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The development of individual risk  

in environmental news 
 

Introduction 
The media related research that is studying environmental risks has increased in resent years. 
Important contributions like Allan, Adam and Carter’s (2000) Environmental risks and the 
media, Anderson’s (1997) Media, Culture and the Environment and Chapman, Kumar, Fraser 
and Gaber’s Environmentalism and the mass media have captured the area with great skills and 
precision. Also nearby research, like Seale’s (2002) Media and Health, have been important in 
order to connect environmental risks to other research areas, in this case the health aspect.   
 
However, when reading these studies there are some circumstances that are worth mentioning. 
First, most of the research in the area has been focusing on environmental risks instead of 
environmental problems. The difference between these two is a matter of definitions, 
unfortunately the terms are seldom discussed from a problem point of view. Furthermore, most 
times neither “environment” (what is it?) nor “risks” are put in plain words1. One reason for this 
is that several of the researchers are inspired by Beck (for instance Allan, Adam and Carter, 
2000) and his theories of the risk society. This have the consequences that environmental 
problems that do not threatens humans directly often are ignored (for example the death of 
forest and biodiversity). Second, environmental risks often group in one category that has 
unique characteristics (“environmental news”). This is sometimes necessary but also 
problematic. Others use the word “newsworthiness” where environmental risks must correspond 
with different criteria’s, in order to categorise and explain why environmental issues are turned 
into news events (see for example Anderson, 1997: 117-121). This approach is occasionally 
useful but is often, according to me, too general and vague in order to give any real explanation 
value. Third, environmental news is now and again analysed in relation to how they are 
portrayed (framed) in the media. These studies discuss for instance visualisation and expert 
advices, and what effect the messages have on the readers. Others use reception studies to find 
out how the readers interpret environmental news in relation to cultural and socio-economic 

                                                             
1 Unfortunately, this text will also fail in clearing up and define the concepts. I am satisfied with pointing out 
the dilemma.   
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conditions (Chapman, 1997). Nevertheless, it is hard to find any studies that discuss the 
differences between individual environmental risks and collective environmental risks, both in 
the content of the news and in the public interpretations of the environmental risks in relation to 
their everyday lives. Some literature, like Smith’s (2000) The Daily Globe – Environmental 
change, the public and the media, have made the distinction in separate chapters, but they are 
hardly discussed in relation, or contrast to each other in the same text.  
 
The purpose of this article is therefore to recapitulate the area “environmental news”, with the 
theoretical focus on the differentiation between collective and individual media portraying. The 
text will only discuss the dichotomy on a theoretical level, with references to earlier studies in 
the area to make empirical confirmations.   
 
The article is divided in two parts. Part 1 starts with a short discussion of the term 
“environment” and how the term is connected to the research area “environmental news”. The 
next chapter brings together some problems that usually are described within the field of 
“environmental news”. In Part 2, theoretical views of how the society have developed are 
supposed to work as arguments why a new perspective of environmental news is needed, the 
dichotomy between individual and collective environmental risk. The article ends with a 
conclusion of how this “theoretical fragmentation” could be used in empirical studies.  

 

Part 1: Framing the field of environmental news 

Defining environmental news 
Environment is a concept that has its weaknesses. This is illustrated in Chapman et al. (1997) 
where they start with pointing out that everything in the media can be described as 
environmental issues, from switching on a lamp to buying snacks in the local 7Eleven store. 
This illustrates the difficulties when studying environmental news, and the need for distinct 
definitions.  
 
The environment has often been described as something outside the society. In the field of 
environmental philosophy for example, environment is the natural (physical) surroundings of 
the society, often referred to as “nature” (se for example Warren, 2002). However, in the new 
kind of risk society where environmental risks are threatening the society also from the inside, 
this limited definition has been redefined. It is impossible to say if the flood is caused by natural 
circumstances or if it is a consequence of global pollution. In many areas, including media and 
communication, also the technologically induced manmade environmental risks/problems are 
treated as “environmental issues”.  
 
This is also illustrated in Böhms and Pfisters (2000) definition, where environmental risks 
(almost) always are caused by a chain reaction where human action results in environmental 
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damages that have negative consequences for mankind. They also include risks where human 
activity may harm the humans themselves. (This is often described as the “new kind of 
environmental risks” (see Giddens, 2002)). Böhm and Pfister (2000) categorise environmental 
risks/problems in five basic types. (1) Man-environment risks: humans harm the environment 
without necessarily causing negative effects for humankind (e.g. deposing radioactive waste on 
the moon). (2) Environment-man risks: environmental changes beyond human control have 
negative effects for humankind (e.g. volcano eruptions). (3) Man-environment-man risks: 
human activities cause changes in the environment that strike back on humans (e.g. ozone layer 
reduction). (4) Man-man risks: not directly related with the environment, but are results from 
human activity in their environment that may harm humankind (e.g. radiation from cell phones). 
(5) Environment-environment risks: “natural” environmental changes harm the environment 
(e.g. forest fires).  
 
All these five types of environmental risks can be found in media texts in the category that is 
normally defined as “environmental news”. However, this is not free from trouble. “[I]n the 
media the word ‘environment’ is actually a classificatory umbrella for a frame of reference used 
to view and report particular issues. It is not necessarily a classificatory word for the issues or 
objects themselves.” (Chapman et al., 1997: 24). This can be interpreted as if the media frame it 
as environmental news, it in fact becomes environmental news Some issues have been 
established as environmental frames in the media agenda, although the defining and 
maintenance is problematic. It can for example differ between national media producers, or 
between countries.  
 
In the next chapters some of the problems (they are often treated as problems, not as distinctive 
features) of environmental issues and their newsworthiness are discussed. The attempt is not to 
do an all-embracing review of how environmental news usually is described in related research. 
Instead, the purpose is to point out some important considerations that have been made within 
the field.  
 

The problem with cycles 

In comparison to other news categories like economy and politics, the environmental news are 
to some extent unique when it comes to one major circumstance, the media agenda does not 
follow the environmental agenda.  
 
In economy and political issues the media interest is going up and down, but the coverage has 
some resemblance with what is going on in the real world. For instance, the political reporting is 
most intense during election time and economy issues are on the front pages when important 
companies release their financial reports. The environmental problems, however, are always 
continuing but the media’s cover of these problems is characterised by sudden interest followed 
by years of silence (Gaber, 2000). Väliverronen (1998) argues that media’s attention to the 
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environmental problems often is cyclical. One clear example of this phenomenon is the sea 
pollution that only is discussed in the media when an oil spill just has happened. 
 
Stocking and Leonard (1990) use the term issue-of-the-month syndrome, which indicates that 
environmental issues disappear from the news if nothing new is happening. Even if there are 
environmental news that has created headlines for decades, like the hole in the ozone layer, 
most of these news has followed the up and down going cycle. 
 

The problem with multiple character 

Environmental news is often “described” as something else, or more precisely, environmental 
problems often have sidetracks that the media highlights instead of the “original” topic. In this 
way, an environmental story can be transformed into something political, financial, or cultural. 
One example that demonstrates the multiple character of an environmental problem is the death 
of forests (irreparable damage to forests). When the forest dies, the outdoor type may say that 
this is an environmental problem because the beauty of the forest disappears. A person who 
works as a lumberjack could mean that this is an environmental problem because he will lose 
his job, and the owner claims that it is an environmental problem with financial influences. For 
people who worry about the climate this is an environmental problem because it reduces the 
forest capacity to absorb carbon dioxin (Ariansen, 1992). Environmental risks are therefore not 
always “the main angle” of a story; they are framed (or hidden in) as “health risks”, “political 
risks” or “economic risks”. This leads to one other difficulty with environmental risks; they are 
often difficult to distinguish (and therefore tricky to measure).  
 

The problem with experts 

Both Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991) have pointed out the complex relation between the 
environment discourse and the expert discourse, where they connect the expert system with the 
societies needed for trust. The environmental issues are highly complicated and scientific to its 
nature, and are hard for “lay persons” to understand. However, relatively few journalists have 
scientific education, which means that they are dependent on expert opinions. “Media discourse 
on risk and the environment is to a significant extent a discourse dependent upon the voices of 
official ‘experts’.” (Anderson, 1997: 128). 
 
The problem is that a highly scientific environmental issue is difficult to explain in simple 
words, and that the environmental problem often is simplified into danger/no danger. This is the 
case with for example the greenhouse effect (Wilson, 2000), the GMO debate (Glasner, 2000) 
and the acrylamide alarm in Sweden (Larsson, forthcoming).  
  

The problem with visualisation 

Anderson (1997) means that environmental news is in a need of dramatic visualisations, and 
that some environmental problems may attend more coverage than others may, just because 
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they have strong visual conditions. In the following example about global warming, an 
environmental issue with small visual components will illustrate these difficulties.  
 
One of the first scientific reports that showed that climate changes could be caused by human 
activity, which has consequences for the future of the planet, was published in 1965. The 
American media, however, did not give global warming very much attention until June 1988. 
This summer James Hansen, a scientist from NASA, testified before US Congress that he was 
certain that the global warming was real and happening, and the newspapers put the story on the 
front pages. Some claimed that the extreme hot summer and the long drought played a key role 
for getting the media’s interest (Wilson, 2000). This indicate that the global warming, in 
common with other global environmental news like pollution and the hole in the ozone layer, is 
dependent on some sort of comprehensibility in order to become actual news. It was not until 
the story was illustrated by pictures of sweating citizens and a dried up landscape, connections 
to the “real world” could be made. These pictures, which Nelkin (1995) call “visual metaphors”, 
played an important part in the public’s meaning making of global warming (even if global 
warming had nothing to do with the hot weather). Consequently, many of the environmental 
risks are difficult to visualise and a poor fit for symbolic representation of the issue. On the 
opposite, stumbling cows and leaking oil tankers work very good in the media, which gives 
these kind of environmental news a clear framing and important advantage of getting in the 
news (Adams, 1998).  
 

The problem with the news agenda 

Adams (1998) makes the difference between long-term environmental news and ordinary 
environmental (short-term) news. Long-term environmental news often operates on a global 
arena and is linked with time-space phenomena that happens everywhere and nowhere whiteout 
any clear ending. These long-term environmental news are hard for the journalists to frame to 
here and now; instead they are forced to make a historic connection, which often requires 
frequent reporting of the issue. This also makes it difficult to come up with new angles on the 
issue to avoid telling the same story over and over again. The long-tem environmental news in 
fact fits badly with the general journalistic philosophy of news reporting.       
 
Moreover, Anderson (1997) mean that environmental coverage a great deal is event centred and 
that journalism often misses the big picture. The consequence is that the audience are 
encouraged to blame individuals or individual companies for the environmental problems 
instead of a greater structural problem.      
 
Other problems that could have been mentioned in Part 1, but have been left out, are the 
problem with lobbying, the problem with domestic environmental news, and the problem with 
“tablodization” (this will be discussed later).  
 
 



 6 

Part 2: Theoretical perspectives   
 

Higher control and lower individual freedom 

There is an increased level of control in our society. This can be studied from two perspectives: 
personal control (internal) which is related to individual discipline, and institutional control 
(external) which take place in the society. In a study from 1939, Norton Elias shows how 
people have developed more and more sophisticated methods for self-control. As one example, 
Elias describes how humans have become more aware about ones posture and bodily fluids 
(like farts, burps, and sweat) and developed informal rules to avoid shame and guilt. By 
studying historical ethical books he claims that people have become largely controlled (by the 
society), disciplined and self-aware. As a result, Elias means that it is possible to outline a 
development where (internal) individual control has become a significant component in 
people’s everyday struggles (Johansson, 2002). This development has not declined during the 
last 60 years, this has for instance been revealed by different gender studies.  
 
Simultaneously, Foucault implies that there is an increasing level of external institutional 
control in the society. As an example, he describes in Discipline and Punish (1977) how 
regimes exercise power within the society using a range of different mechanisms and 
techniques. An illustrating example is how governmental punishment has been transformed 
during the history from public spectacle to confinement and observation. He analyses many 
different forms of institutions, from universities to hospitals, and describes how external 
disciplinary pressures (time keeping, concentration, sublimination of emotions and so on) has 
been internalised by individuals. “[T]hey are all actions which produce the individuals as 
subjected to a set of procedures which come from outside of themselves but whose aim is the 
disciplining of the self by the self” (Mills, 2003: 43). The outcome from these two studies 
indicates that there is an increasing amount of control and constraints, both internal and 
external.   
 
These thoughts can be connected with Freud’s ideas in Civilization and its Discontents (1989), 
in which he points out that the reason why we dislike our civilization are because all the rules 
and discipline that are set out be the society. In combination with Elias’s and Foucault’s views 
of an increasing external and internal discipline this should, according to Freud, indicate that 
people are feeling worse in the society than ever before.   
 
This development can be described as a form of institutionalised individualization2, in which I 
am referring to the disappearing individual self-determination and self-control3.  

                                                             
2 With the term institution, I do not primarily relate to governmental institutions like “the school”. 
Institutions also mean relations (“the family”), loosely connected social groupings (“friends”) as well as 
important symbolic producers (“media”) that have contributed to creation of meaning and development 
of a social identity.  
3 Institutionalised individualization can be compared to Beck’s “self-culture”, in which he defines it as 
“the compulsion and the pleasure of leading an insecure life of one’s own and co-ordinating it with the 
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[T]he simultaneity of individualization and standardization does not yet adequately 
encompass the newly arising individual situations. For they display a novel character. They 
span the separated areas of the private sphere and the various areas of the public sphere. 
They are no longer merely private situations, but also always institutional. They have the 
contradictory double face of institutionally dependent individual situations. They apparent 
outside of the institutions becomes the inside of the individual biography. This design of life 
situations spanning institutional boundaries results form their institutional dependency (in the 
broadest sense). The liberated individuals become dependent on the labor market and 
because of that, dependent on education, consumption, welfare state regulations and support. 
Traffic planning, consumer supplies, and on possibilities and fashions in medical, 
psychological and pedagogical counseling and care. This all points to the institutional –
dependent control structure of individual situations (Beck, 1992: 130-131). 

 
This discussion brings us to an important phenomenon that strongly affects the single person; 
the individualization process. Individualization can, according to Beck (2002a), be described as 
a disintegration of earlier social dynamics. This is for instance the loosening of the categories 
class, gender and the “the family”4.  
 
The individualization process does not mean, as many may assume, the collapse of institutions 
(like the church and the family). On the contrary, the complex and fragmentised society leads to 
that people are not born into institutions (like the church). Instead, they must organise their 
lives in correlation to institutions and other establishments that are trying to get peoples 
attention. This is an example of the demands that is imposed on people in the new individual 
society where traditional life choices are altered into individual action plans. People are left to 
supply by themselves and to make active choices (Beck, 2002b). The individualization process 
of the society is resulting in a reduction of a collective identity, and the possibilities for 
collective actions, which has the consequence that important global environmental questions do 
not have any spatial point of departure (Beck, 1998). This has the consequence that earlier 
choices, dangers and dilemmas that the family, the village community, the social estate of class 
and so on made, must be interpreted, analysed and decided by the individuals themselves. 
Individualization is therefore not something free of choice by individuals; instead, it is a social 
condition that everybody must adapt to. Beck calls this paradox condition for ‘precarious 
freedoms’ (Beck, 2001a), which could be understood as a form of imaginable freedom in a 
controlled environment. Thus, individualization takes place within a framework of “social 
structures”, which means that the individual is less free. Even if she escapes the traditional 
bounding, she only trades these demands for the new forms of control and standardization that 
comes with being a consumer (Beck, 1992).   
 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
distinctive lives of other people”(2002c: 42). Beck points out a number of changes that have taken part 
which signifies this process, like the growing number of single person households, the high divorce 
figures and the self-fulfilment that has become a guiding ideal for young people.   
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In Civilization and its Discontents Freud separates between freedom and security. People wish 
for freedom and security in their lives, both these values are desirable. However, the trouble is 
that they cannot be combined, and a sacrifice of one of them causes suffering and agony. This, 
indicates Freud, means that the goals that the culture has set out never can be reached, and 
humanity is doomed to discontent. These thought are, according to me, closely comparable to 
Giddens (1991) theories of trust and risk. Trust is an important phenomenon for the individual, 
and it is directly combined with the creation of ontological security. At the same time, the 
protective cocoon that surrounds the self also takes away the possibility to be an independent 
agent. Anxiety should, as indicated by Giddens, be understood in relation to the security system 
that the individual has developed in his/her everyday life. This combination of freedom and 
security are, as Freud has pointed out, a difficult balancing act.  
 

Global risks and weakening nation states 
The environmental problems have recently been interpreted as a negative by-product of the 
globalization process, especially the economic and industrial development. The most obvious 
connection between globalization and the environment are the spread of machine technology, 
regarding both production and consumption, which have harmed the environment in a number 
of ways. This has the consequence that environmental risks have become a global phenomenon, 
even if the negative effects are unequally distributed (often but not always) in relation to 
economic categories. Today it is not possible as an individual to escape such environmental 
risks as the ozone layer and nuclear fall-out that happens everywhere on the planet. 
Environmental risks that are transported around our globe via economic systems, such as 
dioxins in food and toxic agents in plastics, are also a part of the globalization of environmental 
risks (Giddens, 1990).  
 
The emerging of environmental risks (or in Beck’s terms: the risk society) is also connected 
with the decreasing power of traditional institutions. Earlier on the nation state played an 
important role in identifying and reducing environmental risks. Today nations fall short in the 
global arena where political and economic decisions often are a consequence of global political 
decisions. This limited autonomy do not only regard environmental risks that have no 
boundaries, such as the global warming, but also those environmental risk that earlier could be 
restricted, such as restrictions and bans of food or economic stimulations on ecological 
products (Mol, 2000).  
 

At the same time, people have stopped to hope on the collective powers in the society (nation-
states, environmental groups, political parties, and so on). The nation-states weakening status, 
and the continuing individualization process, means that there are no longer any political 
intention, or any collective aim, to set about with the important environmental problems (Beck, 
1998). People do not any longer put any hope in the collective. The risks and catastrophes that 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
4 Another form of individualization is the kind that emerges in the fall of the Soviet Union and the collapse 
of a state-sanctioned way of living (which Beck calls biographies). 
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make us feel unsafe and afraid may have a collective and social character, but they are 
experienced on an individual level. In addition, even if they should be regarded as a social 
problem, they are often treated by individuals as individual problems that can be fixed by 
personal efforts. The only advantage with the company of others, as Bauman (2002: 62) so 
tragically declares, is the reassuring that everybody is occupied with individual struggle, which 
can give new strength for a continuing lonely fight.  
 

Media - the security system 
In a time of higher control (both internal and external), a reduced amount of “factual” freedom, 
fading traditional institutions and weakening nations, people turn to the only source that they know 
can give them both the trust and (vicarious) freedom that they so desperately want – the media.  
 
Media has, one could claim, turned more individual to its character. In Steven Spielberg’s movie 
Minority Report small, cameras scan potential buyer’s pupils and deliver personal commercial 
messages. This technique is still imagination (even if this is possible in the near future). However, 
the individualized media message in not something brand new. Companies use databases to send 
commercial to people that already have showed interest in similar products, and advertisements on 
TV are showed in relation to programs that their target-audience are watching. A striking example 
of this progress was when the American magazine Reason printed 40 000 individualized covers for 
their subscribers, each of them showing a flight photo of respective subscribers’ houses with the 
matching headline “John Anderton: They know where you are!”5. It also included a leader with the 
subscriber’s zip code and information of how many in the area that have a university degree and 
how many of the neighbourhoods’ children that are visiting their grandparents (Larsson, 2004). 
 
Nevertheless, this observable fact also works the other way around, people turn to the media to get 
personal advice on how to live their lives. The average person navigates on the media market to 
find the specific media products/messages that fit them best. This is the situation in fashion, health 
products, and information about individual environmental risks. In this way, also the media 
products/messages are individualized.  
 
Consequently, living in a time when media messages can be described as individualized, both in 
the way the messages address the reader and how the reader use specific media messages as aids to 
“survive” the everyday life, the dichotomy between individual and collective media messages 
should be made. Beck (2002c) also makes a similar dichotomy when he separates between risk 
biography and danger biography. Risk biography stands for “situations and biographical 
uncertainty which still appears to individual as open to calculation and control” (p 48). Danger 
biography represents the opposite, the situations that no longer can be estimated and controlled by 
the individual. Beck point out that the grey areas are large and obscure, and that they are nothing 
other than individual boundary perceptions. They are therefore wide open to subjective opinions, 
expectations and hopes.  

                                                             
5 John Anderton was the name of the hunted character in Minority Report, and played by Tom Cruise. 
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Separating environmental news – a new perspective 
The earlier described means (in Part 1) to distinguish and study environmental news, have been 
important theoretical tools to understand this specific area of research. In this part of the article I 
want to include a new perspective on how to study environmental news, the dichotomy between 
individual and collective risks.  
 
There have been different ways to divide and simplify the richly varied field of environmental 
news into two broad categories. Anderson (1997) distinguishes between two types of 
environmental news. The first type is related to a sort of risk that often receives media’s 
attention by itself. The second type is the “routine” environmental issue that only becomes 
known to the public through claim-making activity. This is a useful distinction if your study has 
a production perspective, however it does not say anything about the reader’s point of view. 
That is to say, how is the story addressing the reader, and in what way is it influencing the 
everyday life of the reader. Another form of distinction is made between hard news and soft 
news (see for example Tuchman, 1997: 176). This is without doubt a useful clarification when 
studying different kinds of environmental news. Nevertheless, also this separation does not tell 
much about how the article addresses the reader/consumer.  
 
The perspective that will be presented here are instead that environmental news can be divided 
into two broad categories where the distinction is made between collective and individual risks: 
(a) Human as a species and (b) Human as individual body. The distinction is not natural if the 
true (scientific) risk is facing the whole community or a singe person, the distinction is in what 
way the (symbolic) risk is described in the news, as a collective or as an individual risk.  
 
(a) The environmental problem that threatens the human as a species refers to the environmental 

problems that often are described as global and important for everybody on earth. These problems 
emerged in the late 60’s, or more correctly, they were discovered in this period. Examples of big 
global environmental problems are the global warming, pollution in water and air, death of forests, 
hole in the ozone layer, and so forth.   

(b) The environmental problem that threatens the human as individual body refers to the environmental 
problems that often are characterised by individual anxiety and fear. These sorts of risks are often 
described as health risks and are not always “presented” as environmental risks in the media. Some 
of these risks, that got attention in the early 90’s, are genetically modified food, poison and diseases 
in food, air and water (like acrylamide and dioxins), diseases that are connected with food (like mad 
cow decease and salmonella) and so on. 

 
The threats to human as a species are the risks that often are described by the media as global 
environmental problems that often do not have any direct individual consequences. At the same 
time, it is difficult for individuals to do anything to change the situation. Only federations, 
unions, important organisations, countries, or big companies can make any (real) difference in 
the struggle to reduce the pollution or saving the whales. The threats to human as species can be 
compared to Beck’s definition of danger biography in the term that the situation cannot be 
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controlled by the individual. These issues as well often have a time-space dimension, which 
means that they are too distant to be anxious about.  
 
The threats to the human as individual body, on the other hand, are addressing the reader as an 
individual; it tells her where the danger is and how she can protect herself. For instance, stop 
using cell phones if you are afraid of radiation and stop eating beef if you are afraid of the mad 
cow disease. This form of individual environmental news is providing people with, in Beck’s 
terms, vicarious freedoms. People have learned what it means to be a free consumer. She must 
by herself interpret the trends and advices that the media reports in order to survive and 
maintain a normal life. Nobody (the collective) will do it for her.  
 
This development has the consequence that the environmental risk that threatens the individual 
body has been named media scares or media panics, which relates to individual health. (A 
media scare is according to Reilley (1999) a story with a clear beginning and end. The habits 
and behaviour that connect with the risk is only altered for a short time, and when the “scare” 
has disappeared from the news there is a return into old habits and old behaviour.) These form 
of news often result in advice for prevention, or even better, a list of what should be avoided: 
New list of dangerous plants in food (Göteborgsposten, 2004-01-05), After the food alarm – 
what do you dare to eat? (Aftonbladet, 2002-07-09) and The black list of candy (Aftonbladet, 
1994-12-04). Media scares have little to do with threats from the real world. At the contrary, 
many of them are not proved as being dangerous or unhealthy. Reiharz (1997) means that the 
mediating images of the never-ending dangers fill the absence for “real dangers” in everyday 
lives by supplying vicarious stories. The experience of dangers for people, who live in quite safe 
conditions, is therefore many times exaggerated. This has the consequence that the threatened 
(safe) consumers are looking for how that they can protect themselves through the media, the 
same source that supply them with the fake warnings.   
 
A sign of these tendencies is that three studies have found that “dramatic words” are increasing 
in the media. Smallman (1997) found in his study, in which he used the Reuters Business 
Briefing (approximately 2500 newspapers), that words like risk and hazard had become twice as 
many 1995 compared to 1992. Altheide and Michalowski (1999) looked at headlines in the 
Arizona Republic and reported that the word fear had increased almost 100 percent during the 
years 1987 to 1996 (from 123 to 232). Also Furedi (2001) found an increase from 2037 
mentions in 1994 to 18003 mentions in 2000 when he searched for the term “at risk” in UK 
newspapers.      
 
Some of these tendencies can be described by the changing conditions of the press, which often 
has been described as tablodization. The concept has been defined as a downgrading of the 
ordinary political and economic traditional news and an upgrading of the sensational and trivial 
news where the individual experience is the main angle. Tabloidization has mainly been 
associated with daily newspapers (‘evening papers’), but there are those that claim that 
tablodization causes the quality newspapers (‘broadloids’) to modify their news towards tabloid 
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standards. Tabloidization is a product of a growing commercialism and the routine rivalry 
between the papers. An example of this tendency is the disappearing of environmental 
journalism (Djerf Pierre, 1996) and the growing trend to turn environmental problems into 
media scares. In his studies of infectious diseases in Danish press 1945-1994, Anker Brink Lund 
(1997) discovered that media’s interest in diseases had increased during the analysed period. He 
does not only correlate this alteration to an individualization perspective within the press, he 
also connects this tendency with an ongoing intimitization process. He draws the conclusion 
that the boarder between the private (intimate) and public (social) has collapsed (even if this 
dichotomy conventionally are maintained) and that today’s journalists often describe social 
problems as personalised histories in relation to crisis, disease and death. Lund’s study is an 
interesting illustration (even if not about environmental risks) of the media phenomena of 
turning collective threats to human as a species into threats to human as individual body.  
 

What is happening with the environmental agenda?  

What exactly characterises the environmental news change during the 90’s until today? A good 
reference is Öiving Ihlen´s study Medier og miljö (Media and the environment) in which he 
describes environmental news in three large newspapers in Norway during the years 1977- 
1997. Despite his theoretical explanations why the environmental news area diminishes after the 
80’s, his results show the opposite. The amount of environmental related articles has increased 
in all three newspapers from 1985 to 1997, in two of the newspapers they have actually doubled 
during this period. The two areas that had expanded the most were environmental politics and 
food risks. For instance, articles that treated gene manipulation increased from 1 percent of the 
total environmental news from 1989 to 11 percent of the total in 1997.  
 
Andrew Jamison lists in his book The making of green knowledge: environmental politics and 
cultural transformation (2001) important issues that have contributed to the environmental 
political development. The most evident change throughout the years is how the political 
agenda has altered from the kind of collective risk that are, or should be, secured by the 
collective powers in the society, to the type of risk that the individual must personally avoid by 
different action plans. The 70’s and 80’s was the big catastrophe era. Accidents in Seveso 
(1976), Harrisburg (1979), Bhopal (1984), Chernobyl (1986) and the tragedies with the Love 
Canal (1978) and Exxon Valdez (1989) all led to political action plans6. Other big debates were 
about the hole in the ozone layer and the greenhouse effect. However, during the 90’s the two 
most important environmental issues for the political arena were the BSE crisis (which followed 
by many other food related risks) and the debate about gene manipulation (like genetically 
modified food).  
 
The previous studies point at the development that both media’s environmental agenda and the 
political environmental agenda, has moved away from simply looking at the environmental 

                                                             
6 Examples are the Brundtland report 1987 and the environmental conference in Rio 1992.  
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problems as threats to human as a species. Today it is also describing/constructing 
environmental problems to human as individual body.  
 

Conclusions and empirical consideration 

Frank Furedi (2001) argues in Culture of fear – risk-taking and the morality of low expectation 
that almost everything today can be transformed into a potentially danger, which has the 
consequence that everything also can be seen as a safety situation. In this text, I have argued 
that environmental news more and more are presented as individual health risks. I also believe 
that this is part of a general development within the society, which to some extent can be 
explained by the individualization process.  
 
Nonetheless, the rise of the individual risks does not mean that the collective risk is disappearing. 
At the contrary, collective environmental risks, like the greenhouse effect, have been getting more 
attention in the end of the 90’s (Ihlen, 1998, Axelsson & Pettersson, 2000). The separation of 
environmental news as threats to human as a species and threats to human as individual body is 
useful not only because of the development of the individual risk in environmental news. There is 
also a need for a polarisation of environmental news. This, however, does not mean that it is as 
simple as selecting between apples and pears. Instead, it is a sliding scale between the two 
conditions. An environmental issue may sometimes emerge in the news as a threat to human as a 
species, and other times it will be presented as a threat to human as individual body. The mad cow 
disease, for instance, were not something that worried the Englishmen in 1992. However, in 1996 
people were terrified for getting the disease (Reilly, 1999), which partly could be explained by 
England’s biggest news coverage of a single issue after the Second World War (Adams, 1998).  
 
Some may claim that the described development of an individual risk is not a media 
transformation. Instead, they may point at the new circumstances of science where new techniques 
make it possible to find environmental risks almost in everything. This is true. Nevertheless, 
science and media works hand in hand. Science has turned global to its character, and the media 
system is there to inform about the new foundings. This has of course implications on people all 
over the world. When a person sits down to eat a sandwich he must decide, in context to the 
scientific knowledge that have been communicate through the media, if he could put ham (BSE), 
salmon (dioxins), marmalade (sugar) or peanut butter (fat) on his toast (acrylamide). 
 
My aim is, in the near future, to make a reception study of people interpretations of environmental 
news. In the interviews will both collective and individual environmental risks be brought up. I 
hope that the study will give some interesting aspects of the relationship between collective and 
individual environmental risks.   
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