2012). Millions of Americans open 

their newspapers every morning, look at Web pages, or turn on the evening newscast 

without grasping the full picture of climate change in their own backyard. One reason is 

that most media visuals associated with climate change depict distant places (Höijer, 

2010). A photo of a malnourished African child standing on cracked ground, for example, 

symbolizes climate-related drought (Lester & Cottle, 2009). As a result, images of polar 

bears on melting ice caps in Greenland and refugees of a typhoon in the Philippines 

dominate the media and become synonymous with climate change (O’Neill, Boykoff, 

Niemeyer, & Day, 2013).  

The purpose of this pilot study is to examine how the three largest-circulation 

U.S. newspapers—The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street Journal—

visually presented climate change to the public between 2009 and 2013. This five-year 

period yielded 200 images—a manageable number for analysis. Photographs, 

illustrations, and maps were chosen for study because they are the most common types of 

visuals used in mainstream media (Domke, Perlmutter, & Spratt, 2002). The content, 

impact, emotional appeal, and frame of each visual was examined, along with the 

frequency of similar images. Cartoons were not included because they appear 

independent of articles and require a different type of analysis.  
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Visuals are as important as text in telling the story of climate change. Images are 

often the only thing that busy readers take the time to look at (Althaus & Tewksbury, 

2000). Visuals help verify the accuracy of stories and clear up uncertainties in the text 

(Domke, Perlmutter, & Spratt, 2002), yet less time is devoted to choosing appropriate 

visuals than to writing and editing the accompanying text (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2000). 

Newspaper photo editors are usually on a tight deadline and must choose images at the 

last minute to illustrate the story (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992).   

Most studies of media portrayals of climate change focus on the emotional impact 

of photographs and the risk analysis factor associated with images (Smith & Leiserowitz, 

2012). By examining the content, impact, emotional appeal, and frame of each visual, this 

pilot study will offer insights into the visual information that three influential U.S. 

newspapers presented to the public about climate change.  

 

Literature Review 

Media Portrayals of Climate Change  

Research about media portrayals of climate change has focused on both the short-

term and the long-term effects that images have on people’s emotions and lifestyle 

choices. The visuals that accompany stories influence the way people think about a 

changing climate (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992). Climate change is 

portrayed differently depending on the medium. For the most part, visuals create a feeling 

among many Americans that climate change is happening and has dangerous implications 

(Joffe, 2008), but they do not feel concerned enough to change their lifestyle or pay for 
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mitigation efforts (Leiserowitz, 2006). In other words, Americans have a high sense of 

urgency about climate change but a low sense of action (DiFrancesco & Young, 2011).  

Newspaper photos and graphics have the power to distance people from an issue 

or bring them closer to it (Marx, Weber, Orlove, Leiserowitz, Krantz, Roncoli, & 

Phillips, 2007). Effective visualization of climate change relies on images that are 

personally relevant, scientifically accurate, attention grabbing, tailored for the target 

audience, and instructive with a clear message (Nicholson-Cole, 2005). People tend to 

read stories that grab their attention, which are often articles accompanied by photos or 

graphics. Although both images and text in newspapers are important in telling a story, 

visuals have a longer lasting impact on readers (Coleman & Wasike, 2004). Visuals have 

strong emotional connotations and are easier to remember than text. When individuals 

process the nonverbal component of newspapers, they are more likely to recall and think 

critically about issues (Coleman & Wasike, 2004).  

Photos can serve as representations of particular events, which leads certain 

images to become iconic. These images are published or aired repeatedly and have an 

emotional impact (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992), but they are not 

necessarily an accurate representation of complex issues such as climate change.  

Repeated used of a photo of a polar bear on a melting iceberg, for example, leads people 

to believe that climate change is happening to animals in Greenland. In reality, climate 

change is taking place close to home as well, but the media rarely show photos of plants, 

animals that live near humans, and people experiencing climate change (Boykoff & 

Boykoff, 2007).  
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The news media tend to portray the environment and people as under threat, 

which encourages public acknowledgment of the seriousness of climate change (Domke, 

Perlmutter, & Spratt, 2002). Lester and Cottle (2009), however, recommend that the 

media be wary of placing too much emphasis on the power of the visual alone to 

“galvanize sentiments” and mobilize mitigation efforts (p. 14).  

 

Emotional Aspects of Imagery  

The emotional aspect of climate change imagery can influence the manner in 

which people think about the issue. According to American philosopher Richard Rorty, 

“It is pictures rather than propositions, metaphors rather than statements, which 

determine most of our philosophical convictions” (Quoted in DiFrancesco & Young, 

2011, p. 518). Although images illustrate only one part of an issue, people can better 

relate to and understand this smaller segment. Images can reduce the complexity of a 

situation by blending fact and emotion, engaging audiences, and adding a narrative thread 

to the accompanying text (DiFrancesco & Young, 2011). Images can also add an element 

of reality to a crisis, disaster, or scenario that the reader is removed from. Images of 

climate change can evoke feelings of fear, hope, guilt, compassion, and nostalgia. Visuals 

can make foreign concepts familiar by adding a realistic element and tapping into human 

emotions (Höijer, 2010).  

Many images evoke emotional responses because of their vivid content (Domke, 

Perlmutter, & Spratt, 2002). For example, a picture of someone who lost a home during 

Hurricane Katrina is more likely to stick with readers than a statistic about the number of 

people displaced during the storm. The way a person understands an image, however, can 
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be distorted by visuals that misrepresent the subject (Smith & Joffe, 2009). Photos of 

Indonesian children playing in floodwaters after Typhoon Haiyan, an extreme weather 

event linked to climate change, have the potential to create an emotional distance from 

the problem, which in reality is occurring in people’s backyards (Schiermeier, 2013).    

Vivid, concrete information has greater influence on what people infer from 

visuals than does abstract, technical information (Leiserowitz, 2006). For example, it is 

easier to understand the scale of an earthquake by looking at a photo of the aftermath 

rather than by reading an explanation of where the earthquake fell on the Richter scale. 

Affective imagery informs people’s attitudes by allowing them to navigate through 

uncertainties such as climate change by categorizing things as positive or negative. 

Affective imagery encompasses the sights, sounds, smells, and ideas associated with 

positive and negative affect or feelings that have resulted from learning and experience 

(Slovic, Finucane, Peters, & MacGregor, 2004). 

It is important to distinguish between natural impact visuals, such as melting 

glaciers that are disconnected from daily life, and human impact visuals, which show 

suffering and loss (Lester & Cottle, 2009). These two types of images have different 

effects on the reader. Nerlich and Jaspal (2013) found that images of flooding, drought, 

heat, hurricanes, ice, and rising sea levels convey certain underlying assumptions, 

meanings, conceptualizations, and messages. For example, an image of a Pakistani 

mother holding her two children above knee-deep water shows the children smiling and 

appearing to have just gone for a swim. The message: Although they are in the midst of a 

flood, they are moving on with their lives. Images like this do not convey compassion 

because the protagonists do not appear to need help. Drought images shown in the media 
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tend to be abstract, such as cracked earth void of humans, plants, or animals (Lester & 

Cottle, 2009). Nerlich and Jaspal (2013) concluded that such images send the message 

that humans are powerless to safeguard life on the planet.  

Most images that illustrate climate change have negative emotional meanings. 

The images of extreme weather studied by Nerlich and Jaspal (2013) conveyed fear, 

helplessness, vulnerability, and, in some cases, guilt and compassion. The researchers 

found that these images depicted scenes far from the readers of Western newspapers. 

Ultimately, appealing to fear of disaster can cause denial and paralysis instead of positive 

behavioral change. Because extreme weather symbolizes threat, fear, and vulnerability, 

these images are not likely to have favorable outcomes for mitigation.  

Natural impact visuals of things like melting glaciers, rising sea levels, and 

disastrous weather extremes reinforce the way people imagine climate change and 

become associated with a phenomenon as a result of widespread use (Marx, Weber, 

Orlove, Leiserowitz, Krantz, Roncoli, & Phillips, 2007). This association highlights the 

connection between media representation and cultural understanding of climate change. 

Although climate change affects some places more severely than others, the media should 

depict all places equally to avoid skewing the issue toward certain geographic areas, such 

as the Seychelles or Canada (Marx, Weber, Orlove, Leiserowitz, Krantz, Roncoli, & 

Phillips, 2007). Human activities all over the world contribute to climate change, 

especially in developed and developing countries such as the United States, China, India, 

and Brazil. The frequent use of imagery that shows natural impact visuals (e.g., melting 

iceberg) and human impact visuals (e.g., climate refugees) has created a false assumption 

that climate change only has consequences for certain demographics.  



Visual Depictions of Climate Change in Three Newspapers 8 

Americans increasingly associate global warming with “naysayer imagery,” or 

negative images (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2012). Negative images depict anything from 

suffering to grief and despair. They could reflect a conservative’s anger at U.S. climate 

policies and the recent polarization of climate change (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2012). The 

political divide in the U.S. between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party has 

isolated conservative readers and created questions in their minds about the causes of 

climate change and what, if anything, should be done.  

 

Risk Assessment Associated with Climate Change 

Only a handful of peer-reviewed articles focus on risk perception as it pertains to 

climate change. The way people perceive climate change can compel or constrain 

political, economic, and social action to address particular risks. This perception helps 

explain why the visual representation of climate change is important. People gather and 

process information from the media when deciding the degree of importance of an issue 

(Leiserowitz, 2005). In turn, the degree of importance informs public policy because 

action is not taken on things that are not perceived as a priority.  

Risk perception is important in the U.S. because it is home to 5 percent of the 

world’s population, yet it is one of the largest emitters of carbon dioxide in the world 

(Leiserowitz, 2005). Carbon dioxide, a heat-trapping gas, contributes to 25 percent of 

global emissions (Leiserowitz, 2005). In addition, U.S. presidents have consistently been 

at odds with other world leaders about the seriousness of climate change and the need for 

action (Leiserowitz, 2005). Americans perceive moderate levels of risk associated with 

climate change, yet they oppose carbon tax proposals (Leiserowitz, 2006).  
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Leiserowitz (2003) concluded that Americans have a broad but shallow risk 

perception of global warming. They are aware of climate change and concerned about the 

threats, including extreme weather and food scarcity, but they are not well versed in the 

topic. Most imagery of the effects of climate change, however, is presented in a 

disconnected manner, so people rarely discuss the issue with their social network or the 

relevance of visual content to their lives. People are physically, emotionally, and socially 

disconnected from the subjects in a photo because they are not relevant. Although 

Americans support national and international policy to limit emissions of greenhouse 

gases, they oppose higher energy or gasoline prices. They do not engage in many 

behaviors to mitigate climate change, such as using solar energy or taking public 

transportation. Leiserowitz (2003) wrote that Americans are in a “wishful thinking” stage 

of opinion formation, meaning they have not yet fully considered the trade-offs necessary 

to stabilize levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. A lack of understanding of 

climate change and a desire for mitigation will have severe repercussions for the poor, 

children, future generations, animals, and plants (Joffe, 2008). 

 

Visual Framing of Climate Change 

Visual framing refers to the selection and presentation of photographs and 

graphics, specifically what to publish or air and what to leave out. Scholars have used 

visual framing to study a variety of subjects, ranging from big tobacco and war to protests 

and presidential elections. In the case of persuasive health messages, gains and losses can 

be displayed visually (Schneider, Salovey, Pallonen, Mundorf, Smith, & Steward, 2006). 

Gains refer to the benefits of avoiding activities such as smoking, whereas losses include 
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continuing the habit and risking heart disease and cancer. Gain-framed appeals proved 

more effective in helping people stop smoking than did fear appeals and messages framed 

as losses (Schneider, Salovey, Pallonen, Mundorf, Smith, & Steward, 2006). 

Many people do not consider climate change a personal concern. Visuals, 

however, can strengthen the relevance of the issue. Visual frames such as mass media, 

personal experience, and imagination can shape the way people understand climate 

change, but no image affects two people in the same way (Nicholson-Cole, 2005). 

Nicholson-Cole (2005) suggested that tailoring image frames to match audience interests 

could strengthen people’s beliefs or ability to succeed in certain situations.  

Fahmy, Kelly, and Kim (2007) concluded that key factors in visual framing are 

the images and information available to the gatekeepers who select newspaper 

photographs. The researches found that the photographs of Hurricane Katrina published 

on the front pages of U.S. newspapers differed significantly from the images provided by 

the Associated Press and Reuters wire services. Almost no photographs of the actual 

storm were published. Instead, the most common visual frame focused on the human 

element of the disaster, bounded by “human emotion, victimization, and the suffering of 

non-white citizens” (pp. 554-555).  

Scholars have examined media portrayals of climate change and their effect on 

attitudes and behavior, but to the best of the author’s knowledge, no one has studied how 

the three largest-circulation U.S. newspapers—The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 

and USA Today—have visually presented climate change to the public. This pilot study 

attempts to fill that gap. With an average circulation of 1,865,318, The New York Times 

ranks as the third largest daily in the United States, after The Wall Street Journal 
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(2,378,827) and USA Today (1,674,306) (Lulofs, 2013). These three newspapers 

represent a variety of perspectives. The Wall Street Journal has a conservative editorial 

bent, while The New York Times is considered more centered politically. USA Today 

popularized the use of maps, charts, and other infographics to help tell stories. The Times 

has won more than 100 Pulitzer Prizes, cementing its place as one of the most reputable 

newspapers in the world. The Journal, which has garnered 34 Pulitzer Prizes, is also 

considered one of the world’s elite newspapers (Topping, n.d.). It focuses on business 

and economics.  

 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Many researchers (i.e., DiFrancesco & Young, 2011; Leiserowitz, 2005; Lester & 

Cottle, 2009; Marx, Weber, Orlove, Leiserowitz, Krantz, Roncoli, & Phillips, 2007; 

Schiermeier, 2013) have shown that visuals affect the reader and play an important role 

in the perception of climate change. Most of these visuals are geographically and 

emotionally distant from American readers, thus creating an element of separation from 

the consequences of climate change (Höijer, 2010; Leiserowitz, 2005). These studies 

suggested the following research questions and hypotheses:  

RQ1: What visual subjects did The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall 

Street Journal use most often to depict climate change between 2009 and 2013?  

RQ2: How did the source of the image affect the subject matter depicted in the 

three newspapers?  

RQ3: Did the visuals pertaining to climate change in the three newspapers depict 

places in the U.S. or far away?  
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RQ4: How were the images from the three publications framed in relation to 

climate impact, climate policy, and climate skepticism?  

H1-H5: Visuals depicting climate change in The Wall Street Journal will most 

likely be of (1) politicians and (2) science and technology, whereas the images in The 

New York Times will most likely depict (3) landscapes and (4) non-Americans in the 

wake of a disaster. USA Today will have the most variation in (5) visual content.  

 

Method 

To address the four research questions and five hypotheses, the author analyzed 

the visual coverage of climate change in the online editions of the three U.S. newspapers 

with the largest circulation: The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street 

Journal. The search terms “climate change” and “global warming” yielded thousands of 

photographs, infographics, and maps from the newspapers’ websites from 2009 through 

2013. The search results were automatically ordered by relevance for each publication. 

Any article within the time frame that had an accompanying photograph was included 

until 200 images were collected. If one article included multiple photographs, an 

infographic, and a map, all these visuals were included in this pilot study. If the same 

image appeared in different newspapers, it was coded for only one publication in order of 

appearance. The first image that showed up in the database was coded. If the same image 

appeared a second time in a different publication, it was not included.  

The unit of analysis was the individual photograph, infographic, or map. All the 

visuals were coded according to the following categories:  
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Source of visual 

 Associated Press 

 Getty 

 The New York Times 

 Reuters  

 Other 

 

Content of visual 

 Location—U.S. or another country  

 Landscape—a scenic showing the effects of climate change on natural places, 

wild areas, ranchland, and farmland 

 Food—Crops, food prepared for stockpiles during extreme weather, food 

safety, or anything else related to climate and food 

 People—scientists, environmentalists, politicians, tourists, victims, and other 

people affected by climate change 

 Public figures—a prominent person, public figure, or celebrity, such as 

Barack Obama 

 Maladies—injury or illness resulting from the effects of climate change, such 

as a tornado victim lying in a hospital bed 

 Labor—people at work, such as picking rice during a drought or installing 

solar panels 

 Money—visuals of money or institutions that deal with money in relation to 

climate change, such as the World Bank 
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 Weather—drought, rain, snow, and other portrayals of non-extreme weather, 

as opposed to long-term climate or extreme weather 

 Extreme weather—floods, hurricanes, blizzards, and other natural disasters  

 Animals—wildlife affected by climate change in their natural habitat or under 

human care 

 Plants—trees, shrubs, and flowers that dominate the frame 

 Water—images that show water or highlight water issues related to climate 

change, such as drought 

 Science—scientific equipment, fieldwork, or experiments 

 Industry—green technology, factories, pollution, or transportation 

 Mitigation—attempts to remedy the effects of climate change, such as 

electric cars, water harvesting, reforestation, and alternative energy  

 Politics—politicians, government buildings, and people associated with legal 

matters 

 Patriotism—a demonstration of pride for country, such as a person waving an 

American flag  

 Pollution—images of contaminants, such as oil spills or car exhaust 

 Humor—comical or lighthearted visuals that poke fun at some aspect of 

climate change  

 Other—visuals that do not fall in the other categories 
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Impact: Visuals that show the effects of climate change 

 Natural impact—visuals disconnected from daily life, such as melting 

glaciers  

 Human impact—human suffering and loss 

 Food Impact—the effects of climate change on the food supply 

 Temperature Impact—the effects of warming temperature  

 

Affect: Visuals that show people expressing emotion as a result of climate change 

 Positive affect—happiness, joy, laughter, humor, hope, optimism, or 

compassion 

 Negative affect—discontent, stress, fear, worry, hate, or vulnerability  

 Neutral—neither positive nor negative affect 

 

Frame: The manner in which an issue is composed and presented. Frames make moral 

judgments, define problems, and support solutions (Matthes, 2009).  

 Climate impact—the effect of climate change on people, plants, and animals, 

including physical, emotional, and financial 

 Climate policy—policy drafted or discussed in response to climate change, 

such as President Obama meeting with the director of the Environmental 

Protection Agency or a senator standing in front of a solar panel  

 Climate skepticism—visuals that question the validity of climate change, 

such as protesters carrying signs or infographics that summarize a survey of 

people who believe climate change is not caused by humans   
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Intercoder Reliability 

One of the researcher’s peers coded a random sample of 20 images, or 10 percent 

of the total number coded. Holsti’s formula was used to measure intercoder reliability. 

This formula is calculated by multiplying the total number of items agreed upon by two, 

divided by the total number of items coder one selected plus the total number coder two 

selected (Holsti, 1969). The coders agreed on 17 visuals, which yielded an overall 

reliability was .85. According to Neuendorf (2001), “coefficients of .90 or greater would 

be acceptable to all, .80 or greater would be acceptable in most situations” (p. 145). 

 

Findings 

The results of this pilot study varied considerably, depending on the publication 

and topic. In some cases the three newspapers showed similar patterns, but at other times 

the differences were pronounced.  

 

Content of Climate Change-Related Visuals 

The first research questions asked what visual subjects the three newspapers used 

most often to depict climate change between 2009 and 2013. Up to three variables were 

coded for each visual. A photograph like the one below, for example, was coded for three 

variables: (1) landscape, (2) people, and (3) animals.  
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A researcher observes emperor penguins in Antarctica 

on October 11, 2012. (Associated Press, USA Today) 

 

 

Visuals that included people dominated all three newspapers, accounting for 31 

images (20%) in The New York Times, 39 images (30%) in USA Today, and 38 images 

(25%) in The Wall Street Journal. See Table 1. Some visuals showed people exclusively, 

while other images included content in addition to people. The people featured came 

from different walks of life, including activists, environmentalists, politicians, scientists, 

tourists, and victims of climate change. Overall, the distribution of the types of people 

was fairly even among the three newspapers.  

Only 4 images (3%) from The New York Times and 6 images (5%) from USA 

Today contained public figures. In contrast, 15 visuals (10%) in The Wall Street Journal 

featured public figures, with President Barack Obama appearing 11 times. Photos of 

public figures often featured a politician, such as the one below that shows Obama as a 

victim of climate change. The president is wiping sweat from his face, which shows him 
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in a vulnerable and uncomfortable state as result of extreme summer heat. The images of 

Obama and other politicians depicted them giving speeches about climate change or 

attending a publicity event to promote a cause pertaining to climate change.   

President Barack Obama wipes sweat from his face during a speech 

on climate change on June 25, 2013. (Associated Press, The Wall 

Street Journal) 

 

 

The remaining categories comprised 70% to 80% of the images in the three 

newspapers. Each category accounted for 11% or less of the content.  

In The New York Times extreme weather (17 visuals, or 11%) and landscape (15, 

or 10%) were the second and third most common subjects depicted. The least common 

visuals showed water (2, or 1%), labor (2, or 1%), plants (5, or 3%), maladies (1, or 1%), 

and humor (1, or 1%).  
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Table 1 

Content of climate change-related visuals in The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street Journal,  

2009-2013, N=437* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

CONTENT Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

People 31 20% 39 30% 38 25% 108 

Ex. weather 17 11% 10  8% 10  7% 37 

Landscape 15 10% 11  8%  6  4% 32 

Industry 11  7%  6  5% 15 10% 32 

Mitigation  8  5%  8  6% 14  9% 30 

Science 12  8%  7  5%  8  5% 27 

Pub. figure  4  3%  6  5% 15 10% 25 

Pollution  8  5%  6  5% 11  7% 25 

Weather  8  5%  8  6%  6  4% 22 

Politics  5  3%  5  4% 11  7% 21 

Animals  3  2%  8  6%  2  1% 13 

Other  5  3%  4  3%  4  3% 13 

Food  3  2%  5  4%  3  2% 11 

Patriotism  7  4%  3  2%  1  1% 11 

Money  8  5%  1  1%  0  0%  9 

Water  2  1%  1  1%  3  2%  6 

Labor  2  1%  1  1%  2  1%  5 

Plants  5  3%  0  0%  0  0%  5 

Maladies  1  1%  2  2%  1  1%  4 

Humor  1  1%  0  0%  0  0%  1 

TOTAL       156     100%        131    100%    150 100%  437 

 

* Although 200 images were coded, N=437 because images were coded into as many as three categories. 

 

USA Today focused on images of people, landscapes, and extreme weather. The 

people featured in the photos were often victims of climate change. No public figures 

appeared in the images studied. After people, the second and third most common subjects 

were landscape (11, or 8%) and extreme weather (10, or 7%). Two subjects did not 
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appear during the study period: plants and humor. Other subjects appeared only once or 

twice: money (1, or 1%), water (1, or 1%), labor (1, or 1%), and maladies (2, or 2%). 

The Wall Street Journal also focused on people, followed by industry (15 visuals, 

or 10%) , public figures (15, or 10%) and mitigation (14, or 9%). Images of money, 

plants, and humor did not appear at all. Visuals of patriotism and maladies occurred only 

once.   

 

Source of Climate Change-Related Visuals 

The second research question asked whether the subject matter of the visuals 

varied significantly depending on the source of the image. The sources included original 

photographs taken by The New York Times staff, wire services such as the Associated 

Press and Reuters, stock houses like Getty Images, and government agencies such as the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The subject matter of the visuals did 

not vary depending on the source, although staff photos were tied more closely to the 

story because the photographer covered the same event as the reporter did.  

Almost half (48%) the climate change photos in The New York Times were shot 

by staff photographers. More than half (54%) of the visuals in USA Today came from the 

Associated Press, while The Wall Street Journal relied on images from the Associated 

Press 29% of the time (19 images). See Table 2. 
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* Because of rounding, the totals do not always add up to 100%. 

 

Location of Climate Change-Related Visuals 

The third research question asked about the location of the visuals in the three 

newspapers. The findings of this pilot study did not support those of other scholars (e.g., 

(O’Neill et al., 2013, Smith & Joffe, 2009; Smith & Leiserowitz, 2012), who found that 

most climate change-related images showed distant places. In the current study, however, 

114 of the images (57%) in all three newspapers showed locales in the United States, 

while 86 images (43%) depicted distant places. Most of the images published in The New 

York Times and USA Today were taken in the United States. Half the images in The Wall 

Street Journal showed places in the United States, while the other half depicted locales 

elsewhere in the world. See Table 3. 

  

Table 2 

Source of climate change-related images in The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street Journal,  

2009-2013, N=200* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

SOURCE Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

AP 10 15% 37 54% 19 29% 66 

Other 19 29% 20 29% 20 30% 59 

NYT 32 48%   1   1%   0   0% 33 

Getty   4  6% 10 15% 18 27% 32 

Reuters   1  2% 20   0%   9 14% 10 

TOTAL 66    100% 68 99% 66     100%    200 
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Table 3 

Location of climate change-related images in The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street Journal, 

2009-2013, N=200 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

LOCALE Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

U.S. 39   59% 42   62% 33   50% 114 

Other 27   41% 26   38% 33   50%   86 

TOTAL 66 100% 68 100% 66 100% 200 

 

The most common regions depicted in all three newspapers were urban areas and 

rural areas. See Table 4. In The New York Times rural areas (15 visuals, or 23%), urban 

areas (11, or 17%), and islands (9 visuals, or 14%) appeared the most often. In USA 

Today urban areas (30 visuals, or 44%) were most common, followed by rural areas (10, 

or 15%) and coastal areas (8, or 12%). The Wall Street Journal featured images of urban 

areas (27 visuals, or 41%), followed by rural areas (8, or 12%) and other (8, or 12%). 

(For the purposes of this study, the suburbs were coded as urban). 

Less popular regions included coasts (16, or 8%), deserts (13, or 7%), global (13, 

or 7%), the Arctic (12, or 6%), islands (12, or 6%), and Antarctica (8, or 4%). The 

rainforest appeared only once during the study period.  
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Table 4 

Region of climate change-related images in The New York Times, USA Today and The Wall Street Journal,  

2009-2013, N=198* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

REGION Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

Urban 11 17% 30 44% 27 41% 68 

Rural 15 23% 10 15%   8 12% 33 

Other   8 12%   6   9%   8 12% 22 

Coastal   2   3%   8 12%   6   9% 16 

Desert   5   8%   5   7%   3   5% 13 

Global   6   9%   2   3%   5   8% 13 

Arctic   5   8%   3   4%   4   6% 12 

Island   9 14%   1   1%   2   3% 12 

Antarctica   3   5%   3   4%   2   3%   8 

Rainforest   1 0%   0   0%   0   0%   1 

TOTAL 65   99% 68 99% 65 99% 198 

 
* Because of rounding, the totals do not always add up to 100%. Although 200 images were coded, N=198 

because the locations in two visuals could not be categorized. 

 

Images of people in urban areas, such as the one below, were common in The 

New York Times and USA Today. These newspapers probably gravitated to this type of 

image because it is newsworthy and shows a person contending with extreme weather.  
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A woman trudges through floodwaters in Hoboken, New Jersey, after 

Superstorm Sandy in November 2012. She was coded as a victim of 

climate change in an urban area. (Charles Sykes, Associated Press, 

USA Today) 

 

Framing of Climate Change-Related Visuals 

The fourth research question asked how the visuals were framed in terms of 

climate impact, climate policy, and climate skepticism. All three newspapers most 

commonly framed visuals as climate impact or could not be categorized, which is the 

same as “other.” The climate skepticism and climate policy frames for all three 

newspapers ranged from 10% to 15%. See Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Frame of climate change-related images in The New York Times, USA Today and The Wall Street Journal from 

2009-2013, N=400* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

FRAME Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

Impact 51 40% 55 40% 48 36% 154 

Other 52 39% 54 40% 46 35% 152 

Skepticism 14 11% 14 10% 20 15%   48 

Policy 15 12% 13 10% 18 14%   46 

TOTAL 132 100% 136 100% 132 100% 400 

 

* Although 200 images were coded, N=400 because images were coded into up to three categories. 

 

 

Most of the visuals in the three newspapers focused on the human relationship 

with climate change. Human impact accounted for almost half (28, or 42%) of the visuals 

in The New York Times, followed by natural impact (22, or 33%). In USA Today more 

than a third (26, or 38%) of the images pertained to human impact, followed by 

temperature impact (24, or 35%). The Wall Street Journal focused on human impact in 

more than half the photos (34, or 52%), followed by temperature impact (19, or 29%). 

See Table 6.  

 

Table 6 

Impact of climate change-related visuals in The New York Times, USA Today,  

and The Wall Street Journal, 2009-2013, N=200* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

IMPACT Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

Human 28 42% 26 38% 34 52%   88 

Temp. 14 21% 24 35% 19 29%   57 

Natural 22 33% 14 21%   9 14%   45 

Food   2   3%   4   6%   4   6%   10 

TOTAL 66 99% 68 100% 66 101% 200 

 
* Because of rounding, the totals do not always add up to 100%.  
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The visuals in all three newspapers mostly displayed positive affect. The New 

York Times had 30 positive images (45%), USA Today 26 images (38%), and The Wall 

Street Journal 35 images (53%). In The New York Times 25 images (38%) were negative, 

whereas 11 (17%) were neutral. In The Wall Street Journal 18 images (27%) were 

negative and 13 (20%) neutral. The number of negative and neutral images in USA Today 

was tied at 31% (21 images in each category). See Table 7.  

 

 

 

Comparison of the Three Newspapers 

The first and second hypotheses stated that the visuals selected to depict climate 

change in The Wall Street Journal will most likely be of (1) politicians and (2) science 

and technology. These hypotheses were partly supported. Two of the more common 

subjects were politics (11 images, or 7%) and public figures (15, or 10%). The only 

public figures who were not politicians were fashion designer Vivienne Westwood and 

actor Robert Redford. However, images of industry (15, or 10%), mitigation (14, or 9%), 

and extreme weather (10, or 7%) appeared as or more frequently than politics and public 

figures. Science and technology accounted for 12 images (8%). Although those subjects 

occurred more often than some other categories, they were not dominant.  

Table 7 

Affect of climate change-related visuals in The New York Times, USA Today,  

and The Wall Street Journal, 2009-2013, N=200* 

 New York Times USA Today Wall Street Journal  

AFFECT Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage Occurrences Percentage TOTAL 

Positive 30 45% 26 38% 35 53% 91 

Negative 25 38% 21 31% 18 27% 64 

Neutral 11 17% 21 31% 13 20% 45 

TOTAL 66 100% 68 100% 66 100% 200 



Visual Depictions of Climate Change in Three Newspapers 27 

The third and fourth hypotheses stated that the images in The New York Times 

will most likely depict (3) landscapes and (4) non-Americans in the wake of a disaster. 

These hypotheses were not supported. Landscapes appeared in 15 images (10%). Only 

three images (2%) showed non-Americans in the wake of a disaster. Among all three 

newspapers, victims of climate change appeared in eight images (12%). 

The fifth hypothesis stated that USA Today will have the most variation in visual 

content. This hypothesis was not supported because the distribution of subject matter was 

similar among the three newspapers.  

 

Discussion 

The three newspapers differed in the attention they paid to climate change. The 

New York Times and USA Today published more stories about climate change than the 

Wall Street Journal did, which may have affected the results of this pilot study. 

Dissimilarities included the source of the visuals, the number of visuals per article, and 

the content, impact, and location of the visuals.  

 

Source of Visuals 

Most New York Times images were shot by staff photographers. These photos 

usually depicted the same people, places, and events as those described in the 

accompanying story. By contrast, USA Today and The Wall Street Journal relied more on 

wire service or stock photos, which illustrated the general subject but not necessarily the 

same people, places, and events as those described in the accompanying story. These 

differences reflect The New York Times’ long history of photojournalism. On the other 
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hand, USA Today is better known for its maps and infographics. Until recently, The Wall 

Street Journal published text-heavy stories illustrated with sketches.  

Wire service or stock photos not directly related to climate change could be 

misleading because readers might not read the caption and, therefore, could 

misunderstand the purpose of the photo or its relationship to the article. For example, a 

stock image from Obama’s 2013 inauguration speech illustrates a Wall Street Journal 

article about the president’s position on the Keystone Pipeline. Readers who only skim 

the article or glimpse the image might jump to the conclusion that Obama spoke about 

the pipeline during his inauguration. Assumptions like this can encourage the 

dissemination of false truths.  

 
President Barack Obama speaks at his inauguration on Jan. 21, 

2013. (Pablo Martinez Monsivais, Associated Press) 
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Images can misrepresent stories if they are too general or abstract. Although 

images do not have to be exact visual representations of the story, they should elucidate 

the point of the text. In addition, it can be difficult to understand what is going on in a 

climate change photo without reading an explanatory caption.  

Captions are important because they provide additional information and context. 

They can also influence whether a photograph has a positive, negative, or neutral affect. 

In instances where the subject’s emotion was hard to read or context was needed, the 

affect of the photo could change because of information in the caption. A photo that 

might be coded as neutral could change to positive or negative based on the explanation.  

Photos can also be misleading. USA Today, for example, used the image below of 

an iceberg in Greenland to illustrate a 2013 story about how low-lying islands in the 

Pacific Ocean are struggling to stay above water in the face of a changing climate. The 

affect is negative because the photograph presents a gloomy perspective on climate 

change. The lighting is gray, and clouds hide the sun. Signs of life are absent. The photo 

does not directly depict the subject of the text, which does not mention how melting 

icebergs contribute to sea level rise in the Pacific. Perhaps an image more closely 

connected to the story would enhance the reader’s understanding of the issue.  
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An iceberg melts off Ammassalik Island in eastern Greenland,  

September 2013. (John McConnico, Associated Press, USA Today)  

 

 

Number of Visuals Per Story 

The three newspapers varied in the number of images used to illustrate each story. 

The Wall Street Journal usually published only one visual per story. The New York Times 

and USA Today, however, used up to 15 visuals per story. During the study period, both 

newspapers ran stories on how climate change affects the maple syrup harvests in 

Canada. USA Today put a slideshow at the end of the story, while The New York Times 

embedded photos in the text. The eight photos provided a deeper, more accurate 

depiction than a single photo. The picture below shows a man and a young girl looking at 

freshly jarred maple syrup. According to The New York Times article, the harvesting 

season is five days shorter than it was 50 years ago (Scott, 2013). The story highlights 

how mechanical sap releasers allow people to offset this effect of climate change. The 
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article took a wholesome angle and focused on mitigation, compared with more intense 

stories about extreme temperatures and threatened food supplies.  

 
This New York Times photograph illustrated a March 2013 article 

about the effect of climate change on maple syrup production. 

(Cheryl Senter, The New York Times) 

 

Content of Images  

All three newspapers focused on the human relationship with climate change. 

Several reasons could account for this tendency. Other studies (e.g., Boykoff & Boykoff, 

2007; Matthes, 2009) have found that the news media gravitate toward images that show 

both the environment and people under threat. The desired result is that the public 

acknowledges the dangers and seriousness of climate change (Domke, Perlmutter, & 

Spratt, 2002). Access could also be a factor. It is easier and less expensive to photograph 

a person walking along a flooded street than an animal in the wild.  
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The types of people shown in climate change images was not even. A 

considerable number showed politicians and other public figures, especially in The Wall 

Street Journal. Including a variety of people, such as teachers, scientists, and youth, 

would show how climate change affects a diverse demographic. 

Boykoff and Boykoff (2007) found that the media largely ignore visuals of 

subjects that relate to humans, such as plants and animals that live near people who are 

experiencing the effects of climate change. In the current study the third and fourth most 

common visuals in all three newspapers depicted extreme weather and industry. Neither 

is directly related to the day-to-day life of humans. People receive energy and food from 

industrial and agricultural advances, but the types of images that are frequently published 

show smoke stacks and solar panels rather than food or people using energy. Visually 

reminding readers about the source of their energy will help increase their understanding 

of how climate change relates to different facets of infrastructure. The lack of familiarity 

with energy sources distances the reality of climate change from people’s everyday lives. 

The results can be dangerous because people might not see a changing climate as a threat 

or issue, which could exacerbate the problem.  

The insights gleaned from this pilot study suggest a different approach to covering 

extreme weather. The time that photographers devote to these stories is usually short. It 

might be beneficial to continue covering the aftermath of catastrophic events linked to 

climate change for months and even years after they occur. If done well, this extended 

coverage could hold readers’ attention. By developing an attachment to the people in the 

story, readers would want to continue following the narrative. In the long run, the public 

would gain a deeper understanding of climate change.   



Visual Depictions of Climate Change in Three Newspapers 33 

Impact of Visuals  

Almost half the visuals published in the three newspapers showed the impact of 

climate change on humans, while the remaining images illustrated the effects of warming 

temperatures, the food supply, and elements disconnected from daily life. According to 

Lester and Cottle (2009), it is important to distinguish between natural impact visuals 

such as melting glaciers, and human impact visuals, which show suffering and loss. 

These two types of visuals have different effects on readers. People make an emotional 

connection with human impact images, which are remembered longer and are more likely 

to prompt action (Slovic, Finucane, Peters, & MacGregor, 2004). Natural impact images, 

however, are less emotionally charged, so they are not as memorable and do not prompt 

action. The same is true for visuals of temperature impact and food impact.  

 

Location of Visuals 

This pilot study found that the three newspapers paid more attention to climate 

change in the U.S. than in other parts of the world. According to Marx et al. (2007), the 

media should depict all places equally, even though climate change affects some areas 

more than others. This thinking reflects the journalistic norm of avoiding bias. The most 

common location of images was in urban and rural areas, reflecting the reality that no 

place is immune to climate change.  

Surprisingly, relatively few images showed coastal areas, despite the fact that the 

study period included Superstorm Sandy. Because the sample was not random, the 

location of images might not have been as diverse as it could have been.  
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Also surprising was the lack of images of the Arctic and Antarctica. One reason 

might be the danger and expense involved in sending a photographer to remote places. 

Another reason could be that these images have become visual clichés, so newspapers are 

trying to depict places that are more diverse and closer to home.  

 

Limitations 

Although this pilot study sheds light on the way that three newspapers visually 

depicted climate change between 2009 and 2013, the results are not generalizable to all 

newspapers. The fact that visuals were selected for coding by relevance rather than by a 

random sample is another limitation, partly because most of the results were from 2012 

and 2013. Change over time was not accounted for because of the disproportionate 

number of photos from these years. The sample size was also small.  

 

Future Studies 

Comparing three newspapers is challenging because something that is applicable 

to USA Today, such as the use of infographics, might not be applicable to The Wall Street 

Journal, which did not use infographics during the study period. A future study could 

focus on one publication, such as The New York Times, for a longer period to show how 

the visual coverage of climate changed over time. A study of climate change-related 

images disseminated by news wires or photo agencies could reveal which subjects are 

used most often and which are ignored. In-depth interviews and newsroom observations 

could reveal why photographers and photo editors choose particular images that depict 

climate change. Research that focuses on photo essays would also provide a fruitful 
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perspective on coverage of climate change. Photo essays evoke emotions and tell a story 

in depth through visuals rather than relying on text.  

 

Conclusion 

The three newspapers in this pilot study focused on the human relationship with 

climate change. Most of the images featured people, whether it was a scientist studying 

climate change or a homeowner surveying the aftermath of a tornado. A considerable 

portion of these images, however, showed public figures who were not directly doing 

something related to climate change. For example, images of politicians at public 

relations events were common in The Wall Street Journal, perhaps because those images 

are easy to capture and readily available. It is important, however, for the media to 

publish images that depict a variety of people in different scenarios related to climate 

change.  

The goal of this pilot study was to analyze how the three largest-circulation U.S. 

newspapers visually tell the story of climate change. This study found that a majority of 

the visuals were photographs. Infographics and maps did not appear frequently. They 

were mainly used by USA Today and The New York Times. Most of the photographs 

showed people, including politicians giving speeches, policymakers at climate change 

conferences, people protesting on Capitol Hill, and victims displaced by natural disasters. 

Images taken by staff photographers more closely depicted the story they accompanied 

than did stock images, which tended to be more general and/or symbolic. The visuals 

focused on the impact that climate change has on society more than on climate policy and 

climate skepticism. 
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This pilot study could be used as a springboard to an in-depth article that will help 

photojournalists and photo editors communicate the visual aspects of climate change. 

These visual journalists will be more aware of the way they present natural disasters, 

rising sea levels, water shortages, alternative energy, and other climate-related issues. In 

the long run, readers will benefit by understanding climate change and making it an 

important issue in their lives. A better informed electorate will elect policymakers who 

understand that climate change is an issue worthy of addressing because it is important to 

their constituents.  
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