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Whose voices are most likely to receive news coverage in the US
debate about climate change? Elite cues embedded in mainstream
media can influence public opinion on climate change, so it is
important to understand whose perspectives are most likely to be
represented. Here, | use plagiarism-detection software to analyze
the media coverage of a large random sample of business, gov-
ernment, and social advocacy organizations’ press releases about
climate change (n = 1,768), examining which messages are cited in
all articles published about climate change in The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, and USA Today from 1985 to 2014 (n =
34,948). | find that press releases opposing action to address cli-
mate change are about twice as likely to be cited in national news-
papers as are press releases advocating for climate action. In
addition, messages from business coalitions and very large busi-
nesses are more likely than those from other types of organiza-
tions to receive coverage. Surprisingly, press releases from
organizations providing scientific and technical services are less
likely to receive news coverage than are other press releases in
my sample, suggesting that messages from organizations with
greater scientific expertise receive less media attention. These
findings support previous scholars’ claims that journalistic norms
of balance and objectivity have distorted the public debate around
climate change, while providing evidence that the structural
power of business interests lends them heightened visibility in
policy debates.
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hose voices are most likely to receive news coverage in the

US debate about climate change, and what leads them to
receive heightened visibility? Answering these questions is im-
portant because media representations of climate change can
influence public understanding, public opinion, and willingness
to engage personally or politically on this vital social issue (1-3).
In particular, media coverage can affect public opinion by in-
creasing the salience of cues from politicians, advocacy organi-
zations, and other elites about whether citizens should be
concerned about climate change and what the societal response
should be (4, 5). For example, some scholars have suggested that
disproportionate coverage of contrarian scientists® in main-
stream media has played an important role in the protracted
uncertainty around the reality and urgency of climate change
among portions of the American public (6, 7). Understanding
whose perspectives are most likely to be represented in main-
stream news coverage of climate change can therefore lead to
greater understanding of one important source of public disen-
gagement and stalled national policy around climate change in
the United States.

In addition, whether some types of interest groups have priv-
ileged status in policy debates is a question of long-standing
concern in the study of politics (8-11). In particular, the extent
and mechanisms through which businesses may exercise power,
potentially eclipsing the efforts of citizens and advocacy groups,
have been among the central issues in political science and

19054-19060 | PNAS | August 11,2020 | vol. 117 | no. 32

sociology (12), including around questions of environmental
degradation (13). However, few studies have been able to sys-
tematically compare business and advocacy organizations’ suc-
cessful and unsuccessful attempts to influence political discourse,
a key marker of interest group status.

Below, I investigate the visibility granted to different groups’
perspectives in the public debate about climate change by ex-
amining whether organizations’ press releases about climate
change receive media attention in three major national news-
papers. I use plagiarism-detection software to analyze the media
coverage of a large random sample of business, government, and
social advocacy organizations’ press releases about climate
change (n = 1,768), examining which messages are cited in all
articles published about climate change in The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, and USA Today from 1985 to 2014 (n =
34,948) (14). These techniques allow me to examine how orga-
nizations’ characteristics and the content of their messages affect
which messages receive coverage in mainstream news outlets, as
compared with those that do not. As others have noted (15, 16),
this ability to compare “successful” messages with those that do
not achieve media attention avoids many of the methodological
problems, such as selection on the dependent variable, prevalent
in framing and communications research. The results shed light
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on the social processes shaping the climate change debate in
particular, while speaking to broader questions of how power is
distributed in American democracy.

Previous research has suggested two prominent explanations
for why the perspectives of some organizations or individuals are
more likely to receive news coverage in the climate change de-
bate than are others. First, journalistic norms of balance and
objectivity can lead journalists to give equal voice to two sides in
a debate (17-19). While ideally this “balance norm” is meant to
ensure journalistic neutrality, in the case of climate change—
where a large majority of scientists agree that climate change is
occurring and is caused by human activity—following this norm
means creating a highly distorted representation of the scientific
understanding of the issue (18, 20-22). Accordingly, researchers
have found that print and TV news outlets have historically
overrepresented the extent of disagreement on the scientific basis
of climate change, lending increased prominence and legitimacy
to a small number of contrarian scientists (7, 17-20, 23, 24).

However, empirical support for the continuing relevance of
the balance norm in shaping the media environment around
climate change is mixed. Some studies suggest that the dispro-
portionate visibility of opponents of climate action has declined
or reversed since the issue rose in national prominence in the
mid-2000s (25-27). In addition, other evidence suggests that the
disproportionate visibility of contrarian scientists is concentrated
among conservative newspapers and TV outlets (28-30). This
would suggest that accord with editorial ideology rather than the
application of journalistic norms may be responsible for the
overrepresentation of advocates against climate action in main-
stream media. On the whole, however, this work would suggest
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Journalistic norms: Press releases advocating
against action to address climate change will receive greater
news coverage than other press releases, net of controls. ¥

Second, organizational power may lead the voices of large and
wealthy organizations, and particularly those in extractive and
polluting industries, to receive increased prominence in main-
stream media. Three different types of power may facilitate
media visibility of these organizations’ perspectives (12, 31-34).
Instrumental power, or an organization’s access to human and
monetary resources, may facilitate visibility by allowing organi-
zations to expend more resources crafting and promoting policy
messages, such as through the use of public relations personnel,
lobbyists, or advertising agencies (35-39). In addition, these or-
ganizations may have leverage over other organizations or indi-
viduals, which they can use to influence policy debates (40). For
example, large advertisers at news media outlets may be able to
influence news coverage through their ability to withhold ad-
vertising revenue (1, 16). Consistent with the idea that organi-
zational resource-dependence relations have shaped climate
change discourse, Farrell (41) shows that organizations’ receipt
of corporate funding is associated with increased use of polar-
izing themes over the course of the climate change debate.

Next, structural power, or an organization’s real or perceived
importance in the functioning of the economy, can lead organi-
zations’ actions and perspectives on policy issues to be seen as
broadly relevant to public well-being (11, 42-44). In particular,
the views of large employers are likely to be seen as newsworthy
since these organizations could potentially respond to policy
changes in ways that could cause economic disruption, such as
through plant closures, large-scale layoffs, or offshoring (12, 45).
Similarly, the policy positions of business coalitions and trade
associations—as organizational forms aggregating shared inter-
ests within or across economic sectors—may receive heightened

"However, it is possible that this effect will disappear after the mid-2000s or will depend
on the ideology of the news source. | assess these possibilities empirically below.
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visibility to the extent that these organizations are seen as rep-
resenting not simply one company’s perspective but instead, a
broad swath of the economy (46, 47).

Finally, discursive power, or an organization’s perceived ex-
pertise and legitimacy, can lead some organizations’ perspectives
to be seen as more relevant and credible than others in policy
debates (33, 34, 48, 49). In particular, influential work in envi-
ronmental sociology suggests that organizations involved in re-
source extraction and energy production have historically been
given authority to define the terms of environmental debates
(13). Research in this tradition argues that extractive and pol-
luting industries’ narratives of the economic necessity of envi-
ronmental degradation have privileged status in discussions of
environmental issues, leading their perspectives to become in-
grained as common sense (50-53). Meanwhile, other research
suggests that natural scientists are seen as relevant authorities on
environmental problems (21), such that we would expect the
views of educational and scientific organizations to receive
heightened media visibility.

Relatively little work has directly assessed whether the views of
powerful organizations receive increased news coverage in the
climate change debate. Instead, scholars have called for more
attention to how power dynamics may affect policy framing and
discourse, both in the case of climate change and in other policy
debates (21, 54, 55). However, the importance of organizational
power has been demonstrated empirically for a number of other
organizational and political outcomes in a large cross-disciplinary
literature (12, 40, 56-59). Therefore, I expect that instrumental,
structural, and discursive power will influence whether organiza-
tions’ messages receive media visibility. This leads to the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2. Instrumental power: Press releases originating
from large organizations (in terms of employees, assets, and
revenue) will receive greater news coverage than other press
releases, net of controls.

Hypothesis 3. Structural power: Press releases originating
from large businesses, business coalitions, and professional and
trade associations will receive greater news coverage than other
press releases, net of controls.

Hypothesis 4a. Discursive power (polluters): Press releases
originating from businesses in extractive and highly polluting
industries will receive greater news coverage than other press
releases, net of controls.

Hypothesis 4b. Discursive power (scientists): Press releases
originating from educational and scientific organizations will receive
greater news coverage than other press releases, net of controls.

Methods

I compile a large random sample of business, government, and social ad-
vocacy organizations’ press releases about climate change from 1985 to 2013
(n = 1,768).* | match these messages with publicly available data about the
type and size of each organization that issued a press release, and | code
each press release according to whether it states support for or opposition to
action to address climate change.® | then use plagiarism-detection software
to track which of these messages are quoted or paraphrased in all articles

*To construct the sample, | search the database of PR Newswire, the largest national
distributor of press releases, using the terms “climate change,” “global warming,”
“greenhouse effect,” and “greenhouse gas/gases/gasses.” | then take a 20% systematic
sample of all press releases for most years in the study period, with oversampling of years
in which many fewer press releases were released. More details on sample construction
are in SI Appendix, Supplementary Methods.

5| conceptualize “opposition to climate action” as including both 1) statements that deny
the reality, anthropogenic causes, and/or seriousness of climate change and 2) state-
ments that argue we should not take action to address climate change, regardless of
their position on the underlying science. This definition therefore includes both 1) epi-
stemic skepticism and 2) response skepticism in Capstick and Pidgeon’s (75) terms. More
details on coding procedures and reliability checks are in S/ Appendix,
Supplementary Methods.
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Fig. 1. Probability of newspaper coverage by message content, controlling
for other factors. Predicted values from logistic regression predicting
newspaper coverage of press releases by specific organizational type, or-
ganization resources, and message characteristics. Error bars indicate 95%
Cls. Variables other than those describing message content are held at
their means.

about climate change published in The New York Times, The Wall Street
Journal, and USA Today from 1985 to 2014 (total n = 34,948). The software
identifies instances where strings of at least eight words closely or exactly
match between two sets of documents (in this case, between press releases
and newspaper articles), aiding in the identification of cases where the
newspaper text may have derived from the press releases. Finally, | use
multivariate regression analysis to examine how organizations’ characteris-
tics and the content of their messages may affect which messages are cited
in these newspaper articles and which are not.

The database of press releases and Stata code for replicating the analyses
that follow have been deposited in the openICPSR Repository (accession no.
116561). More details on the methods are in S/ Appendix, Supplementary Methods.

Results

Journalistic Norms: Overrepresentation of Messages Opposing
Climate Action. First, I test whether press releases advocating
against action to address climate change receive greater news
coverage than other press releases, net of controls (Hypothesis
1). Controlling for industry and organizational size (in terms of
employees, wealth, and revenue), I find that messages opposing
climate action are significantly more likely to receive media
coverage than are messages advocating for climate action (f =
0.836, P = 0.001) (SI Appendix, Table S1, model 5). Fig. 1 dis-
plays the predicted probabilities that organizations’ climate
messages will receive newspaper coverage in The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal, or USA Today. While about 7.2%
of messages advocating for action to address climate change are
picked up by these national newspapers, this is true for almost
twice the number of messages advocating against action to ad-
dress climate change, or about 14.0%.

It is important to contextualize this finding by noting that
messages advocating for climate action are much more prevalent
among organizations’ press releases than are messages advocat-
ing against climate action. Descriptive statistics of all press re-
leases suggest that messages against climate action are relatively
rare, constituting only 10.4% of all press releases. As shown in
Fig. 2, however, they are disproportionately likely to be covered
in news outlets, such that they constitute about 18.4% of all press
releases that receive media attention. These findings are con-
sistent with the idea that journalistic norms of balance and
objectivity lead media outlets to provide heightened visibility to
viewpoints outside the mainstream—in this case, to messages
that depart from the largely consensual view among business,
government, and civil society organizations that climate change
is a problem that is real, serious, and requires a societal response.

Contrary to some recent research suggesting that the balance
norm has become less relevant to understanding the media en-
vironment around climate change, I find no indication that this
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Fig. 2. Climate messages produced by organizations vs. climate messages
covered in major newspapers.

disproportionate coverage of messages opposing climate action
has declined or reversed since the mid-2000s. In addition, I find
no evidence that this trend is driven primarily by the news cov-
erage of The Wall Street Journal, the most ideologically conser-
vative news outlet in my analysis. On the contrary, messages
opposing climate action are given disproportionate coverage
even in The New York Times, the most liberal newspaper I study.¥
This is consistent with the idea that journalistic norms of balance
and objectivity rather than editorial ideology drive the over-
representation of messages from opponents of climate action in
mainstream media. However, it remains possible that the per-
spectives of opponents of climate action are framed or contex-
tualized differently across news sources or over time. For
example, Briiggemann and Engesser (25) find that journalists in
recent years have begun to note that the views of contrarian
scientists stand in contrast to the consensus of the scientific
community, even while offering their perspectives in the news.
For my purposes, a critical reference to an organization’s mes-
sage is still considered as providing visibility to that interest
group’s perspective.

An important issue to consider is that organizations’ state-
ments may not reflect their true positions on climate change. In
particular, businesses face widespread pressures toward
expressing support for environmental sustainability and may see
a strategic or reputational advantage in misrepresenting them-
selves as supportive of climate action when in fact they prefer the
status quo (60-62). This could constitute a threat to the validity
of these results if messages where an organization “insincerely”
presents itself as supportive of climate action are particularly
unsuccessful in receiving media attention.” This would lead me
to underestimate the extent to which messages that are (sin-
cerely) supportive of climate action have been able to receive
media attention and so, to overstate the degree to which interests
opposed to climate action have received greater visibility. In
addition, this could plausibly be the case since journalists might
know or suspect that these messages primarily serve strategic or
reputational purposes—as in the commonly referenced practice
of “greenwashing”—and so, avoid reporting on them.

YThese additional analyses can be reproduced using the data and Stata code deposited
online (openICPSR Repository accession no. 116561).

*#The opposite relationship between media visibility and organizational misrepresentation
could also exist. That is, messages where a company misrepresents itself as supportive of
climate action might be particularly successful in receiving media attention because
these companies’ support is seen as surprising and hence, newsworthy (64, 63). However,
this would, if anything, lead me to underestimate the degree to which interests opposed
to climate action have received disproportionate visibility in the climate change debate
and so, does not constitute a threat to the validity of my findings.

Wetts


https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1921526117/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1921526117/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1921526117

I assess this possibility empirically by examining whether
messages opposing climate action are more likely to receive
media visibility only if they are released by businesses, or if
messages opposing climate action receive heightened visibility
when released by civil society organizations as well. If lower
media coverage of “insincere” pro-climate messages was driving
my findings, we would expect this effect to be concentrated
among businesses conforming to norms of corporate social re-
sponsibility. We would not expect this to be the case among civil
society organizations, however, where these norms are weaker or
(in the case of conservative organizations) nonexistent and where
journalists are unlikely to perceive potential greenwashing as
a concern.

I present these robustness analyses in SI Appendix, Tables S4
and SS. I find that messages opposing climate action are more
likely to receive media coverage regardless of whether they come
from businesses (SI Appendix, Table S4, models 1 and 2) or from
civil society organizations (SI Appendix, Table S4, models 3 and 4).
In addition, the magnitude of the effect is statistically the same
among businesses as among other types of organizations, as evi-
denced by interaction terms between message content and or-
ganization type that are substantively small and not statistically
significant (SI Appendix, Table S5, models 1 to 4). While this
analysis does not rule out the possibility that my results are affected
by omitted variables bias, it alleviates concern that my results are
driven by lower media coverage of messages where business inter-
ests feign support for environmental sustainability.**

Instrumental Power: No Significant Effects of Organizations’ Financial
Resources. Next, I test whether press releases originating from
large organizations (in terms of employees, assets, and revenue)
receive greater news coverage than other press releases, net of
controls (Hypothesis 2). I find that organizations’ assets and
revenue are not significantly related to whether their messages
are covered in national newspapers. In four different models
with varying controls and specifications (SI Appendix, Tables S1,
models 5 and 6 and S2, models 5 and 6), the effects of these
variables, while positive, are small in magnitude and not statis-
tically significant. I therefore find no evidence that messages
from organizations with greater instrumental power in the form
of access to financial resources receive heightened media visi-
bility in news coverage of climate change.

In contrast, I find that messages from organizations with larger
numbers of employees are more likely to be picked up in na-
tional newspapers, but this effect is unique to businesses. In four
different models with varying controls and specifications (S
Appendix, Tables S1, models 4 and 6 and S2, models 4 and 6),
significant and positive interactions suggest that number of em-
ployees is related to media coverage, but the relationship is
contingent on organization type. Fig. 3 displays the predicted
probabilities that organizations’ climate messages will receive
newspaper coverage by number of employees and organization type.

As shown in Fig. 3, press releases from businesses with larger
numbers of employees are more likely to receive media coverage
than are those from smaller business, but the opposite is true for

Iwhile the magnitude of the coefficient is larger among businesses, the effect appears
more reliable among civil society organizations. In addition, the interactive model sug-
gests that the difference in size of the coefficients is not statistically significant.

**Another potential concern is that statements made in press releases may not be iden-
tical in tone or political valence to that of the press release as a whole, so the individual
statements that are picked up in newspapers need not match my coding of press re-
lease message characteristics. However, as shown in SI Appendix, Table S6, the vast
majority of statements cited in the newspapers | studied are similar in overall meaning
to the press releases from which they originate (195 of 207 total statements or 94.2%).
This supports the validity of my analysis using the overall press release coding, which is
necessary to compare press releases that are successful in gaining media attention with
those that are not.
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Fig. 3. Probability of newspaper coverage by organization size, controlling
for other factors. Predicted values from logistic regression predicting
newspaper coverage of press releases by general organizational type, or-
ganization resources, and message characteristics. Variables other than
those describing organizational type and organizational size are held at
their means.

civil society organizations and government agencies. Press re-
leases from the largest businesses in my sample (those with about
3 million employees) have about a 16.0% chance of being cited
in national newspaper articles, while those from the smallest
businesses (those with fewer than 20 employees) have about a
3.6% chance. Conversely, press releases from smaller civil soci-
ety organizations and government agencies are more likely to
receive media coverage than are those from larger organizations
of these types.

This finding may suggest that organizations’ perspectives can
receive heightened news coverage when organizations have
greater human resources to expend promoting their messages.
However, that this effect is unique to businesses suggests another
mechanism: these largest firms’ perspectives may receive
heightened visibility because they are regarded as important
players in the national economy. I discuss this possibility at
greater length below.

Structural Power: Greater Coverage of Statements from Large
Businesses, Business Coalitions, and Trade Associations. Next, I test
whether press releases originating from large businesses, busi-
ness coalitions, and professional and trade associations receive
greater news coverage than other press releases, net of controls
(Hypothesis 3). As discussed above and displayed in Fig. 3, I find
that messages from large businesses are particularly likely to be
quoted or paraphrased in national newspapers. In addition, I
find that messages from business coalitions and professional and
trade associations are more likely to receive media coverage than
are messages from other types of organizations.

Fig. 4 displays descriptive statistics showing the percentage of
press releases that are covered in The New York Times, The Wall
Street Journal, or USA Today by general organizational type. As
shown in Fig. 4, 15.7% of messages from business coalitions and
professional and trade associations are covered by these national
newspapers, as compared with 9.1% of messages from other
types of organizations. In 8 of 12 different models with varying
controls and specifications (SI Appendix, Tables S1, models 1 to 6
and S2, models 1 to 6), the proportion of press releases picked
up from these types of organizations is significantly greater than
the grand mean for organizations as a whole. In the other four
models, these effects are marginally significant.

These findings are consistent with the argument that organi-
zations’ structural power, or their perceived importance in
macroeconomic functioning, gives them disproportionate influence
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Fig. 4. Climate messages covered in major newspapers by general organizational type.

in policy debates. According to this line of reasoning, large busi-
nesses’ responses to policy changes have the potential to cause mass
economic disruption, and so, their perspectives on political issues
are more likely to be seen as newsworthy than are the views of other
types of organizations. Likewise, one important function of business
coalitions and professional and trade associations is to present the
shared interests of stakeholders across organizational lines and
sometimes across economic sectors. Therefore, policy statements
promoted by organizations of these types may receive heightened
visibility in policy debates because their perspectives are seen as
broadly relevant to public well-being.

Discursive Power: No Evidence of Polluters’—or Scientists'—"Privileged
Accounts”. Next, I test whether press releases originating from
businesses in extractive and highly polluting industries will receive
greater news coverage than other press releases, net of controls
(Hypothesis 4a). I find that these organizations’ messages are no
more or less likely to be covered in national newspapers than are
the messages of other types of organizations. In four different
models with varying controls and specifications (SI Appendix, Table
S3, models 1 to 4), the effects of this variable, while mostly positive,
are not statistically significant. I therefore find no evidence for
Freudenburg’s (13) influential assertion that organizations that
disproportionately benefit from access to natural resources provide
privileged accounts of environmental issues.

Finally, I test whether press releases originating from educa-
tional and scientific organizations will receive greater news
coverage than other press releases, net of controls (Hypothesis
4b). I find that messages from educational organizations are no
more or less likely to receive news coverage than the messages of
other types of organizations. In addition, I find that messages
from organizations providing scientific and technical services are
significantly less likely to be reproduced in national newspapers
than are the messages of other organizations. In six different
models with varying controls and specifications (SI Appendix,
Table S2, models 1 to 6), the proportion of press releases picked
up from these types of organizations is significantly lower than
the grand mean for organizations as a whole.

In fact, descriptive statistics suggest that statements from or-
ganizations providing professional, scientific, and technical ser-
vices are among the least likely to be covered in mainstream news.
Examples of these types of organizations include the American
Academy of Arts & Sciences, the American Geophysical Union,
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Ball Aerospace & Technologies Corporation, and Lawrence Liver-
more National Laboratory. In my sample, only 2.9% of messages
from these scientific and technical organizations are picked up by
national newspapers, as compared with 9.8% of messages from or-
ganizations as a whole. This finding is surprising, suggesting that the
perspectives of organizations with presumably greater expertise to
speak to the scientific issues around climate change are afforded less
media attention than are the perspectives of other organizations.

Discussion

Asking whose voices are most likely to “make the news” in the
US debate on climate change, I use plagiarism-detection soft-
ware to investigate which of a large, random sample of press
releases appear in over 30,000 articles about climate change in
three national newspapers over an almost 30-y period. I find that
statements from business coalitions and very large businesses are
more likely than those from other types of organizations to re-
ceive news coverage. In addition, messages opposing climate
action are about twice as likely as those advocating for climate
action to be reproduced in mainstream media. These findings are
consistent with previous scholars’ claims that the structural
power of business interests and journalistic norms of balance and
objectivity have distorted the public debate around climate
change. Surprisingly, I also find that messages from organiza-
tions providing scientific and technical services are among the
least likely to receive news coverage of the press releases in my
sample, suggesting that an organization’s perceived scientific
expertise is associated with less—not more—media visibility in
the US climate change debate.

This study makes several advances over the existing literature.
First, my use of computational methods allows me to examine a
large sample of texts over a long timescale and across three
major news sources with varying ideological viewpoints. This
allows for greater representativeness and generalizability than
most previous studies. In addition, I avoid the selection on the
dependent variable problem present in most studies of media
framing, where scholars analyze the characteristics of messages
and speakers that appear in news media without comparing them
with the broader population of messages and speakers that
attempted to gain media visibility. Examining press releases that
were and were not picked up in mainstream news sources allows
me to identify the characteristics of messages that were suc-
cessful in breaking into mainstream discourse, as compared with
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those that were not. Together, these methodological advances
allow me to test long-standing hypotheses about how likely dif-
ferent types of interest groups are to successfully influence policy
debates, contributing to academic and popular discussions about
the dominance of business power in American politics.

I find that climate messages from large businesses and busi-
ness coalitions receive greater media coverage in the American
climate change debate than do messages from other types of
organizations. Pragmatically, this finding is significant because
heightened coverage of industry perspectives could lead to a
dampening of political will to act on climate (refs. 4, 5; cf. ref.
63). While business interests are not unanimous in opposing
action to address climate change (64), some industry groups have
mobilized powerfully against climate action (65-67). Meanwhile,
businesses supportive of climate action tend to translate climate
politics into “business as usual” and suggest that the problem can
be solved within existing organizational routines (68) and so-
cioeconomic arrangements (69, 70). This suggests that media
portrayals that provide visibility to business interests’ perspec-
tives may be unlikely to promote public concern and political
mobilization over climate change.

More broadly, this finding is significant because it supports
claims that business interests have disproportionate sway in
shaping policy debates in contemporary American democracy (8,
10, 12). In particular, it is consistent with the idea that businesses
and industries that are perceived as important for macroeco-
nomic functioning can wield influence implicitly because politi-
cians, social movements, media professional, and other decision
makers take their views and reactions into account when crafting
and debating public policy (11, 34, 42, 43, 45). In contrast, I find
little support for the idea that business interests gain influence
through baldly leveraging their economic resources, as the
amount of financial resources that an organization has at its
disposal does not significantly predict the visibility of their cli-
mate messages. While this form of business power may influence
policy outcomes through other mechanisms or in other cases, I
find no evidence of it influencing whose messages receive media
coverage in the climate change debate.

In addition, my findings suggest that journalists continue to
provide “false balance” on the issue of climate change (18),
despite some scholars’ claims that this practice is a thing of the
past. This is significant for climate change communications be-
cause it suggests that journalistic norms of balance and objec-
tivity continue to provide a distorted picture of elite opinion on
climate change. However, it is important to note that these
findings are not incompatible with other research suggesting that
the shape that the balance norm has taken in recent years may be
shifting (27). For example, some have claimed that journalists
now give less visibility to the views of contrarian scientists in
particular (26, 71), while others have noted that journalists now
provide contextual information characterizing contrarian voices
as outside the mainstream (25). Because I examine all arguments
opposing climate action—regardless of whether or not these
arguments justify inaction through rejection of the scientific basis
of climate change or some other reason—it is possible that messages
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Wetts

opposing climate action have changed form, such that rejection of
climate science per se has become less common, and action is op-
posed for some other reason. However, my findings run counter to
the conclusion that the balance norm is no longer relevant to climate
change reporting. On the contrary, my research suggests that the
balance norm continues to operate, with messages opposing
climate action receiving media visibility out of proportion to their
marginal position among the messages organizations produce
about climate change.

Despite these advances, the current research has limitations
that open up possibilities for further inquiry. First, I focus here
on how successful organizations’ messages are in entering
mainstream media as a proxy for organizational influence in
policy debates, while leaving unexamined other mechanisms
through which organizations may attempt to achieve their po-
litical goals. For example, some organizations might choose to
pursue an “insider” path to policy influence, bypassing attempts
to influence public opinion while cultivating relationships di-
rectly with policy makers (72). Such insider strategies are not
incompatible with attempts to influence public opinion through
such tactics as policy framing and media visibility, and many
interest groups use both types of strategies to attempt to achieve
their aims (73). However, I focus here only on organizations’
attempts to influence public discourse, and so, my results cannot
speak to other routes to interest group influence.

In addition, my use of observational data presents challenges
in terms of causal inference. While the size and representative-
ness of my sample should lead to confidence that the trends I
present here are robust, the causal interpretations I suggest
should be taken as necessarily speculative. For example, I have
argued based on previous scholarship that messages opposing
climate action are afforded increased media visibility because
journalistic norms of balance and objectivity lead journalists to
overrepresent a minority viewpoint. However, other interpreta-
tions of this pattern are possible. For instance, conservative or-
ganizations may be more likely to use emotionally charged or
culturally resonant language that journalists may deem more
likely to engage readers (15, 74), leading messages that espouse
conservative viewpoints on climate change to be overrepresented.
Because my analysis includes limited information on the content
of organizations’ messages, I cannot rule out this plausible alter-
native explanation. Future work should examine more deeply how
the public debate around climate change is shaped by both the
meanings of climate messages and the power relationships of the
organizations that promote them.
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