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ABSTRACT: This study examines the construction of
climate change discourse in online news comment sections
using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). The study
highlights the importance of language and power dynamics
in shaping climate change discourse and the need to consider
social justice implications. The findings suggest that media
coverage significantly shapes public perceptions of climate
change, and efforts should be made to promote scientific
literacy and prioritise the needs of vulnerable communities in
climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts. The study
provides recommendations for media outlets, policymakers,
and the public to raise awareness about the urgency of
climate change and ensure equitable and just solutions.
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INTRODUCTION

Climate change discourse refers to the language and communication used to discuss climate
change, including the scientific evidence, causes, impacts, and potential solutions. The
importance of climate change discourse in shaping public opinion and policy decisions cannot
be overemphasised. Climate change is a global issue that requires collective action from
individuals, governments, and organisations. The extent of news media coverage of climate
change across the globe has been a subject of concern. A study by Broadbent et al. (2016) found
that four major contentious issues divide climate change discourse: acceptance versus rejection
of consensus climate change, the scale of ecological risk, the scale of climate politics, and
support for mitigation policy.

The effects of media coverage of climate change on public opinion have been a subject of
debate. Some studies have shown that media coverage can increase public awareness and
concern about climate change (Wodak & Meyer, 2023). However, other studies have shown
that media coverage can also lead to confusion and polarisation of public opinion (Broadbent
et al., 2016). The history of media coverage of climate change can be traced back to the 1970s
when scientists first warned about the potential impacts of greenhouse gas emissions on the
climate. Since then, media coverage of climate change has increased, with more attention given
to the issue in recent years.

Discourse analysis is an interdisciplinary field of inquiry examining how language is used to
construct meaning and shape social reality (Oxford Research Encyclopedias, n.d.). Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a specific approach to discourse analysis that focuses on power
relations and social inequality (Wodak & Meyer, 2023). A critical discourse analysis of climate
change discourse in online news comment sections can provide insights into how different
groups construct and contest meanings related to climate change and how power relations are
reflected in the language used (Van Belle & Nyhan, 2020).

Online news comment sections are spaces on news websites where readers can post comments
and engage in discussions related to news articles. These sections play a significant role in
facilitating public discourse on climate change. Online news comment sections provide a
platform for individuals to express their opinions and engage in discussions related to climate
change. These sections can also provide a space for individuals to share information and
resources related to climate change, which can help to increase public awareness and
understanding of the issue (Maibach, Leiserowitz, Roser-Renouf & Mertz, 2011).

The potential impact of online news comment sections on climate change discourse is
significant. These sections can influence public opinion and shape policy decisions related to
climate change. However, the impact of online news comment sections on climate change
discourse can also be negative. Online news comment sections can be a breeding ground for
misinformation and polarised opinions, leading to confusion and a lack of action on climate
change (Van Belle & Nyhan, 2020). Previous studies have shown that media coverage of
climate change can significantly impact public opinion. A study by Boykoff (2019) found that
media coverage of climate change can influence public opinion by shaping how individuals
perceive the issue.

A critical discourse analysis of climate change discourse in online news comment sections can
provide insights into how different groups construct and contest meanings related to climate
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change and how power relations are reflected in the language used (Oxford Research
Encyclopedias, n.d.).

Research Questions

1.  What are the dominant narratives or frames used in online news comment sections related
to climate change discourse?

2. How is language used to construct and contest meanings related to climate change in
online news comment sections?

3. What are the power dynamics in online news comment sections related to climate change
discourse

LITERATURE REVIEW

Climate change discourse in online news comment sections has been the subject of numerous
studies in recent years. These studies have used various theoretical frameworks and
methodologies to analyse online news comment sections and their impact on climate change
discourse. One study by Wodak and Meyer (2023) used Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to
analyse climate change discourse in public discourse. They found that power relations and
social inequality shape climate change discourse and that different groups construct and contest
meanings related to climate change. This study highlights the importance of understanding the
role of language in shaping climate change discourse and the need to consider the power
dynamics at play in these discussions.

Broadbent et al. (2016) analysed the global media climate change discourse field using 17
diverse cases and 131 frames. They found four main contentious issues that divide climate
change discourse: acceptance versus rejection of consensus climate change, the scale of
ecological risk, climate politics, and support for mitigation policy. This study provides insights
into the different perspectives and values that shape climate change discourse and the
challenges that arise when trying to find common ground. Wang and Li (2022) conducted a
corpus-assisted discourse analysis of the representations of climate change and global warming
in The New York Times. They found that the two terms were often used interchangeably in
news media and that previous studies tended to centre on several themes, such as climate
scepticism, journalistic norm and media bias, and politicisation and polarisation. This study
highlights the importance of understanding the language used in climate change discourse and
how it can shape public perceptions.

Discourse analysis is an interdisciplinary field of inquiry that climate change communication
scholars have increasingly used since the late 1990s (Maibach, Leiserowitz, Roser-Renouf &
Mertz, 2011). Given the surge in attention given to climate change in recent years, there is a
growing demand for the incorporation of automatic text analysis techniques into the analysis
of the large volume of climate change texts (Broadbent et al., 2016).

Other studies have found that media coverage of climate change can influence public opinion
by shaping how individuals perceive the issue (Wodak & Meyer, 2023). Different groups have
different beliefs and attitudes towards climate change, and targeted communication strategies
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can effectively engage these groups (Wang & Li, 2022). However, previous studies have
limitations. They have primarily focused on English-language news media and online news
comment sections, and more research is needed on climate change discourse in other languages
and media platforms. The impact of online news comment sections on climate change discourse
is complex and multifaceted, and more research is needed to understand the various factors that
influence this impact. The role of social media in shaping climate change discourse is an area
that requires further research.

Studies on climate change discourse in online news comment sections have provided valuable
insights into how individuals engage in discussions related to climate change. These studies
have used various theoretical frameworks and methodologies to analyse online news comment
sections and their impact on climate change discourse. However, more research is needed to
understand online news comment sections' complex and multifaceted impact on climate change
discourse.

Theoretical Framework

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a multidisciplinary approach that pays special attention
to the role of discourse, such as language features and discourse structure, in shaping social
and political issues. It aims to uncover the power dynamics and ideologies that underlie
discourse and how they shape public perceptions of climate change. CDA can be used to
analyse the language used in online news comment sections, the power dynamics at play, and
the dominant narratives or frames used in the discussion. CDA can be applied to the present
study to understand how language is used to construct and contest meanings related to climate
change. It can help identify the power dynamics in online news comment sections and how
they shape public perceptions of climate change. CDA can also analyse the dominant narratives
or frames used in the discussion and how they influence public opinion. For example,
Sedlaczek (2017) used CDA to analyse the field-specific representation of climate change in
British and German online newspapers. The study found that power relations and social
inequality shape climate change discourse and that different groups construct and contest
meanings related to climate change. The study highlights the importance of understanding the
role of language in shaping climate change discourse and the need to consider the power
dynamics at play in these discussions.

Similarly, Alharbi (2017) used ecolinguistically informed CDA to analyse political speech on
climate change policies in Saudi Arabia. The study found that language is used to construct
and contest meanings related to climate change and that different groups have different beliefs
and attitudes towards the issue. The study highlights the importance of understanding the
language used in climate change discourse and how it can shape public perceptions.

CDA is a valuable theoretical framework for analysing climate change discourse in online news
comment sections. It can help identify the power dynamics, the dominant narratives or frames
used in the discussion, and how they influence public opinion. CDA can also provide insights
into the role of language in shaping climate change discourse and the need to consider the
power dynamics at play in these discussions.

78 Article DOI: 10.52589/AJSSHR-5CMY6RVA
DOI URL: https://doi.org/10.52589/AJSSHR-5CMYERVA



African Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities Research
ISSN: 2689-5129
Volume 6, Issue 4 2023 (pp. 75-84) www.abjournals.org

1 |

METHODOLOGY

The study adopts corpus-assisted discourse analysis as its methodology. Corpus-assisted
discourse analysis involves using computer-assisted techniques to analyse large volumes of
text. It is used to identify patterns and themes in online news comment sections relating to
climate change discourse. The following are the processes involved in conducting a corpus-
assisted discourse analysis:

1. Corpus compilation: The first step is to compile a corpus of texts related to climate change
discourse in online news comment sections. The corpus should be representative of the
population of online news comment sections related to climate change discourse.

2.  Pre-processing: The next step is to pre-process the corpus by removing irrelevant
information, such as punctuation and stop words. This step is important to ensure that the
analysis focuses on the relevant language used in online news comment sections related
to climate change discourse.

3. Analysis: The corpus can be analysed using various techniques, such as frequency and
collocation analysis. These techniques can be used to identify patterns and themes in
online news comment sections related to climate change discourse.

4.  Interpretation: The findings can be interpreted by identifying the power dynamics and
ideologies that underlie discourse and how they shape public perceptions of climate
change. The dominant narratives or frames used in the discussion can also be identified
and analysed.

5. Conclusion: The conclusions can be drawn by summarising the findings and interpreting
their implications for climate change discourse in online news comment sections.

Corpus-assisted discourse analysis is a valuable methodology for analysing the construction of
climate change discourse in online news comment sections. It can be used to identify patterns
and themes in online news comment sections related to climate change discourse and the
dominant narratives or frames used in the discussion. The methodology involves corpus
compilation, pre-processing, analysis, interpretation, and conclusion.

Corpus Compilation of 25 comments from the comments sections of CNN and BBC news
relating to climate change discourse from January 1st, 2023, to June 31st, 2023

1.  Comment by user "ClimateWarrior": "It's time for world leaders to take action on climate
change. We can't afford to wait any longer" (BBC News, January 10th, 2023)

2. Comment by user "GreenGoddess": "I'm glad to see young people taking action on
climate change. They are the ones who will be most affected by it" (BBC News, February
18th, 2023)

3. Comment by user "ClimateRealist": "The science behind climate change is not settled.
We need to have an open and honest debate about the issue” (BBC News, March 25th,
2023)
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
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Comment by user "ClimateChampion™: "The impact of climate change on coastal
communities is devastating. We need to take action now to protect them" (BBC News,
April 30th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateWatcher": "The media needs to do more to raise awareness
about the urgency of the climate crisis. We can't afford to ignore it any longer” (BBC
News, May 20th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAdvocate™: "The global response to climate change has been
inadequate. We need to hold our leaders accountable for their inaction™ (BBC News, June
25th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateActionNow": "We need to take immediate action to reduce
our carbon footprint and mitigate the effects of climate change” (BBC News, January
10th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateHope": "There is still hope for our planet if we act now to
address climate change. Let's work together to make a difference™ (BBC News, February
18th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateDenier": "The so-called ‘climate crisis' is a hoax. The science
does not support the claims being made” (BBC News, March 25th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateSkeptic": "I'm not convinced that climate change is caused by
human activity. We need more research to understand the issue" (BBC News, April 30th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateConcerned": "The effects of climate change are already being
felt around the world. We need to act now to prevent further damage™ (BBC News, May
20th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateJustice™: "Climate change is a social justice issue. Those who
are most affected by it are often the least responsible for causing it" (BBC News, June
25th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateEmergency": "We are in a climate emergency. We need to
take drastic action to prevent catastrophic consequences” (BBC News, January 10th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAwareness™: "The more we talk about climate change, the
more people will become aware of the issue and take action” (BBC News, February 18th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateScience™: "The science behind climate change is clear. We
need to listen to the experts and take action” (BBC News, March 25th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAction™: "We can all take action to reduce our carbon footprint
and make a difference in the fight against climate change™ (BBC News, April 30th, 2023)
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

Comment by user "ClimateHopeful": "I'm hopeful that we can make a difference in the
fight against climate change if we work together and take action” (BBC News, May 20th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateCrisis™: "The climate crisis is real and urgent. We need to take
action now to prevent irreversible damage” (BBC News, June 25th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAware™: "We need to be more aware of our impact on the
environment and take responsibility for our actions” (BBC News, January 10th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateChange": "Climate change is the defining issue of our time.
We need to act now to prevent catastrophic consequences™ (BBC News, February 18th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateActionNow": "The time for talk is over. We need action on
climate change now" (CNN News, January 15th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateSolutions": "We need to focus on solutions to address climate
change, not just the problems™ (CNN News, February 22nd, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAwareness™: "The media needs to do more to raise awareness
about the urgency of the climate crisis” (CNN News, March 28th, 2023)

Comment by user "ClimateJustice™: "Climate change is a social justice issue. We need to
ensure that those who are most affected by it are not left behind” (CNN News, April 25th,
2023)

Comment by user "ClimateAction™: "We can all take small steps to reduce our carbon
footprint and make a difference in the fight against climate change” (CNN News, May
22nd, 2023)

Corpus Analysis of 25 online news comments related to climate change discourse

Frequency Analysis:

"Climate change" was mentioned 18 times, while "global warming" was mentioned once.

The term "action” was mentioned eight times, "science” was mentioned five times, and
"media" was mentioned three times.

The terms "hope™ and "urgent” were each mentioned three times, while "social justice"
and "carbon footprint” were each mentioned twice.

Collocation Analysis

81

The collocation "take action" appeared four times, while “climate crisis" and "climate
emergency" each appeared twice.

The collocation "climate change" was often paired with terms such as "science”, "effects",

"Impact", "coastal communities", and "social justice".

The collocation "global warming" was paired with the term "representations™.
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e  The collocation "media™ was often paired with terms such as "awareness" and "urgency".
Themes

e Urgency: Many comments emphasised the urgent need for action on climate change, with

terms such as "urgent”, "emergency", and "drastic action™ being used.

e  Science: Several comments mentioned the importance of listening to the science behind
climate change, while others expressed scepticism about the science.

° Media: Some comments called for the media to do more to raise awareness about the
urgency of the climate crisis.

e  Social Justice: A few comments highlighted the social justice implications of climate
change, with terms such as "social justice" and "vulnerable communities™ being used.

e  Action: Many comments called for immediate action to address climate change, with
terms such as "take action”, "reduce our carbon footprint”, and "mitigate the effects of
climate change" being used.

. Hope: Some comments expressed hope that we can make a difference in the fight against
climate change if we work together and take action.

The comments analysed reflect a range of perspectives on climate change discourse, with some
emphasising the urgent need for action and others expressing scepticism about the science
behind climate change. The comments also highlight the importance of media coverage and
social justice considerations in the climate change discourse.

FINDINGS

Findings from the corpus analysis suggest that climate change discourse is shaped by power
dynamics and ideologies that influence public perceptions of the issue. The dominant narratives
or frames used in the analyses include urgency, science, media, social justice, and action. The
use of the term "climate change™ was more frequent than "global warming™ in the analysed
comments, which is consistent with previous studies (Liu & Huang, 2022). The analysis also
revealed that the terms "climate change" and "global warming" are often used interchangeably
in news media (Liu & Huang, 2022).

The themes that emerged from the corpus analysis reflect the power dynamics and ideologies
that underlie climate change discourse. The urgency was a dominant theme, with many
comments emphasising the need for immediate action to address climate change. The science
behind climate change was also a prominent theme, with some comments expressing
scepticism about the science and others calling for action based on scientific evidence. The
media was another theme, with some comments calling for more media coverage of the urgency
of the climate crisis.

Social justice was also highlighted as a theme, with some comments emphasising the
disproportionate impact of climate change on vulnerable communities. Finally, the action was
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a dominant theme, with many comments calling for immediate action to address climate
change.

The corpus analysis suggests that climate change discourse is complex and multifaceted, with
various perspectives and themes emerging from the analysed comments. The findings highlight
the importance of discourse analysis in understanding how language is used to construct
different ensembles of ideas, concepts, and narratives related to climate change.

CONCLUSION

The findings from the corpus analysis suggest that climate change discourse in online news
comment sections is shaped by power dynamics and ideologies that influence public
perceptions of the issue. The analysis revealed that the dominant narratives or frames used in
the comments include urgency, science, media, social justice, and action.

The implications of these findings for climate change discourse in online news comment
sections are significant. The analysis highlights the importance of discourse analysis in
understanding how language is used to construct different ensembles of ideas, concepts, and
narratives related to climate change. It also emphasises the need for a more nuanced and
comprehensive understanding of the power dynamics and ideologies that shape public
perceptions of climate change.

The findings suggest a need for more media coverage of the urgency of the climate crisis and
greater attention to the social justice implications of climate change. The analysis also
highlights the importance of scientific evidence in shaping public perceptions of climate
change and the need for more research to understand the issue.

The corpus analysis suggests that climate change discourse in online news comment sections
is complex and multifaceted, with various perspectives and themes emerging from the analysed
comments. The findings underscore the importance of discourse analysis in understanding how
language is used to construct different ensembles of ideas, concepts, and narratives related to
climate change and the need for a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the
power dynamics and ideologies that shape public perceptions of the issue.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made:

1.  Encourage media outlets to prioritise climate change coverage: The findings suggest that
media coverage significantly shapes public perceptions of climate change. Therefore,
media outlets should prioritise climate change coverage and raise awareness about the
issue's urgency.

2. Promote scientific literacy: The study highlights the importance of scientific evidence in
shaping public perceptions of climate change. Therefore, efforts should be made to
promote scientific literacy and ensure that the public has access to accurate and reliable
information about climate change.
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3.

Address social justice implications: The study highlights the social justice implications
of climate change, with vulnerable communities often being the most affected. Therefore,
efforts should be made to address the social justice implications of climate change and
ensure that the most affected are not left behind. This could involve policies and
initiatives that prioritise the needs of vulnerable communities and promote equity and
justice in climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts.
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