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Acronyms 
 
BOM Bureau of Meteorology 

CCC Climate Change Communication 

COP Conference of Parties 

FOP Failure of Planning 

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

LGBT+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans (as well as other members of the 

LGBT+ and gender diverse community) 

NGO Non-governmental organisation 

PACMAS The Pacific Media Assistance Scheme 

PIC Pacific Island Countries 

PNG Papua New Guinea  

PwD People with a Disability 

RNZ Radio New Zealand 

SI Solomon Islands 

SPREP Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme 

TOH Triumph of Humanity 

USPON Unstoppable Power of Nature 
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Glossary of Narrative Trends  

 
Adaptation Stories 
These are stories that focus on the action being taken by Pacific Island countries to adapt 
to the changing climate. Stories around adaptation talk about real word examples of 
people addressing the current or projected negative impacts of climate change. 
 
Agriculture and Fisheries Impacts 
These articles talk about the impacts of climate change on agriculture and fisheries in 
Pacific Island countries. 
 
Blaming the Global North 
Articles that blame climate change on the Global North often highlighting historic or 
current emissions from Australia, the United States and other high emitting countries. 
Often this narrative is paired with Pacific as Global leaders and would talk about how the 
Pacific is on ‘the front lines’ of climate impacts or action.  
 
Discussion of Regional Countries 
As Australia was the most mentioned regional country outside the Pacific Islands (ahead 
of China and New Zealand), discussion around it was analysed for positive, negative or 
neutral sentiment.   
 
Discussion of Science 
Scientists are often viewed as trusted experts in their discipline. The discussion of 
science is important as it builds understanding and climate literacy, which allow people to 
understand the scope of climate change. 
 
Empowerment of Marginalised Groups 
Stories on the impacts of climate change on women, the LGBT+ community and people 
living with disabilities which supports or empower these groups.  
 
Expert Opinion 
Trusted sources are one of the most effective means of climate change communication. 
Little data exists on who Pacific nations trust in this space; however, the following groups 
were analysed in climate change communication. The most common and effective 
communicators were politicians and government employees. Experts featured were: 
⟶ Scientists 
⟶ Politicians and Government Employees 
⟶Community Leaders 
⟶Religious Leaders 
⟶Disaster Responders  
⟶ Non-Government & Regional Organisations 
 
Failure of Planning 
This narrative blames politicians or governments responsible for damage caused by 
extreme weather events or climate change. This narrative blames human inaction or 
negligence for impacts or damages.  This is particularly focused on politicians who have 
acted in a way that exacerbates the problems faced by ordinary citizens. No negative 
coverage of government action or inaction was present in this analysis.  
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Grassroots and Community Action 
This narrative looks at stories within local communities and their observed understanding 
of climate change. This is a narrative around triumph, it looks at how these communities 
are adapting or fighting rather than framing rural people as passive victims to the impacts 
of climate change. 
 
Traditional Knowledge Narrative 
This narrative looks at using Traditional Knowledge and Identity to communicate climate 
change. Often the concept of Talanoa or growing seasons for crops, like mangoes, were 
discussed. Using these concepts to communicate climate change creates meaning. 
Often, this knowledge is presented as a solution to climate change and the traditional 
knowledge narrative was associated with Resilience and Adaptation. 
 
Negative Discussion of Climate Change 
Negative discussion of climate change, also referred to as denialism, does not accurately 
represent the impacts of climate change and can often be based around fear mongering 
or complacency. Unlike studies of Australian media (Holmes & Burgess, 2016), no cases 
of denialism were observed in Pacific Island media. 
 
Ocean’s Narrative 
Ocean Narratives speak about the importance of the ocean (and the services it provides 
e.g. fishing etc.) to Pacific Island identity and culture. 
 
PIC as Global Leaders 
This narrative illustrates Pacific Island countries and their politicians as global leaders of 
climate action and frames leadership as powerful and effective at creating change on the 
global or regional stage. 
 
Positive Discussion of Climate Change 
Positive discussion of climate change is discussion that accurately represents the 
observed or future impacts of climate change. These can range from the direct changes 
to the climate from rising emissions to secondary impacts such as coral bleaching or food 
insecurity.  
 
Religious Narrative 
Given the importance of religion in the Pacific, scoping indicated that religious narratives 
around climate change can be an effective form of climate change communication in 
Pacific Island countries (Walshe et al., 2017). This can come in two forms, creationist 
narratives which celebrate the protection of God’s creation, the Earth, and view climate 
change as human greed destroying this. In contrast, there is also a narrative around the 
futility of climate change adaptation as humans will either be protected by their faith or 
punished for their lack of faith. This narrative appeared infrequently. Religious leaders 
also featured infrequently (less than 1% of articles).  
 
Triumph of Humanity  
This narrative focuses on the power of people and communities to overcome the power 
of nature. This can include acts of altruism or resilience in the face of hardship. Generally, 
this narrative focuses on individuals or communities coming together to help others in the 
face of extreme conditions.   
 
Unstoppable Power of Nature 
The unstoppable power of nature highlights the power of extreme weather events. This 
narrative focuses on the powerlessness that humans have to stop disaster events. The 
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lack of control we have over disasters is generally juxtaposed by the destructive power of 
extreme weather events.  
 
Vulnerability of Rural Populations 
Unlike Grassroots and Community Action this narrative is passive. It frames rural 
populations as passive victims to climate change without talking about potential 
adaptation. 
 
Youth as Global Leaders 
Youth were described as leaders, both on the global and regional stage in PIC climate 
change coverage. This narrative showed young people working to fight climate change. 
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Introduction: Climate Change Communication in the Pacific Islands 
 
This content analysis examines the extent of climate change communication from nine 
Pacific Island countries. This study aims to identify key trends and patterns around 
climate change communication (CCC) in Pacific Island newspaper reporting. This report 
suggests that the effectiveness of climate change communication depends on the extent 
to which the message appeals to, and are understood by, the audience (Corner, Shaw & 
Clarke, 2018; Holmes & Hall 2019). Having accessible messages delivered by trusted 
sources in a way that relates to an audience’s lived experience and surroundings is the 
most effective way to build understanding of climate change. International and 
comparative studies show that local information, especially information that focuses on 
tangible impacts, is preferred by audiences internationally (Corner, Shaw & Clarke, 2018; 
Devine-Wright, 2013; Hine et al., 2016; Holmes & Hall, 2019; Scannell & Gifford, 2013; 
Shome & Marx, 2009). 
 
Unlike Australia, where studies have shown debate and division around climate change, 
Pacific Island Countries (PIC) have very little climate denialism in the media (Holmes & 
Burgess, 2016; Walshe & Stancioff, 2018; Hine et al., 2014). However, that is not to say 
that perspectives on climate change are homogenous across the region. The PIC are 
diverse and hold different and complex views of climate change which are often 
oversimplified by international media (Walshe & Stancioff, 2018). The region has a depth 
of traditional knowledge with many islands having long histories of responding to the risks 
of climate change. Methods that incorporate local knowledge have been found to be 
incredibly effective in CCC (Walshe & Stancioff, 2018). Incorporating local context when 
presenting information on climate change can communicate risk as well as effective 
adaptation and mitigation strategies (Walshe & Stancioff, 2018). When highly complex 
scientific concepts are presented to communities without local examples they fail to 
educate or engage populations (Walshe, Seng, Bumpus & Auffray, 2017). 
 
As such, local coverage of climate change is incredibly important. Local refers to 
explaining climate change to audiences who actually experience climate impacts, where 
they live.  Not only does this reporting more effectively engage Pacific Island communities 
but it takes climate change from being an abstract global problem to one with observable 
local context. This communication gives the opportunity to bring together local 
experience, traditional knowledge and climate science. Often, international media 
coverage on climate change in the Pacific is framed through ‘victim’ narratives. This kind 
of reporting not only proves less effective but is also disempowering, having the opposite 
effect to using traditional knowledge to inspire action and resilience (Walshe & Stancioff, 
2018; Walshe et al., 2017). For women and marginalised groups this impact is 
exacerbated, which is alarming as patriarchal and patrilineal community structures can 
often limit access to, and subsequent understanding of, climate change information 
(Morioka, 2016). Local reporting of climate change is incredibly important to inform 
communities which feeds into action and adaptation, which is crucial to building 
community resilience.  
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Methodology  
 
While many PIC’s receive news from surrounding countries, this study looks exclusively 
at news articles generated within the Pacific. New Zealand, in particular is a common 
source for much of the news of the Pacific. However, analysis of CCC internationally 
show that local content is both more impactful and more trusted. Therefore, it is 
important to build capacity and skill of local journalists and analyse their capacity to 
report climate change in detail, in a way that makes it accessible to Pacific newspaper 
audiences. 
 
The period analysed ranged from December 2016-March 2019. This period included a 
number of significant political events for the region. The most prominent of these was the 
2017 Conference of Parties 23 (COP23), which was hosted by Fiji. Additionally, 12 
cyclones, including five severe tropical cyclones, were observed in the Pacific during this 
period, including Cyclone Gita, a category 5 storm that caused widespread devastation 
(Bureau of Meteorology, 2019).  
 
Articles excluded from the analysis did not include content with key terms related to 
climate change, or were published outside the group of nine countries being considered 
(Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea (PNG), Nauru, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu 
and Vanuatu-from this point forward referred as pacific island countries or PIC).  
Following the application of exclusions, the final sample comprised of 378 locally 
produced relevant articles. Much of the content excluded was produced within the 
neighbouring region, with much content coming from New Zealand and Australia.  
 
The newspaper sample was analysed for key themes, narrative style, discussion of 
climate change and use of experts. A breakdown of these themes can be found in 
Appendix 1. These articles were sourced from across Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea 
(PNG), Nauru, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu (figure 1). The 
countries producing the most media content in the region as defined by the State of the 
Media report and showed more than 5% of regional coverage – Fiji, Samoa, Vanuatu, 
PNG Tonga and the Solomon Islands – were analysed in more depth (figure 5 & 8) (Pacific 
Media Assistance Scheme, 2013).  
 
Limitations of Sample 
These articles were gathered through the database Factiva using key terms related to 
climate change and global warming. The use of a database of this type presents a 
limitation to the study as only articles available online and written in English can be 
analysed. With limited records from other media sources available, this is the most 
effective form of analysis and accounts for a significant proportion of PIC media content.  
A further limitation is that the sample did not include television and radio reporting. Radio 
especially is a key form of media across PIC and is available in even the most remote 
regions. However, as newspapers (print and online) are published and distributed in the 
early morning they typically set the agenda for treatment of events and topics in the daily 
issue-attention cycle, producing consistency across formats. 
 
Disaster Reporting 
Disaster reporting was analysed for the same period and articles related to key terms 
were collected through the database Factiva (Appendix 1). These articles were 
automatically analysed with the program NVivo for key themes and subjects driving 
discussion of disasters.    
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Disaster Reporting  
 
The Pacific is one of the most disaster-prone areas on Earth, which will be further 
exacerbated with climate change (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018). 
Atoll islands are particularly threatened by storm surges and rising sea levels 
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018). The specific impacts of climate 
change, however, are complex and vary across the region, from drought to increased 
precipitation (Walshe & Stancioff, 2018; Bureau of Meteorology and CSIRO 2014).  
 
Cyclones, which are arguably the most dangerous events to impact the Pacific, are 
projected to increase in intensity across the region (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, 2018).  
 
Disasters are an important time to communicate the impacts of climate change. 
Surrounding disaster events, drawing explicit links between climate change and disasters 
is considered fundamental to raising public awareness of climate change. Extreme 
weather events illustrate the impacts of climate change and reinforce public acceptance 
of the dangers posed by climate change (Leviston, Greenhill & Walker, 2015; Schäfer, 
Ivanova & Schmidt, 2013; Bacon, 2013). 
 
Key phrases related to disaster and extreme weather events in the Pacific were used to 
inform the coverage of disasters during the same period analysed above (December 
2016-March 2019). Of 3,100 articles (with 1,739 from Radio New Zealand alone) listed 
with Factiva, only 435 were produced within Pacific Island countries. Of these 435 
articles, articles including terms relating to sea level rise and coral bleaching made up 
less than 10% of articles. Terms related to cyclones were most used within disaster 
reporting, being used in 43% of articles. Extreme weather events and disasters were 
discussed in 13.5% of all articles produced in the Pacific Islands; with 6% of overall 
articles discussing cyclones and their impacts.  
 
The most common theme within these disaster articles were domestic and international 
politics, rather than discussion of the events themselves (figure 1). 5% of climate 
change-related articles also discussed disasters. However, in all cases this was in the 
aftermath, often in the context of adaptation and were well after the events themselves. 
More than half of the discussion of climate change and disaster in the study was by 
politicians, and for the most part was brief. Cyclone Gita, one of five severe tropical 
cyclones that affected the Pacific in the period, was mentioned only twice around the 
discussion of climate change.  
 
This supports the results of Singh and Naidu’s (2018) analysis of Fiji’s coverage of 
Cyclone Winston at the beginning of 2016. Very little coverage was found with no 
communication of what categories meant or how scientific terminology translated to real 
world danger. Despite eleven cyclones and five severe tropical cyclones in the period 
studied, no articles discussed the link between climate change and climatic disasters in 
the lead up or immediate recovery period. The lack of discussion of potential or observed 
impacts of cyclones is a major issue for climate change and disaster communication.  
 
Vanuatu had the highest proportion of articles with discussion of extreme weather events 
and disasters (figure 8). This was not unexpected given the severe impacts of Cyclone 
Gita in 2018, with most articles discussing disaster within Vanuatu mentioning recovery; 
two articles specifically talked about recovery from this storm. Yet even with Vanuatu 
having mostly moderate to high discussion of climate change, and the most discussion of 
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disaster, there were still very few articles encompassing both climate change and 
disasters, for example using disaster events to discuss climate change, or explaining the 
attribution of the disaster to climate change. These articles were also not reported in a 
period immediately before or after the cyclone. Vanuatu’s disaster coverage correlates 
with the use of community leaders’ voices (6%) (as well as politicians), as articles also 
looked to businesses and prominent community figures to celebrate their ability to 
recover or warn of the need to adapt to more severe events in the future.  
 

 

Figure 1. Topics used to frame disaster reporting 
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Pacific Island Coverage of Climate Change 
 

Figure 2. Location of publication of climate change coverage 

 
 
 
Overall, the period studied had 33,789 media articles listed in Factiva related to climate 
change and available in the Pacific Region, from this the final sample of 378 was derived. 
Radio New Zealand (RNZ) made up the majority of the content available in the region with 
more than 15,000 articles. Once media sources that were based outside of the region, 
such as RNZ were excluded, 2,901 articles remained. 378 were from within the nine 
countries considered in this study and were relevant to climate change making 13% of 
total media coverage about climate change. Of these, 5% of the articles discussing 
climate change also discussed extreme weather events. 
 
In their 2012 study, Schmidt, Invanova & Schäfer (2013) found that coverage of climate 
change was around 5% of overall newspaper reporting in PNG. Our more recent findings 
show that reporting on climate change in PNG, and more broadly across the region, has 
become more frequent over the past seven years (with more than 13% of overall articles 
compared to the 5% found in this PNG study).  
 
Fijian media provided the most coverage, with 60% of articles reviewed being from 
Fiji-based publications (figure 2). Often, this related to COP23 and Fiji’s role on the world 
stage or on regional issues outside Fiji. The second most referenced country was Samoa, 
much of this occurring in 2016 and 2017 as Samoa hosted a number of important 
international political events and conferences. Across the nine countries, the physical 
environments and media landscapes are very different. However, there were key trends to 
emerge in their coverage in the framing of climate change, the use of experts and lack of 
disaster reporting. These can be seen in Fiji, PNG, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga and 
Vanuatu in figure 5 and 8.  
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Timing of Reporting 
 

 

Figure 3. Timing of political events and cyclones compared to the number of articles published 
across Pacific Island Countries related to climate change.  

 

 
 
December 2017 saw COP23, hosted by Fiji, be a major driver of CCC for PIC. Despite 
being the most commonly discussed event, few articles were published during the event 
itself (figure 3). 229 articles were published within 2017 related to climate change 
(compared to 33 in 2018) with articles most commonly occurring in March. However, 
2019 saw 88 articles published between January and February alone; although much of 
this was poorer quality (meaning low depth and accessibility) (figure 12 & 14). There was 
little correlation between the timing of the COPs and their discussion.  
 
During the same period, 12 cyclones affected the region (figure 3). 5% of the articles 
discussing climate change in this study also discussed extreme weather events, most 
commonly cyclones. However, this coverage was unrelated to the nature of extreme 
weather events and most commonly occurred after the events themselves. The beginning 
of 2018 saw seven cyclones form in the region, including the destructive cyclone Gita, 
this period saw decreased coverage of climate change (BoM 2019). 
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Climate Change Discussion 
 
33% of articles had an explicitly positive and accurate representation of climate 
change, these had scientific communication more than half of the time. This analysis 
defines an accurate representation of climate change as going into detail about the 
science, impacts or drivers of climate change. These articles were always related with 
high depth CCC and were often highly accessible. Science was directly discussed in 
14% of articles, but this was more often by politicians than scientists (in about 70% of 
cases). There were no instances of climate denialism in any of the articles.  
 
Articles from Fiji had the most explicitly positive discussion of climate change, meaning 
they had both accurate science and a positive or accurate representation of climate 
change and its impacts (34% of Fiji coverage) (figure 2). With the most coverage within 
the region this is a significant number of articles with positive discussion of climate 
change. 
 
The Solomon Islands (SI) had the second most positive coverage at 32%. PNG and 
Samoa each had 29% positive coverage of climate change. Tonga had the largest 
proportion of articles discussing science (29% of Tonga’s coverage), although this was a 
smaller sample of articles than Fiji. The discussion of science was second most frequent 
in PNG (18%) followed by Samoa (15%). These articles had overwhelmingly high 
accessibility and high depth, which related to a positive discussion of climate change. 
The majority of experts referred to in these articles were still politicians (figure 4), however 
articles discussing science were most likely to reference scientists as well, with 26% of 
articles featuring members of the scientific community. 

 
 

Use of Experts 
 
Trusted sources are an effective way of making CCC meaningful (Fischoff, 2007; Holmes 
& Hall, 2019). Politicians and government workers were by far the most referenced 
source with 55% of articles referencing them (figure 4). However, unlike studies in 
Australia, PIC politicians demonstrated a high depth of understanding of climate change 
(in almost 42% of cases there was a positive discussion of climate change). 72% of 
articles from Tonga referenced politicians while most other countries referenced 
politicians in about half of articles (figure 5). The second most referenced group were 
non-governmental organisations and intergovernmental organisations, referenced in 8% 
of articles. Most frequently, this was the Pacific Regional Environmental Programme 
(SPREP) who were referenced 80 times. Other prominent organisations were the United 
Nations and Oxfam. Scientists were referred to in 6% of articles, most frequently in Tonga 
(11%) and Samoa (10%) (figure 5). When scientists were mentioned this correlated, more 
than any other group, with discussion of science (50% of articles featuring scientists 
discussed the science) and a positive representation of climate change (64% of articles 
referencing scientists) that was both high in depth and accessibility. Internationally, 
scientists emerge as trusted sources of climate change information and politicians are 
some of the least trusted (Holmes & Hall 2019). However, little data is available on who 
are trusted sources of climate change information in the Pacific.  
 
Samoa is different from the other countries considered with use of experts, with the least 
proportion of politicians and most use of non-government experts. As well, Samoa had 
the second most references to NGOs (17% compared to Tonga’s 22%), mainly 
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referencing SPREP. Samoa also had the second most scientists referenced of any 
country; in 10% of articles (after 11% from Tonga). 
 

 

Figure 4. Experts featured in the discussion of climate change 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Trends in expert use by country 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Framing of Climate Change 
 
Previous studies on climate change reporting around extreme weather events in Australia 
have found key narratives that have emerged from articles; Failure of Planning, Triumph 
of Humanity and the Unstoppable Power of Nature (see Glossary for further explanation 
of narratives and themes explored) (Holmes & Burgess 2016). These narratives were 
found in less than 1% of PIC climate change reporting. Other literature indicated that 
religious narratives could effectively communicate climate change in PIC, however this 
study found religious experts were referenced in less than 1% of the articles analysed 
(Walshe et al. 2017). Despite Walshe et al., (2017) assertion about the effectiveness of 
religious figures as climate change communicators they were also infrequently referred as 
experts of climate change, in less than 1% of articles.  
 
It was found that 94% of CCC occurred around political events, framing it as a political 
issue. This was mainly related to international diplomacy in 20% of articles, or COPs, also 
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20% (figure 6). Funding coming from outside the region was discussed in 12% of articles 
and 9% discussed the state of the Green Climate Fund (GCF) and its contributions to the 
region. 11% of articles talked about the Pacific’s regional conferences and negotiations. 
The vast majority of articles discussing political events had an emphasis on the importance 
of COP23, which Fiji hosted in 2017. After COP23, increased attention was also placed on 
COP24 the following year in Katowice, Poland- however coverage was often before or 
after the event (figure 3). COP events (mostly COP23) were mentioned 513 times and in 
20% of total PIC. Fiji was the most likely country to discuss COP with 33% of articles 
focusing on the events. 
 
With regards to other frames, almost 2% of articles on climate change looked at adaptation 
or mitigation of future impacts, some of this touching on disasters but more often focusing 
on renewable energy. 1% of articles looked at the environmental impacts of climate 
change. Most of the articles looking at the environmental impacts looked at the impacts of 
climate change on oceans and how this related to PIC livelihood and cultures. These were 
found to have high depth and high accessibility. Only one of these articles referenced 
politicians, instead looking to NGOs, community leaders and scientists as sources. These 
leaders spoke to their personal or observed experience meaning information was highly 
local, indicating an effective form of CCC.  
 
 

 
Narratives used to Communicate Climate Change 
 
Figure 6. Breakdown of political events used to frame climate change communication 

 

 
 
 
The most common narrative used in PIC coverage of climate change was “PIC as Global 
Leaders” (26% of articles) (figure 7); this painted the Pacific as actively adapting to 
climate change and pushing for action on the international stage. 47% of PNGs coverage 
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featured this narrative (figure 8) This is the opposite of passive victim narratives prevalent 
in western coverage of the Pacific, which were found in just one article. This illustrates 
that journalists within the Pacific are not reporting on a hopeless situation and are instead 
highlighting the role that their leaders take on a global stage. 
 
Building on this, the second most common narrative was stories of empowerment (17%), 
focusing on PIC building climate change resilience and equipping themselves in response 
to the changing climate. This was found in 29% of Vanuatu’s discussion of climate 
change and was closely related to discussion of adaptation (also found in 29% of 
Vanuatu’s coverage). Stories on adaption were 12% of PIC coverage as did stories using 
ocean narratives (figure 7). These narratives spoke about the importance of the oceans to 
the PIC and their identity and were used in 20% of PNG’s coverage. Samoa had 10% of 
stories relate to the Ocean’s Narrative and also had the highest proportion of stories 
relating traditional knowledge and adaption to climate change, with 10% of CCC using 
this. Indigenous knowledge and identity was referenced in 6% of Tonga’s and 4% of Fiji’s 
CCC.  
 
In rural coverage, 2% of PIC articles discussed agriculture and fisheries, 2% spoke of 
grassroots and local community action to fight climate change with 1% of articles 
focusing on rural people as passive and vulnerable. Samoa had the highest proportion of 
grassroots narratives (16%), this is significant as it shows action being taken by local 
people to address climate change. Vanuatu had the highest coverage of rural 
communities as vulnerable to climate change (12%) without speaking of possible 
adaptation or action taken to address climate change.  
 
Blame of the Global North was discussed in 8% of articles (figure 17). Fiji featured this 
narrative more than any other country, in 12% of articles. This was often found alongside 
discussion of PIC Global Leadership. The majority of this criticism was aimed at the 
United States (4% of the discussion of climate change), after Trump’s decision to pull out 
of the Paris Accords and Green Climate Fund (GCF); then Australia (3%) mostly critical of 
its continued support of coal, the Adani mine and Kevin Rudd’s proposition to trade PIC 
fishing rights for Australian citizenship.  
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Figure 7. Narratives used to frame PIC coverage of climate change 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Narratives used to frame climate change by country 

 

 
 

 
Discussion of Marginalised Groups 
 
There were no mentions of the LGBT+ community or people with disabilities in the 
discussion of climate change (figure 9). 24 articles mentioned women in the context of 
climate change; much of this was related to the resilience and empowerment narrative 
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and 17% of the articles discussing women talked about the importance of their 
empowerment. 18% of Vanuatu’s coverage of climate change related to the impacts on 
women. The catalyst of this coverage in every case was a political event; most commonly 
COP (just under 20% of the time). 

 

Figure 9. Discussion of marginalised groups 

 
 

Secondary Impacts of Climate Change 
 
The secondary impacts of climate change, being the non-physical effects, were discussed 
in 9% of articles (figure 10). The most common discussions were around health (3%), 
Food Security (3%) and Migration (3%). Health and food security were both mentioned 
most often in Vanuatu (7% Health, 13% food security). Most of the discussion of climate 
change focused on the physical impacts of climate change such as sea level rise.  

Figure 10. Discussion of secondary impacts of climate change 
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Depth and Accessibility of Climate Change Reporting 
 

Figure 11. Overall depth and accessibility of articles 

 
 

Depth of Coverage 
 
Depth is an indicator of how deeply climate change and its impacts were explored in the 
article. Ranked Low, Medium or High. High depth is a discussion of climate change’s 
direct and indirect impacts –ranging from a discussion of the science to economic or 
human impacts. Medium depth indicates some attempt to elaborate on broader impacts 
of climate change or policy. Low depth indicates that climate change was mentioned in 
passing without any exploration of why or how it is important in the Pacific region. 
  
As the impacts of climate change in the Pacific are varied, discussion of climate change 
also varies across the region (but conversations around impacts centred on the ocean 
were particularly common). Calls for emission reductions and the need to limit warming to 
1.5°C degrees after the 2018 IPCC report was also a topic that was covered in depth with 
the difference between the impacts of 1.5 and 2°C warming thoroughly explored and 
contextualised (even when the IPCC report was not the catalyst for coverage). 
 
For the most part depth of coverage was ranked medium (indicating some assumed 
knowledge of the issue) to high exploration of climate change (figure 11). Towards the 
end of the sample period, in February 2019, climate change was more often mentioned 
but with low depth, and with less frequency in relation to a range of political events and 
issues (figure 13). 
 
High depth coverage of an issue alone does not indicate effective communication. If 
complicated information is not simplified or presented to an audience with high climate 
literacy this can reinforce belief that climate change is too complicated to be understood. 
In terms of CCC, high depth and high accessibility need to occur together for information 
to be effectively communicated. 25% of articles had high depth and high accessibility. 
All but three of these high depth articles used political events and politicians to convey 
climate change (often in conjunction with other experts).   
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Figure 12. Depth of coverage by country   

 
 

 
Figure 13. Depth of articles over time 
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Accessibility of Coverage 
 
Accessibility is how well an article’s coverage relates climate change to an audience and 
their experience. Assuming that the average reader does not have a sophisticated 
knowledge of climate science or policy, avoiding complex technical language; relating 
climate change to observed changes, lived experiences and traditional knowledge will be 
more likely to engage people and relay how the impacts of climate change will affect a 
region and its population. Climate change communication is more effective if it is 
localised and if the impacts of climate change are made tangible; meaning high 
accessibility articles are simple and relevant (Holmes & Hall, 2019). Medium accessibility 
has some exploration of how impacts without definitions or exploration of technical 
terminology but has some context of climate change. Low accessibility gave the 
impression that climate change would have little relevance in the PIC or the discussion of 
climate change was highly complex and would not be understood by the average reader; 
which indicates a significant barrier to engagement with the information. 
 
When CCC relates to someone’s local community, experience, culture or identity it is 
more likely to engage people and create understanding (Holmes & Hall, 2019; Walshe & 
Stancioff, 2018; Walshe et al., 2017). Articles with low accessibility can either skim over 
the issue or provide highly complex and convoluted information. 38% of articles provided 
medium accessibility – indicating some contextualising of climate change. 38% of articles 
provided high accessibility and explored climate change in a way that related to local 
impacts or how it related to individuals or communities (figure 11).  
 
Tonga had the highest rate of high accessibility articles, with 56% and only 6% low 
accessibility (figure 14). As well as having the greatest number of articles overall, Fiji had 
the second highest rate of accessibility (37% of articles) followed by 35% in both Vanuatu 
and PNG. Samoa had the lowest portion of accessible articles with 27%.  
 
Vanuatu had the highest percentage of depth with 35% and Fiji came in a close second 
with 34% (figure 12). It should be noted that as Fiji produced the majority of published 
articles, the small discrepancy in depth does not change that Fiji had the most overall 
articles of high depth or accessibility.  
 
There is a correlation with articles of high depth and accessibility and with articles of low 
depth and accessibility, meaning that articles ranked high for depth are also likely to be 
highly accessibility (figure 16). This would indicate that highly complex political or 
scientific content about climate change was contextualised, often with personal 
anecdotes and local knowledge. All articles of both low depth and accessibility were 
framed with political events. 
 
2017 saw the highest number of high depth and highly accessible articles. The highest 
depth articles occurred in March of 2017 around diplomatic events and discussion of the 
upcoming COP23. The spike of high depth articles in July 2017 around the Ocean’s 
Conference; which also saw high use of the Ocean Narrative, correlated with the second 
highest number of accessible articles. The most accessible articles occurred in February 
of 2017 which was related to the upcoming COP23.Towads the end of the study period, 
especially in February 2019, the overwhelming majority of articles were both low depth 
and accessibility (more than any other period). This was due to the term climate change 
being referenced in relation to a number of political issues which it had very little 
relevance to.  
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Figure 14. Accessibility of coverage by country

 

 
Figure 15. Accessibility of coverage over time 
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Figure 16. Relationship between depth and accessibility of articles 

 
 

 

 

Discussion of Other Regional Countries 
 
Early in the studied period, especially before COP23, content from Australia and New 
Zealand was more common (and was therefore excluded from analysis in this study), but 
over the period studied the amount of content related to climate change produced by 
local PIC journalists increased. Blame of the Global North was a narrative that appeared 
in 8% of the articles analysed, and often negatively discussed Australia or America (figure 
17). By comparison, no explicit blame was directed at New Zealand. 
 
Discussion around Australia was still prominent with 13% of articles referencing Australia. 
In total, Australia was mentioned 560 times within the articles analysed which was more 
than New Zealand or China. 51% of the references to Australia were presented with 
negative sentiment and often this related to mining projects or emissions (figure 18). 
Specifically, ten of these cases related to the progression of the approval of the Adani 
mine. The discussion of the Adani mine was primarily the driver of negative sentiment at 
the beginning of 2019 (figure 19). 22% of articles mentioning Australia were positive. Most 
often this related to capacity building projects, especially those working to empower 
women to be resilient against climate change. 
 

 
Figure 17. Blame of Global North 
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Figure 18. Sentiment Towards Australia 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 19. Coverage of Australia by Date 
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Conclusion  
 

Overall, this content analysis examined climate change communication in newspaper 
reporting in nine Pacific Island countries. This study identified several key trends and 
patterns of significant importance when considering how to most effectively communicate 
climate change in the Pacific.  
 
First, the efficacy of CCC is strengthened by relating it to an audience’s lived experience 
and surroundings. 38% of articles provided content which was highly accessible and 
addressed climate change in a localised format and addressed how it related to 
individuals and communities. Tonga had the highest rate of high accessibility articles, 
with 56% and only 6% low accessibility. Meanwhile Vanuatu had the highest percentage 
of depth at 35% and the highest depth articles occurred in March 2017 around COP23. 
Samoa had the highest proportion (10%) of articles relating to traditional knowledge and 
adaptation to climate change. Samoa also had the highest proportion (16%) of grassroots 
and empowerment narratives.  
 
Second, CCC is further fortified when it is communicated by a trusted source. Politicians 
and government officials were the most commonly referenced experts in CCC by PIC, 
with Fiji providing 55% of articles with expert options. Alternatively, Samoa had the 
highest proportion of articles including non-government experts with 10% of coverage 
referencing scientists and 17% referencing NGOs.  
 
Finally, localising climate change information and delivering it through a trusted source 
thus makes it relatable and reliable for the reader, meaning they are more likely to 
understand what is being communicated. Expanding on this, this study explored the 
important role of local coverage. A localised approach to CCC is effective in engaging 
Pacific Island communities by making climate change relevant to their lived experiences. 
This can then offer insight into the tangible impacts of climate change observed within 
their communities, which can in turn build empowerment and resilience and inform 
positive actions, such as adaptation. 25% of articles analysed had both high depth and 
high accessibility, meaning they were the most effective in communicating climate 
change. Only one article was identified as having a victim narrative, unlike content 
produced outside the region, which is an indicator of the strength of CCC by PIC. 
Instead, narratives primarily looked at global leadership, resilience and empowerment. 
 
There were no mentions of the LGBT+ community and people with disabilities, however 
women were mentioned in 4% of articles. Lastly, Australia was the most commonly 
referenced country from outside of the region and was condemned for inaction on climate 
change in 3% of articles, alongside 4% of articles blaming the United States for the state 
of the climate.  
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Appendix 1: Disaster Terms 
 
Terms used to search for extreme weather events  and disasters newspaper articles in 
PIC through the database Factiva, informed by disasters listed in IPCC (2014). 
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Disasters  Disaster OR Extreme OR “record break*” 

Cyclones & Storms  Cyclon* OR Hurrican* OR “wind speed*” OR storm* 

Flood & Landslides  Flood* OR landslide OR mudslide 

Sea Level Rise & 
Ocean impacts 

“storm surg*” OR “wash*” OR bleach* OR salin* OR “sea level 
rise” OR “rising sea” 


