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No buzz for bees: Media coverage of
pollinator decline
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Although widespread declines in insect biomass and diversity are increasing concerns within the scientific
community, it remains unclear whether attention to pollinator declines has also increased within
information sources serving the general public. Examining patterns of journalistic attention to the
pollinator population crisis can also inform efforts to raise awareness about the importance of declines of
insect species providing ecosystem services beyond pollination. We used the Global News Index
developed by the Cline Center for Advanced Social Research at the University of lllinois at Urbana—
Champaign to track news attention to pollinator topics in nearly 25 million news items published by
two American national newspapers and four international wire services over the past four decades. We
found vanishingly low levels of attention to pollinator population topics relative to coverage of climate
change, which we use as a comparison topic. In the most recent subset of ~10 million stories published
from 2007 to 2019, 1.39% (137,086 stories) refer to climate change/global warming while only 0.02%
(1,780) refer to pollinator populations in all contexts, and just 0.007% (679) refer to pollinator declines.
Substantial increases in news attention were detectable only in US national newspapers. We also find that,
while climate change stories appear primarily in newspaper “front sections,” pollinator population stories
remain largely marginalized in “science” and “back section” reports. At the same time, news reports about
pollinator populations increasingly link the issue to climate change, which might ultimately help raise
public awareness to effect needed policy changes.

news attention | insect decline | text data

Although many forms of global environmental change
cannot definitively be attributed to human activities,
human contributions to biodiversity loss are often
well-documented. Recent studies documenting dra-
matic declines in insect diversity and biomass (sum-
marized in refs. 1 and 2) have raised concerns within
the entomological community about the magnitude
and taxonomic extent of arthropod losses. A search
of the Web of Science Core Collection with the search
term "insect biodiversity” (3 March 2020) yielded a
total of 194 papers published between 1994 and
2019, beginning with a single paper in 1994 and
reaching a peak of 21 papers in 2018 (and 19 in
2019). In 2012, the number of citations to this growing
body of literature reached 200 and more than dou-
bled by 2019. A search of the specific topic “insect
decline” yielded 22 publications, beginning with a

single paper published in 2015 and jumping to 15 pa-
pers published in 2019. The scientific literature reflects
a burgeoning interest in this issue. Less clear, how-
ever, is whether this increasing level of scientific con-
cern is reflected in journalistic coverage serving the
general public.

The Rise of the Pollinator Crisis in the United
States

Species decline and extinction gained widespread
public attention in the United States around the be-
ginning of the 20th century with an initial focus on
birds, occasioned by exploitative hunting for the mil-
linery trade, well-documented species declines, and
several spectacular extinctions (including that of the
passenger pigeon Ectopistes migratorius). Citizen ac-
tivism and creation of conservation groups began
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initially at the state level and culminated in the 1905 founding of a
dedicated national organization, the National Audubon Society.
The most tangible evidence of the commitment and influence of
this group and its allies was the 1918 passage of the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act under President Woodrow Wilson, a landmark
piece of legislation that empowered the federal government to
regulate hunting and to protect wildlife.

Conservation concerns about insects also began to increase
during the early 20th century. W. J. Holland (3), for example,
remarked on the virtual disappearance of the formerly abundant
rosy maple-moth Anisota rubicunda in Pittsburgh, which he at-
tributed to the proliferation of artificial light sources—but, for
decades, organized efforts to protect insects were limited to the
professional and dedicated amateur entomological community. In
England, famed lepidopterist Walter Rothschild chaired the newly
constituted Committee for the Protection of British Lepidoptera
for the Royal Entomological Society of London. By 1935, Ento-
mological Society of America President Edith Patch devoted
her presidential address to the concept of protecting beneficial
insects (4).

Popular interest in insect conservation began to grow notice-
ably in the wake of the 1962 publication of Silent Spring (5), a
compelling book that documented adverse impacts from overuse
of synthetic organic insecticides on arthropods and the animals
that feed on them and that argued for a more balanced and ra-
tional approach to insect management. Among the many exam-
ples cited in support of her argument, Carson (5) referenced the
aerial applications of DDT for gypsy moth control in New York
State and elsewhere that led to massive losses of honey bees and
subsequent lawsuits filed by beekeepers, remarking, “It is a very
distressful thing...to walk into a yard in May and not hear a bee
buzz.” The general backlash against pesticide abuses led to ele-
vated concerns about nontarget impacts on beneficial species
other than bees, and the scientific community partnered with
concerned citizens to raise awareness and demand legislative
action to protect insects. The Xerces Society was founded in 1971,
and its initial dedication to Lepidoptera eventually expanded to
encompass all invertebrates. Passage of the federal Endangered
Species Act in 1973 added momentum, with the first insect
species—the Schaus swallowtail—listed in 1976.

In the ensuing decade, legendary insect expert E. O. Wilson
authored a widely cited scientific article about insect biodiversity
(6) as well as a high-profile newspaper piece on biodiversity loss in
general (7). In 1992, he introduced the phrase “crisis of biodi-
versity” to the general public in his popular book, The Diversity of
Life (8). Intensification of concerns among entomologists about
insect biodiversity losses led David Wagner of the University of
Connecticut-Storrs to organize the Entomological Society of
America’s first symposium on insect conservation in 1995.

Even though insects may be at proportionately greater risk of
extinction than other animals (9), they have until recently been left
out of most public discussions of biodiversity loss. It is difficult to
anticipate public reactions to the growing body of recent scientific
evidence documenting a biodiversity crisis among insects gen-
erally, but insight can be gained through a focused analysis of the
"pollinator crisis,” formally recognized by the scientific commu-
nity since 1996 in several key actions by the Convention on Bio-
diversity. The history of concern about the “forgotten pollinators,”
as dubbed by Buchmann and Nabhan (10), is reviewed in the
National Research Council’s Status of Pollinators in North
America (11). In brief, in September 1996, the Subsidiary Body
on Scientific Technical and Technological Advice of Convention
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on Biodiversity, Montreal, launched an “international pollinator
conservation initiative,” and, 2 months later, the Third Conference
of the Parties to the Convention on Biodiversity, Buenos Aires
Decision .11 designated pollinators as a “priority group.” By
1998, at the International Workshop on Conservation and Sustain-
able Use of Pollinators in Agriculture, the Sdo Paolo Declaration on
Pollinators was issued, and, by 2002, the International Pollinators
Initiative was approved at the Sixth Session of the Conference of
the Parties (COP6), in The Netherlands. In the United States, the
National Academy of Sciences’ National Research Council,
prompted by requests from the North American Pollinator Protec-
tion Campaign, authorized the formation of a study committee to
determine the status of pollinators in North America, with funding
from the US Department of Agriculture, the US Geological Survey,
and The National Academies.

In 2006, the National Research Council released report find-
ings that documented a long-term downward population trend for
honey bees in the United States, which—if the decline continued
at the rates exhibited from 1989 to 1996—would cause the US
commercial honey bee population to “vanish by 2035” (p. 118).
With a few exceptions, including monarch butterflies and several
bumble bee species that had been the focus of long-term studies,
data for other insect species were inadequate for evaluating the
status of North American pollinators. The initial release of the
report in October 2006 coincided with the first reports among
beekeepers of sudden inexplicable colony deaths that ultimately
became known as Colony Collapse Disorder. Early news reports of
mystifying bee colony losses across the country led to a massive
increase in media attention over the following 6 months (12). By
May 2007, the Pollinator Habitat Protection Act (S. 1496) was in-
troduced by Senator Max Baucus and aimed at improving habitat
for native and managed pollinators. In June 2007, Senator Barbara
Boxer introduced the Pollinator Protection Act (S. 1694), and, in
the same month, Congressman Earl Blumenauer proposed
similar legislation in the House (H.R. 2913). Over the course of the
“beepocalypse,” annual persistent colony losses that averaged
30% or more of America’s honey bee colonies for several years
drew increasing news recognition to dramatic declines, not just
in honey bees but in other pollinator groups, most notably wild
bees and monarch butterflies. These losses also led to five it-
erations (most recently in 2019) of the Save America’s Pollina-
tors Act, introduced by Blumenauer in 2013 but never yet put to
a vote (13).

In short, this historical review suggests that an emerging
awareness of pollinator population problems over the last century
appears to have grown sharply over the past 12 years with in-
creasingly visible and substantive efforts at pollinator protection.
As Simaika and Samways (14) point out,

the pollinator crisis. . .has stimulated huge efforts towards
correcting it in many parts of the world. . ..This has also gone
hand in hand with concerns over use of pesticides, especially
certain categories like the neonicotinoids, and the realization
that both our food base and health are being compromised.
Interestingly, the pollinator crisis focuses on two flash points
in our psyche: “the bee” and “our health.” The bee (at least
the bumble bee) is a flagship insect, easy to recognize,
characteristic and valuable, and something that people can
associate with positively. ...Bees are tangible and conceptu-
ally accessible, and move insect empathy into the realms
seen for attractive birds and mammals. Indeed, some insects
do better in likability tests than vertebrate competitors.
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It remains unclear, however, whether the increasing pace and
widening scale of these efforts to address the pollinator crisis have
generated a parallel increase in media attention to the concerning
declines in insect populations that provide ecosystem services.
Media attention to pollinator declines is required to raise public
awareness of the problem and to pressure governing institutions
to prioritize and pass effective policies for addressing the crisis.
Yet, to date, there has been no systematic research on media
coverage of pollinator decline. In the pages that follow, we pro-
vide the first such analysis to clarify whether levels of media at-
tention to pollinator decline reflect growing levels of concemn
within the scientific community.

Trends in Pollinator News Coverage over the Last Four
Decades

We used the Global News Index developed by the Cline Center
for Advanced Social Research at the University of Illinois Urbana—
Champaign (15) to track global news attention to pollinator topics.
This resource consists of a full-text index and a set of features
extracted by the Cline Center from over 150 million English-
language news reports using a suite of Natural Language Pro-
cessing and Machine Learning algorithms. Our analysis consists of
Boolean keyword searches across the complete population of
several decades of published news content from two leading US
national newspapers and four of the world’s most prestigious
wire services.

National news coverage in the United States is represented by
The New York Times (NYT), consisting of 3,799,992 stories from
1980 through 2019 (averaging 1,856 stories per week), and The
Washington Post (WP), with a combined 3,560,916 stories from
1977 through 2019 (averaging 1,600 stories per week). Wire ser-
vice coverage is represented by The Associated Press (AP),
headquartered in the United States, with a total output of
7,539,180 stories from 1977 through 2019 (averaging 3,388 sto-
ries per week); Agence France Presse (AFP), headquartered in
France, with a total output of 4,264,932 stories from 1991 through
2019 (averaging 2,888 stories per week); Deutsche Presse Agen-
tur (DPA), headquartered in Germany, publishing 1,528,692 sto-
ries from 1994 through 2019 (averaging 1,165 stories per week);
and Xinhua General News Service (XGNS), headquartered in
China, consisting of 3,956,731 stories from 1977 through 2019
(averaging 1,778 stories per week). Our analysis therefore ana-
lyzes content from a combined 24,650,443 news items published
in English between 1 January 1977 and 18 August 2019.

News trends at these scales are complex, multidimensional,
and formed by internal logics that diverge across news organi-
zations (e.g., refs. 16-19). To provide a point of reference for
evaluating the level of attention paid by news media to environ-
mental issues, we compared news coverage of pollinator pop-
ulation topics to news coverage of climate change. For the latter,
we adopted an approach used in several widely cited papers (20—
22) by searching for news stories referring to either “climate
change” or “global warming.” (Several robustness checks on this
query confirming the validity of this approach are provided in SI
Appendix, Supplemental Material.)

The parallel search for pollinator topics is complicated by the
tendency for both “bees” and “butterflies” to be referenced
across a diverse range of topics unrelated to ecology. Over the
time period examined, for example, the word “bees” has
appeared in news stories about movies (e.g., Bumblebee, 2018),
country songs (e.g., Honey Bee, 2011), and minor league baseball
teams (e.g., Salt Lake Bees). To address this challenge, we
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developed a search query for pollinator population topics that
required relevant news stories to mention the following: 1) insect
pollinators, 2) insect populations writ large, and 3) scientific re-
search or data. Validation tests on our query confirmed that it has
high recall and moderate precision: While it recovers nearly all
news reports that mention pollinator populations at least briefly,
about half of the reports picked up by the query contain no actual
mention of a pollinator population. Taken together, this means
that the trends reported below on news attention to pollinator
populations most likely overstate the actual amount of news at-
tention given to this topic: Actual levels of news attention to
pollinator populations are likely to be even lower than our results
indicate. (Full details on all queries and validation tests are in-
cluded in SI Appendix, Supplemental Material.)

Pollinator Populations vs. Climate Change

Neither climate change nor pollinator populations have been
topics of more than modest news interest across the past four
decades of coverage, but climate change receives orders of
magnitude more attention than pollinator topics. Within the full
set of nearly 25 million news stories, 166,734 make reference to
climate change while just 3,410 mention pollinator populations.
Expanding the pollinator portion of the query to include any
mention of the word “insect” all by itself increases the total to only
8,566 stories: Either way, news stories about insect populations
are rare in four decades of news coverage. Yet, because these
topics have both become especially salient in recent years, a
clearer picture of their relative prominence can be gained by
limiting the time period of interest to the 13 years from
2007 through 2019, a period that begins with the publication of
the National Research Council’s report, Status of Pollinators in
North America (11), and coincides with growing public discussion
of Colony Collapse Disorder.

Of the nearly 10 million news stories published by the six
sources during this 13-year period, only 1.39% (n = 137,086 sto-
ries) refer to climate change or global warming, compared to
0.02% (n = 1,780) that refer to pollinator populations in all con-
texts (i.e., not just those associated with pollinator declines).
Adding additional terms requiring that articles also contain ref-
erences to pollinator declines reduces the total number of
stories to 679 stories across the six news outlets, representing
0.007% of total news attention for the period. (Details on the pol-
linator population decline query are available in SI' Appendix,
Supplemental Material.)

To put this percentage in perspective, a recent study of
27 topics making the front pages of NYT between 1996 and 2006
(23) found that the most frequently featured topic was interna-
tional affairs (21% of total coverage), followed by military issues
and wars (14%). Only 1.1% of front page NYT coverage in that
study addressed environmental issues or natural disasters, so our
finding of 1.4% attention to climate change topics in recent years
is comparable with NYT editorial decisions in this topic area. In
this context, it is difficult to imagine how the collective impact of
679 news reports mentioning pollinator population declines out
of nearly 10 million total stories could motivate large numbers of
readers to demand government action to reverse the downward
trends.

Trends in Pollinator and Climate Change News Coverage
over Time

Even though news attention to pollinator populations has been
limited over four decades of coverage, interest in this topic is
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Fig. 1. Levels of attention to climate change in both US and non-US news sources from 1977 to 2019 across nearly 25 million news reports, shown
as the percentage of total weekly news output in each source that mentions climate change or global warming. Blue lines are US news sources;
green lines are non-US news sources. Note that, in contrast to Fig. 2, the y axis runs from 0.0 to 6.0 percentage points of total coverage.

starting to increase in some news outlets. Again, the contrast with
climate change coverage is informative. Fig. 1 shows the emer-
gence of climate change coverage in American outlets and in
non-American wire service reporting. Overlaying scatterplots of
weekly news values with locally weighted scatterplot smoothing
(LOWESS,) trend lines for each series reveals that, in both US and
non-US coverage, there is a gradual rise in attention to climate
change issues starting in the late 1980s and accelerating upward
in 2007 (Pearson correlations between percentage of climate
change coverage and elapsed weeks from 1977 to 2019 range
from a low of +0.34 for DPA to a high of +0.78 for WP, all sig-
nificant at P < 0.001). This initial surge in climate change attention
was larger outside than inside the United States, but, since that
time, sustained attention to climate change has been propor-
tionally greater in American national newspapers than in non-US
wire service reporting. By 2019, a weekly average of 4.0% of NYT
and 3.5% of WP stories mentioned climate change or global
warming at least once, compared to 1.3% of AP stories and be-
tween 1.5 and 2.1% percent of non-US wire service stories (one-
way ANOVA, F[5, 192] = 72.4, P < 0.001). In 2019, only AP and
DPA had significant differences in climate coverage among the
four wire services; there were no significant differences between
the two newspapers, but consistently significant differences be-
tween each of the newspapers and each of the wire services
(Scheffé post hoc contrasts at P < 0.05; details in SI Appendix,
Supplemental Material).

The trends for pollinator population coverage differ dramati-
cally from trends in climate change coverage (Fig. 2). Comparing
the percentage of coverage given to pollinator populations by US
outlets and non-US wire services demonstrates that wire services
outside the United States consistently pay negligible attention to
the topic. Across four decades, the combined story count
addressing pollinator population topics in AFP, DPA, and XGNS
was 347 reports out of 9.7 million stories (Pearson correlations

4 of 8 | PNAS
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2002552117

between percentage of pollinator population coverage and
elapsed weeks from 1977 to 2019 are nonsignificant for DPA and
XGNS, but +0.29 for AFP at P < 0.001, reflecting merely that
147 of AFP’s 171 total pollinator population stories were pub-
lished after 2006). In contrast, the three American outlets pub-
lished a combined 3,063 stories mentioning pollinator
populations out of 14.9 million total stories, of which only
623 were published by AP. As shown in Fig. 2, historically sporadic
levels of attention in the two national newspapers have trended
consistently upward in the last few years, with NYT in the lead
(Pearson correlations between percentage of pollinator pop-
ulation coverage and elapsed weeks from 1977 to 2019 are
nonsignificant for AP, but +0.22 for NYT and +0.23 for WP, both
significant at P < 0.001).

Notwithstanding this apparent difference, the absolute
amount of coverage in both newspapers remains small. In 2019, a
weekly average of 0.12% of NYT and 0.08% of WP stories men-
tioned pollinator populations at least briefly, compared to 0.01%
of stories from AP, AFP, and XGNS, with DPA publishing less than
half that amount (one-way ANOVA, F[5, 192] = 21.5, P < 0.001).
Differences in 2019 among the four wire services are nonsignifi-
cant, as is the difference between the two newspapers, but dif-
ferences between each of the newspapers and each of the wire
services are all significant (Scheffé post hoc contrasts; details in S/
Appendix, Supplemental Material). It is important to keep in mind
that, because only 28% of these few stories address pollinator
declines, no trends in levels of decline coverage can be reliably
inferred across these six outlets: There is simply too little pollinator
decline attention to permit such an analysis.

A clear pattern is emerging, however, in news coverage of
pollinator populations: These stories are increasingly likely also to
mention climate change. In the pooled trend across all six news
outlets, only 3% of pollinator population stories published before
2007 mentioned climate change (Fig. 3). In contrast, fully 23% of
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Fig. 2. Levels of attention to pollinator populations in both US and non-US news sources from 1977 to 2019 across nearly 25 million news
reports, shown as the percentage of total weekly news output in each source that mentions pollinator population terms. Blue lines are US news
sources; green lines are non-US news sources. Note that, in contrast to Fig. 1, the y axis runs from 0.0 to 0.2 percentage points of total
coverage. If the trends in this figure were overlaid on Fig. 1's more expansive y axis, the result would appear to be a darkened cluster of lines

slightly above the zero point for all decades.

stories published between 2007 and 2019 referred to the warm-
ing climate. In 2019 alone, 43% of pollinator population stories
made at least one mention of either climate change or global
warming. The Pearson correlation between year and mentioning
climate change is robust, at +0.83 (P < 0.001). Despite this steady
shift, the small absolute number of pollinator stories means that
climate change coverage remains focused on topics other than
pollinator populations. Out of 166,734 stories mentioning climate
change across the six outlets, just 457 also mention pollinator
populations, comprising only 0.3% of climate change stories.

With wire service reporting, it is difficult to know which stories
get picked up by subscribing outlets, and how prominently those
outlets place the stories in their mix of news coverage. With
newspaper reporting, however, stories are assigned to topical
sections that reflect whether stories are considered as mainstream
public affairs reporting. We illustrate this tendency with reporting
from NYT from 2007 to 2019, which features the most extensive
coverage of pollinator populations among the six outlets we ex-
amined. Fig. 4 is a pair of stacked area charts showing the distri-
bution of pollinator population stories across topical sections in
NYT. Topical sections include Science, mainstream “Front Sec-
tion” public affairs reporting (considered to be national, interna-
tional, news review, and editorial/opinion sections, along with
reports in the business and finance sections), and all other sec-
tions, comprising mostly local stories, feature stories, or special
section coverage (e.g., “Weekend,” "Education,” and “Smarter
Living” sections).

For the most part, the small amount of NYT coverage of pol-
linator populations is consigned to Science and “Back Section”
reporting (Fig. 4A), which further limits the potential readership
(24). In 2007, 21% of pollinator population stories appeared in the
Science section (Fig. 4A, green area), 24% appeared in “Front

Althaus et al.
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Section” stories (Fig. 4A, blue-shaded areas), and 55% appeared
in other “Back Section” parts of the paper (Fig. 4A, white area).
Despite more than a decade of expanding scientific attention to
pollinator issues, this mix of sections was largely unchanged
12 years later: In 2019, 26% of pollinator population stories
appeared in the Science section, 24% appeared in “Front Sec-
tion” reporting, and 50% were published in other sections. Sta-
tistically, the Pearson correlation between year and the “Front
Section” percentage in Fig. 4Ais a nonsignificant +0.39 (P=0.19),
similar to the nonsignificant +0.17 correlation with year for Sci-
ence percentage (P = 0.59), but in contrast to the significant
-0.56 correlation for other section coverage (P < 0.05).

Unlike pollinator population coverage, climate change stories
have successfully moved out of Science section reporting and into
mainstream reporting on public affairs (Fig. 4B). With respect to
climate change, 57% of stories in 2007 and 6é6% of stories in
2019 appeared as “Front Section” coverage in either the national,
international, news review, business/finance, or editorial/opinion
pages. The Pearson correlation between year and the “Front
Section” percentage in Fig. 4B is +0.65, P < 0.05. In contrast, only
9% in 2007 and 8% in 2019 appeared in the Science section, with
the remainder of climate change stories appearing in other “Back
Section” areas of NYT. The Pearson correlations for these rela-
tionships are negative but nonsignificant (for Science section and
year, r = -0.41, P = 0.17; for other section and year, r = -0.47,
P=0.11).

“Back Section” reporting can occasionally be important for
raising public awareness, as demonstrated by the November
2018 publication of Brooke Jarvis's “The Insect Apocalypse Is
Here” cover story in The New York Times Magazine (25), which
generated a considerable amount of interest around the world
beyond the scientific community. In-depth feature stories like this
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Fig. 3. Percentage of the stories mentioning pollinator populations
across six news sources that also mention climate change or global
warming (dark blue). Light blue area shows percentage of this
coverage that mentions only pollinator populations.

one can be consequential for drawing attention to an issue in the
short term, but their capacity to sustain mainstream news interest
is limited. Sustained “Front Section” news attention is difficult to
achieve without either institutional uptake by governmental au-
thorities or a high-profile event that galvanizes public interest
(e.g., refs. 23 and 26). Conventional approaches for disseminating
pollinator population research through the scientific community
via peer-reviewed journals offer little chance for either.

Attracting News Attention and Inspiring Action

Our analysis of nearly 25 million news items published by six
sources across four decades turned up only 3,410 stories that
clearly mentioned pollinator population research. Of these, only
950 stories, or 0.004% of the total, unambiguously discussed
declines in pollinator populations, and only 126 of the decline
stories appeared in news outlets from sources outside the United
States. The largest share of this coverage appeared in national
newspapers recognized by the American social science commu-
nity as targeting American elites. Beyond that audience, issues
related to pollinator populations appear to be largely overlooked
by wire services around the world that have greater potential to
raise popular awareness of important issues. This is the scientific
community’s record to date at raising public awareness of the
problem of declining pollinator populations.

For more than a decade, members of the scientific community
have been frustrated with the challenge of engaging the public in
issues relating to biodiversity. Novacek (27) lamented that “ar-
guments from the media and other sources. . .discourage public
interest in environmental topics by characterizing the science
behind them as overly complex, immersed in debate and con-
troversy, and detached from human interests” and asked “why
has a massive, international effort to deal with the biodiversity
crisis failed to launch? Much of the current stasis is ascribed to the
antagonism of corporate interests and lack of vision, and even
resistance, of leaders and governments.... [I]f a lack of public un-
derstanding or concern persists, it is highly unlikely that either
governments or businesses will change course.”

Given the important role that media attention could play in
stimulating and sustaining public understanding of and concern
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for pollinator declines, some reasons why this important issue
continues to be neglected in news coverage are deserving of
mention. An extensive literature in political communication offers
some clear insights that the rest of the scientific community would
do well to mark. Changes in public opinion bring about changesin
public policy (28, 29), and mainstream media attention is an im-
portant agent for raising public awareness, focusing public at-
tention, and framing issues in ways that attract the notice of
policymakers (30, 31). Yet, compared to times past when the front
pages of NYT and WP could be counted on to drive media
agendas across the United States (e.g., ref. 32), news attention in
today’s highly fragmented media space is also shaped by partisan
media (33), social media (34), and specialized media (35). This
increasingly complex attentional space provides ample opportu-
nities for previously marginalized political issues to move onto the
agendas of policymaking institutions (31), as can be seen in suc-
cessful efforts to raise the public salience of environmental pol-
lution risks (e.g., ref. 36) and climate change (e.g., ref. 37). In short,
policy change tends to follow large and sustained shifts in media
attention to particular problems. The important question is
therefore what holds mainstream news outlets back from provid-
ing sustained informational focus to pollinator declines.

Among the many plausible reasons why media coverage of
pollinator populations remains scant, two stand out as particularly
likely. First, declines in pollinator populations happen gradually
and are difficult to observe let alone enumerate on a global scale.

A Distribution of Pollinator Population Stories Across NY Times Sections
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Fig. 4. Distribution of pollinator population stories (A) and climate
change stories (B) across NYT sections by year from 2007 to 2019.
Green indicates Science Section reporting, blue indicates “Front
Section” reporting, and white indicates all other sections.
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The incremental and often invisible progress of pollinator declines
makes it extremely difficult for news organizations to report on
consistently and sustain audience interest in dwindling pollinator
populations. It would be a different matter if such declines were to
occur in a small number of discrete, dramatic, and rapidly
unfolding events. One suspects that, if all of the bee colonies in
North America were gathered to a single location that was sub-
sequently hit by an asteroid, sustained news attention to such a
spectacular and catastrophic event would be guaranteed. In
contrast, occasional publications of even high-profile scientific
reports have little ability on their own to attract or catalyze
mainstream media attention for slow-moving and hard-to-see
problems such as pollinator declines.

A second reason for limited news coverage is that cash-
strapped media organizations are forced as a matter of cost effi-
ciency to monitor the world largely by shadowing the activities of
governing institutions (38, 39). Study after study has found that the
main topics of mainstream news coverage are a small subset of
governmental activities and decisions that already are (or can be
made to seem) interesting to audiences (16, 40). If government
leaders and major party candidates are ignoring a topic, news
outlets will likely ignore it too. Getting the topic of pollinator
declines onto the agenda of governing institutions is therefore a
key opportunity to raise levels of media attention and, in turn,
popular concern.

This suggests that the remarkably low level of news attention
to the pollinator crisis revealed in our analysis may follow in part
from the failure of governments to pass comprehensive legislation
to protect pollinators. In the United States, arguably the most
consequential policy effort to protect pollinators since publication
of the National Research Council’s 2007 report on pollinators (11)
may well have been a single Presidential memorandum (41). In
this light, the increasing tendency in both news coverage and
scientific reports to link pollinator declines with climate change
has potential to help the chances for getting the diminishing vi-
brancy and diversity of key insect populations onto the policy

agendas of governing institutions. Indeed, a Web of Science Core
Collection search conducted on 14 March 2020 of “pollinator
decline” as a topic yielded 195 articles; adding the search term
“climate change” reduced the number of articles to 28, the first of
which appeared in 2005. Between 2005 and 2010, a total of three
papers were published; between 2010 and 2015, six papers were
published; and between 2016 and the first 2 months of 2020,
19 papers mentioning both pollinator declines and climate
change were published. Moreover, citations of these papers rose
from 97 in 2018 to 141 in 2019, an increase of almost 50% in a
single year. This small start, if it continues, offers an opportunity
for connecting the relatively unfamiliar and hard-to-report topic
such as pollinator declines to a news topic that already has its
place in the media agenda: climate change.

Should this trend continue, media attention to climate change—
which over the past two decades has been orders of magnitude
greater than attention to pollinator decline—could be the con-
nection that ultimately succeeds in stimulating and maintaining
public concern about the shrinking biomass and diversity of insect
pollinators. It remains an open question whether media coverage
alone can increase public awareness high enough, and quickly
enough, to effect the significant policy change required to deci-
sively slow, halt, or even reverse pollinator losses.

Data Availability. Supplemental materials as well as all data and
code for replicating the analyses are available on the lllinois Data
Bank (https://databank.illinois.edu/) and can be found at https://
doi.org/10.13012/B2IDB-4237085_V1.
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