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Abstract 
Yuliya Lakew (2020): Matters of Public Connection: The role of mediated and 
interpersonal communication in young people’s environmental engagement.  
Örebro Studies in Media and Communication 26 

What lies at the heart of environmental identity is the recognition of our interconnec-
tion with other people, living and not yet born, as well as nonhumans. To develop this 
sense of belonging, one needs to sustain public connection—a basic orientation to the 
public world where matters of shared concern are addressed. This connection is best 
sustained through communication— interpersonal and through media. The purpose of 
this dissertation is to explore the role that public connection, interpersonal and medi-
ated, plays in young people’s everyday environmental engagement. This dissertation 
addresses the task by focusing on how this role varies among adolescents of different 
ages, genders, and existing environmental attitudes and how it changes over time. 
Drawing on Bruno Latour’s notion of “matters of concern” and Steven Vogel’s envi-
ronmental philosophy, this inquiry challenges the common understanding of environ-
mental awareness as an “extremely scientific view of the world,” expands the role of 
the media and interpersonal communication beyond the dissemination of scientific and 
ecological information and its effects on people, and taps into communication’s poten-
tial to sustain public connection. To provide a more integrated and dynamic perspec-
tive on adolescents’ communication flows, I employ longitudinal quantitative data and 
draw heavily on a toolbox of person-oriented methods. Methodologically, the main 
focus lies in identifying types of young people who function in a similar way and com-
paring how the relationship between public connection and environmental engagement 
unfolds for these different types of individuals. This dissertation consists of three em-
pirical studies. The findings suggest that the more strongly connected to the public 
world young people are, the more engaged they are with environmental issues. Both 
interpersonal discussions and news media use assist in strengthening engaged adoles-
cents’ belief that their contribution matters for tackling climate change. However, 
environmentally aware youth may project their own beliefs onto other people rather 
than being influenced by others’ beliefs. Disengaged youth do not sustain public con-
nection, whether through conversation or through media. The role of mediated public 
connection varies among adolescents. Media may not be the most important channel 
for environmentally engaged youth to sustain their orientation to the public realm. 
This is indicated by the deep gender divide, in which girls are more concerned about 
the environment but consume significantly less news than boys. While news consump-
tion does not seem to contribute to environmental disengagement, its relevance to pro-
environmental practices weakens as teenagers mature. Early adolescence may be a 
critical window of opportunity to instill values of connectivity and form everyday 
habits that can help us achieve a more sustainable future. 

Keywords: public connection, mediated public connection, environmental engagement, 
climate change, skepticism, gender divide, environmental communication, young 
people 

Yuliya Lakew, Department of Media and Communication Studies 
Örebro University, SE-701 82 Örebro, Sweden 
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1. Invitation 
I am supposed to start this dissertation with an example of a Swedish teen-
ager, Greta Thunberg, and the shape that the youth’s environmental activ-
ism took in 2019. An astonishing example of what lengths teenagers can go 
to if they truly care. But no. I will start elsewhere. 

“We’ve got to let kids be kids,” concluded Australian prime minister 
Scott Morrison, following 16-year-old Greta Thunberg’s UN speech, adding 
that the climate debate subjects children to “needless anxiety” and that they 
need more “context and perspective” on the issue. 

 We’ve got to let kids be kids. It is something you might say when your 
preschooler draws a cave painting on your living room wall or when a 
bunch of schoolkids wreck your house while having a birthday party. It 
refers to children’s immaturity, the inability to comprehend the conse-
quences of their actions, and a lack of knowledge (although due to their 
innocence rather than ignorance). Indeed, one can argue that exposing 
young children to the grim realities of the adult world can lead to over-
anxious, frightened children (Gifford & Gifford, 2016). However, when a 
prime minister (think about it for a second, a prime minister!) brushes off 
the pleas of those who are just a few years short of being able to vote, with 
“we’ve got to let kids be kids,” under the guise of protecting our children 
from too much worry, he is showing teenagers their place—in the play-
ground, not at the negotiation table. The bad news for those who share the 
prime minister’s sentiments (wanting to protect today’s youth from the cli-
mate change debate) is that it may not help. On the contrary, to feel more 
empowered and better equipped to care for the world that awaits them, as 
I argue in this dissertation, young people in their adolescent years need to 
listen carefully to the conversations taking place in the public realm. And 
how those public conversations, interpersonal or mediated, that they are 
listening to or taking part in, shape young people’s environmental engage-
ment is the main focus of this dissertation.  

When reading a title like that of this dissertation—the role of mediated 
and interpersonal communication in young people’s environmental engage-
ment—one is likely to imagine a study in which the author will try to estab-
lish whether the conversations we have and the media content we are 
exposed to affect our behavior. But this dissertation invites the readers to 
change their perspective. What if, instead of asking “how does communica-
tion affect young people’s engagement,” we pose the question this way: 
“what do engaged young people have (in terms of interpersonal discussions 
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and media use) that disengaged ones do not?” To answer a question formu-
lated this way, we need, first of all, to shift our attention from a phenome-
non to people, and we then need to change both theoretical and 
methodological lenses. To do the former, we must (re)consider what it 
means to watch news or to talk about public affairs; and for the latter, we 
need to give up the idea of establishing causality between communication 
and environmental engagement.   

1.1 The problem 
To make individuals more committed and to motivate them to make 
changes to their lifestyles, one often talks about spreading knowledge about 
climate change and educating people. From this perspective, the main ob-
stacle to a better future seems to be climate change skeptics who refuse to 
accept the facts. The problem with the facts is, as Morton puts it, they “go 
out of date all the time, especially ecological facts, and especially, out of 
those, global warming facts” (2018, p.13). When we get into this mode—
being a denier or arguing with one—most of the ecological debates revolve 
around comparing facts, undermining facts, improving climate models, and 
waiting for more precise predictions from those models to set our climate 
targets and change our practices. The main role of media is that of a delivery 
man. Media are believed to be a crucial mouthpiece for climate scientists 
and a key source of environmental information for the lay public (Mifsud, 
2012; Olausson, 2011). The dominance of this view of the media emerges 
when one reads how the agenda for the research field of environmental 
communication has been set up. The three major foci of communication 
research on media are summarized by Hansen (2011) as the following: the 
production/construction of media messages and public communications; the 
content/messages of media communication; and the impact of media and 
public communication on public/political understanding and action with re-
gard to the environment. This conceptualization of the media predetermines 
the way one formulates research questions in a study like this—the choice 
of theory as well as method and what results are expected from the research. 
It thus positions me firmly in the terrain of the third focus, media effects.  

However, there are strong arguments made pointing to an imbalanced 
focus on the informative function of the media in relation to environmental 
issues. As previous research suggests, knowledge is a necessary but not suf-
ficient precondition for developing pro-environmental moral norms, atti-
tudes, and behavior (Bamberg & Möser, 2007). As Hornsey, Harris, Bain, 
and Fielding (2016) demonstrated by synthesizing 171 academic studies in 
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meta-analyses of predictors of belief in climate change, knowledge had only 
a trivial relationship with that belief. What lies at the heart of environmental 
identity is the recognition of our interconnectedness with other people, liv-
ing and not yet born, as well as nonhumans (Clayton, 2003; Jia, Alisat, 
Soucie, & Pratt, 2015; Matsuba et al., 2012). To develop this sense of be-
longing to something bigger than oneself, one needs to sustain a connection 
to the public world. This type of connection—public connection (Couldry, 
Livingstone, & Markham, 2010)—implies a basic level of orientation to a 
public space where matters of shared concern are, or should be, addressed. 
This connection is primarily sustained through communication. And here 
lies a potentially different understanding of the media and interpersonal dis-
cussion in relation to environmental issues. This reconceptualization also 
requires a rethinking of how we understand environmental issues and what 
it means to engage with them.  

The problem with environmental issues is that it is not entirely obvious 
why one has to sacrifice comfort (e.g., using public transport instead of a 
personal car) or make an effort (e.g., finding space for six rubbish bins at 
home and making one’s way to recycling stations, preferably not by car) if 
this will have no direct impact on the planet’s climate. The environmental 
crisis is a sum of unintended consequences. No one’s driving causes it di-
rectly, and no one’s individual contribution can stop global warming from 
reaching a tipping point. Moreover, there is no way of checking in advance 
whether any of our actions will produce the desired effect.  

To find meaning in our pro-environmental practices, we need to chal-
lenge a common understanding of environmental problems as facts that are 
produced by the scientific models of climatologists (Beck, 2009) that are 
then delivered to ordinary citizens in easily digestible information bites. 
Drawing on Bruno Latour’s (1993) concept of matters of concern, I argue 
that when engaging with environmental issues, we do not engage with a 
phenomenon that has well-defined boundaries. On the contrary, through 
our very own engagement we define and redefine environmental issues, if 
not necessarily on a planetary scale then at least in our immediate environ-
ment. Hence, environmental problems are best described and addressed as 
products of our practices (Vogel, 2015). From this point of departure, eve-
ryday pro-environmental practices are never private; they are social acts that 
produce the world. These social acts carry information about the values of 
the wider society as well as the answer to the question “in what kind of 
world should we live?”  
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The period of adolescence presents a particularly relevant case for under-
standing how environmental values are adopted and turned into stable hab-
its. Habits are a powerful tool. They generate “ease, skill and interest in 
things to which we have grown used and … they instigate fear to walk in 
different ways”(Dewey, 1927, p. 160). And while the older generation, well 
integrated into the current economic system and social order, has a hercu-
lean task of un-learning, young people have a slightly easier task at hand—
to learn. The period of adolescence is a period of transition, and behaviors 
that become settled within this stage form particular “material, social and 
spatial organizational settings,” which can be difficult and costly to change 
later in life (Büttner & Grübler, 1995, p. 119). Hence, lifestyles associated 
with various ecological footprints become habitual during adolescent years. 
Direct contact with nature at this age is seen as one of the formative influ-
ences on future environmentalism as it fosters the connection to a larger 
whole—all living things—and makes one care deeply for the environment 
(Ernst & Theimer, 2011; Schultz, 2001). However, only connection to a 
wider community allows translating that care into actions that are rendered 
meaningful within a given societal structure (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997). 

1.2 The idea of “public connection” 
Young people can sustain a connection to the public world in various ways. 
Adolescents usually learn where people “like me” fit in the social order in 
the spaces where they encounter other adults and form their concepts of 
themselves as citizens. Whether physical (e.g., school, extracurricular activ-
ities, various community-based and political organizations) or virtual (e.g., 
media), these spaces are concrete contexts where societal principles and val-
ues are enacted, reinforced, and sometimes challenged (Flanagan & Gallay, 
2014).  

In their original study, Couldry et al. (2010) assumed that public connec-
tion was principally sustained by a convergence of the media people con-
sumed, information media in particular. Their findings confirmed that 
something like mediated public connection indeed existed. In this disserta-
tion I am not going to put its existence to the test, but I will focus on inves-
tigating how adolescents’ news consumption and, to a lesser extent, social 
media use, conceptualized as mediated public connection, relate to their en-
vironmental engagement.  
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One of the key conclusions that Couldry et al. (2010) arrived at in their 
empirical exploration of mediated public connection was that public con-
nection, although being substantially mediated, played a different role for 
those engaged with and disengaged from the world of politics. I build upon 
this finding and investigate how the role of mediated public connection in 
environmental engagement changes among young people. The existing re-
search highlights a number of individual factors that condition how young 
people use media and engage with the environmental issues. Among them 
are gender (K. Lee, 2009; Zelezny, Chua, & Aldrich, 2000), age (Collado, 
Evans, & Sorrel, 2017), and skeptical attitudes (Corner, Whitmarsh, & 
Xenias, 2012). This focus on differences among adolescents is an important 
contribution to the existing research on the relationship between media and 
adolescents’ environmental engagement, which has generally treated young 
people as a homogenous group and drawn conclusions at the aggregated 
level (Östman, 2014; Strandbu & Skogen, 2000). 

Although the main focus of this dissertation is on media as a form of 
public connection, I also extend the concept to include interpersonal com-
munication. Empirical studies have demonstrated that talking with parents 
and peers is an important way young people engage with public concerns 
(Ekström & Östman, 2013). Informal everyday conversations about politi-
cal and social issues create a sense of community and understanding of the 
larger world as well as produce and reproduce public reason (Eliasoph, 
1998; Kim & Kim, 2008). Interpersonal public connection has received very 
little scholarly attention (only being mentioned as an additional finding in 
a study by Swart, Peters, and Broersma, 2018), but it is highly relevant to 
adolescents’ environmental engagement. People’s social context plays an 
important role for environmental engagement as it constrains what they 
think or do in relation to environmental problems (Olli, Grendstad, & Wol-
lebaek, 2001; Tikka, Kuitunen, & Tynys, 2000). These opinions are formed 
over time in the complex web of influences and communication with the 
key socializing agents who are naturally the closest role models and sources 
of one’s knowledge about society—parents, teachers, and peers. The exist-
ing studies provide empirical evidence of important contributions from each 
socializing agent to the development of environmental concern and engage-
ment in adolescents (Casaló & Escario, 2016; Duarte, Escario, & 
Sanagustín, 2017; Robelia, Greenhow, & Burton, 2011; Stevenson, 
Peterson, & Bondell, 2019). What is less explored is how adolescents with 
various extents of interpersonal public connection differ in their environ-
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mental engagement. In other words, do adolescents who only discuss envi-
ronmental issues at home differ from those who also talk about them with 
friends or from those who only encounter these issues in school? Hence, this 
dissertation will contribute a more integrated perspective on the role of in-
terpersonal discussions as one of the forms of public connection by simul-
taneously focusing on parents, peers, and school and investigating the 
importance of their individual contributions within this broader social con-
text. 

To investigate the relationship between public connection and adoles-
cents’ environmental engagement, I employ longitudinal quantitative data. 
This choice sets me on a distinct methodological path. The relationship be-
tween communication, be it interpersonal or mediated, and environmental 
engagement in forms of knowledge, concern, behavior, or behavioral inten-
tions has been studied extensively, with a focus on uncovering causes and 
effects or mechanisms of influence (e.g. Duarte et al., 2017; Östman, 2014). 
To investigate the role of public connection, I need to adopt different meth-
odological lenses. Although variable-based statistics is an important instru-
ment that has been extensively used in the previous research on media and 
environmental engagement, it can provide rather limited insight into varia-
tions among individuals, which is the focus of this inquiry. I will step for-
ward on a different path of person-oriented methods (such as cluster 
analysis) that will be combined with regression-based statistics. Person-ori-
ented methods are more common in developmental psychology than in me-
dia research. Yet, their application is not limited to research on children and 
adolescents, and they can be a valuable addition to the methodological tool 
kit of a media researcher and can inspire different types of research ques-
tion.  

Use of quantitative data also allows me to address another limitation of 
the existing knowledge about the relationships between media use and en-
vironmental engagement among youth. As most of the studies are based on 
cross-sectional findings (K. Lee, 2011; Nelms, Allen, Craig, & Riggs, 2017; 
Östman, 2014), they present only a snapshot of young people’s develop-
ment. As the ways in which young people choose to engage in public life 
change across development (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009), longitudinal 
analysis can help distinguish between temporary states and stable trends 
and eliminate false causal assumptions. 

To avoid conceptual confusion, I want to clarify at the start that through-
out this dissertation I use the terms “youth,” “young people” and “adoles-
cents” interchangeably to individuals who are in adolescence or a period of 
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reaching physical maturity that coincides with the accumulation of respon-
sibilities, behaviors, and life skills 

My disciplinary starting point is media studies and environmental com-
munication. Nevertheless, this inquiry finds itself on the crossroads of sev-
eral disciplines as I draw on existing knowledge in environmental 
psychology and use theoretical perspectives of environmental sociology and 
philosophy. However, I do not go into depth when presenting concepts that 
consider other research fields their home and do not attempt to resolve the 
complexities and disagreements that are associated with them. My main 
contributions lie within media and communication studies, and it is from 
this perspective that the purpose of this dissertation and the research ques-
tions should be understood. 

1.3 The aim and research questions 
The aim of this dissertation is twofold: 1) to investigate the role of public 
connection as sustained through interpersonal and mediated communica-
tion in adolescents’ environmental engagement, and 2) to compare how this 
role varies among adolescents and over time. The following questions guide 
the pursuit of this aim: 

1. Who are the adolescents who engage with environmental issues?  
2. What forms of public connection are relevant for environmental 

engagement?  
3. How do the different ways to sustain public connection relate to 

changes in environmental engagement over time? 

1.4 The argument outlined 
In Chapter 2 I summarize what we already know about young people and 
their environmental engagement. After I elaborate on why environmental 
engagement is understood in this dissertation as a sum of pro-environmental 
everyday practices, values, and efficacy, I turn to existing literature on the 
key influencers of adolescents’ engagement. First, I review the research on 
the role of parents, friends, and teachers in youth’s environmental sociali-
zation and highlight the role of communication in this process. Then I take 
a closer look at what we know about the media’s role. I approach this body 
of knowledge by discussing why the media have always been seen as an 
important contributor to people’s environmental attitudes, for better or for 
worse. And this takes me to the field of media effects, where much of the 
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knowledge on the relationship between the media and environmental en-
gagement comes from. Here I problematize a number of assumptions that 
underlie the media effects studies. I then narrow my focus to the existing 
research on adolescents. I end this chapter by identifying the areas of con-
tribution and elaborating on how the existing studies and their limitations 
inform my research questions. 

Chapter 3 presents my theoretical argument. I start with the idea that a 
sense of belonging to something bigger than oneself, which is the foundation 
of environmental identity, is best forged within communicative practices 
dealing with shared concerns. To join these conversations, one needs to have 
a basic orientation towards a space where shared concerns are or should be 
addressed, that is, public connection. To support the relevance of public 
connection to adolescents’ environmental engagement, I discuss at length 
what environmental issues are and what it is to engage with them. To chal-
lenge a common view that environmental awareness is an “extremely scien-
tific view of the world” (Beck, 2009), I juxtapose the theoretical approaches 
of Ulrich Beck and Bruno Latour. By conceptualizing environmental prob-
lems as a product of our practices, I lay down an argument for why, despite 
the inconsequential character of individual acts, it is still meaningful to en-
gage in everyday environmentalism and I highlight its relevance for adoles-
cents. Drawing on Steven Vogel’s call “to find a way to restore discursive 
connection to others” to form an organized collective (2015, p. 213), I elab-
orate on how from this perspective the role of the media changes from in-
formation provider to manager of public attention. After clarifying the 
relevance of this role of media in youth’s environmental engagement, I pre-
sent my empirical inquiries and explain how they contribute to answering 
the three research questions of the dissertation. 

Based on my reconceptualization of the role of the media, in Chapter 4 I 
call for changing the methodological lens from regression-based statistics to 
person-oriented methods. I discuss the limitations of the commonly used 
variable-based methods for the task of this dissertation and argue that per-
son-oriented methods are a better tool to capture the differences in public 
connection among adolescents. I further present the operationalization of 
the two key measurements—environmental engagement and public connec-
tion. For information about other variables used, I refer to the individual 
studies that comprise this dissertation. To give an overview of how individ-
ual differences were investigated in the studies, I present a summary of the 
classifications that formed the basis of the empirical inquiries.  
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In Chapter 5, I organize the findings from the studies in line with the 
three research questions of this dissertation, as formulated above. This sum-
mary is followed in Chapter 6 by a discussion of the main theoretical and 
methodological contributions of this dissertation. There I also discuss limi-
tations of the data and the measurements employed. I complement this dis-
cussion with a book chapter, “Statistical tales: Bringing in reflexivity to 
make sense of quantitative data,” where I attempt to bring reflexivity into 
quantitative research, discuss the epistemological limitations of my method-
ological tools, and, by showing my PhD journey, explain why I decided to 
use person-oriented methods. I conclude this part of the dissertation with 
an example of a Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg and the shape that 
youth’s environmental activism took in 2019. 
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2. Literature review 
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the existing research that informs 
my research inquiries. I start off by presenting a portrait of contemporary 
youth in terms of their engagement with environmental issues. As the con-
cept of engagement implies various aspects of relating to the issues in ques-
tion, I summarize existing perspectives and elaborate on how environmental 
engagement is defined in this dissertation. The main body of the literature 
review focuses on the current state of the art of research on the role of the 
key socializers in adolescents’ environmental engagement—parents, friends, 
school, and the media. After presenting a general picture of the relevance of 
interpersonal communication with parents, friends, and in school settings, 
I give a more detailed account of how the role of the media is understood 
in relations to environmental engagement. I outline what we know about 
the relationship between the media and different aspects of environmental 
engagement in the general population and specifically among youth. What 
follows is a discussion of unanswered questions from the previous research, 
and the contributions of this dissertation are asserted. 

2.1 Young people’s environmental profile  
The scholarly portrayal of contemporary youth is rather ambiguous. This 
highly technologically adept generation is often accused of hedonistic or 
wasteful consumption that has environmental consequences (Howe & 
Strauss, 2000; Hume, 2010). The youth are also less likely than older gen-
erations to compromise on matters of cleanliness and hygiene, which im-
pacts water and energy use (Gram-Hanssen, 2007; Stanes, Klocker, & 
Gibson, 2015). And, overall, there seems to be a greater willingness among 
youth to take action in ways that involve little personal effort (e.g., switch-
ing off the lights) instead of in ways that are more demanding in terms of 
cost and convenience (e.g., using public transport instead of a personal car) 
(Breunig, Murtell, Russell, & Howard, 2014). 

At the same time, today’s youth believe that they care and that they are 
more committed to the environment than previous generations are (Estévez, 
de Frutos, Ruth, & Moya, 2014). This self-image is supported by scholarly 
findings: the younger generation is characterized by high environmental 
awareness, knowledge, and concern (Fielding & Head, 2012; Ojala, 
2012a), particularly as compared to older generations (Stanes et al., 2015), 
with some exceptions in the Nordic context (Casaló & Escario, 2016; 
Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2009; Leppänen, Haahla, Lensu, & Kuitunen, 
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2012). Members of the younger generation are also portrayed as bearers of 
environmental knowledge across different social spaces—school, home, and 
communities (Autio, Heiskanen, & Heinonen, 2009; Ballantyne, Fien, & 
Packer, 2001b; Breunig et al., 2014; Larsson, Andersson, & Osbeck, 2010). 

Despite such a high level of environmental awareness among young peo-
ple, this does not always translate into pro-environmental actions—a phe-
nomenon known as a “value-action gap” (Blake, 1999). In their cross-
cultural report, Estévez et al. (2014) indicated that the youth’s familiarity 
with the problem is greater than their commitment to take action. The 
value–action gap has also been found in other studies (European 
Commission, 2012; Fielding & Head, 2012; Stanes et al., 2015). Under the 
constant bombardment of catastrophic scenarios, young people experience 
general anxiety and despair about a future they cannot control or predict, 
and they struggle to not let pessimism and feelings of meaninglessness take 
over  (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2010; Hibberd & Nguyen, 2013; Ojala, 
2007, 2012b; Strazdins & Skeat, 2011). Adverse emotions are considered 
to be one of the main obstacles to translating environmental intentions into 
sustainable practices (Fielding & Head, 2012; Ojala, 2012a). Among other 
reasons for young people’s lack of engagement are laziness, a perception 
that there is no alternative to their choices (Fielding & Head, 2012), cyni-
cism about the efficacy of their own actions (Breunig et al., 2014; Connell, 
Fien, Lee, Sykes, & Yencken, 1999; Fielding & Head, 2012), personal in-
convenience, and a desire to consume (Autio et al., 2009; Breunig et al., 
2014). 

And if a generally disjointed and multifaceted picture of young people’s 
environmentalism emerges, even greater variation exists on the level of in-
dividuals. Environmental concern is believed to manifest differently among 
boys and girls. Girls are more likely to express this concern, as shown in 
studies from the United States (Eagles & Demare, 1999; K. T. Stevenson, 
Peterson, Bondell, Moore, & Carrier, 2014), Finland (Leppänen et al., 
2012), Australia (Fielding & Head, 2012; Thielking & Moore, 2001), Hong 
Kong (K. Lee, 2009), and Norway (Strandbu & Skogen, 2000). The picture, 
however, seems to be more complex, as a number of scholars have not 
found evidence of this gender gap (Eagles & Demare, 1999; Haggard, Yao, 
& Cai, 2014; Saricam, 2016). Özdem, Dal, Öztürk, Sönmez, and Alper 
(2014) suggested why it may not always be the case. In a study with Turkish 
seventh-graders, they found that boys and girls express concern for different 
environmental problems: while girls were significantly more concerned 
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about the extinction of species, boys were more worried about litter and 
radioactive waste. 

Differences in engagement with environmental issues also correspond to 
differences in social class as well as in value orientations and existing atti-
tudes. Therefore, to gain understanding of the conditions under which 
young people engage with environmental issues, it is important to take into 
account these individual differences. In this dissertation, I explore several of 
them— skeptical attitudes, age and gender. 

The present generation of youth is often placed in a unique position in 
political discourse about environmental policies. On the one hand, there is 
a narrative of children as tomorrow’s adults, who need to be well-equipped 
for future decision making and for acting in socially, economically, and en-
vironmentally responsible ways (Lister, 2006). On the other hand, the youth 
are also viewed as victims of current unsustainable practices and previous 
generations’ lack of environmental actions; therefore, their presence is 
somewhat precarious and they are to be feared for (Evans & Honeyford, 
2012). The “futurity” of both approaches constitutes a limited acknowl-
edgement of young people’s capacities as activists and co-constructors of 
the communities they live in (Hayward, 2012; Horton, Hadfield-Hill, 
Christensen, & Kraftl, 2013). How one can engage with environmental is-
sues and the relevance to adolescents of different ways of engagement are 
discussed in the next section. 

2.2 What is environmental engagement?  
Environmental engagement is a rather complex phenomenon, as it includes 
different types of actions. Stern (2000) classified environmentally significant 
behavior as the following: environmental activism, non-activist behaviors 
in the public sphere, private-sphere environmentalism, and behaviors origi-
nating in organizations to which an individual may belong. 

The many ways in which engagement can be exercised, however, stretch 
beyond this typology. They include public engagement with science and 
technology (PEST), which came to replace the more passive public under-
standing of science (PUS) that aims to involve citizens in environmental-
knowledge production (Davies, 2013). They also encompass public partici-
pation in environmental policy with the aim of producing better policies 
and enhancing accountability (Coenen, 2009). The public is encouraged to 
participate in policy making, community decision making about the type of 
society we want to live in, and grassroots innovations (Whitmarsh & 
O'Neill, 2010). But the ways of exercising engagement also include private-
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sphere behavior such as recycling, energy saving habits, or buying eco-
friendly products. Vast research has been carried out to understand barriers 
and factors that influence pro-environmental behavior, both among adults 
(Corner, Markowitz, & Pidgeon, 2014; Gifford & Nilsson, 2014; 
Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & Whitmarsh, 2007) and youth (Corner et al., 
2015; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010).  

Some scholars do not believe that conceptualizing environmental engage-
ment as everyday environmental practices is fruitful, and they argue that the 
research should instead focus more on the role of communicative practices 
in political engagement with environmental issues (Carvalho, van Wessel, 
& Maeseele, 2016). However, the younger generation tends to be less inter-
ested in institutional politics, and very few youth join environmental organ-
izations. As environmental activists represent an exception rather than the 
rule, I focus on the environmental engagement that is available to the ma-
jority of young people through everyday practices, and I extend the concept 
to include two more indicators—environmental values and environmental 
self-efficacy. The argument for such operationalization is presented in detail 
in the method section. 

For Europeans, climate change has become the second most important 
concern, after immigration (Eurobarometer, 2019).  To fully comprehend 
the phenomenon and its consequences, people have to rely on communica-
tion networks to interpret and describe what they themselves cannot see 
(Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). A combination of mediated 
and interpersonal communication shapes environmental issues and influ-
ences how people make sense of them (Kassing, Johnson, Kloeber, & 
Wentzel, 2010). In the case of adolescents, much of the research that has 
aimed to understand and explain pro-environmental behavior, environmen-
tal values, and self-efficacy has focused on the role of the key socializers—
parents, friends, teachers, and media. I address it in the next sections. How-
ever, first, some definitional clarity is called for. The field of environmental 
communication is extensively studied by communication scholars and psy-
chologists, and two different definitions of communication inform their sci-
entific inquiries. The environmental psychologists understand 
communication as a “pragmatic tool to educate, alert, and persuade people 
to solve environmental problems” (Klöckner, 2015, p. 17). For a literature 
review of this type of research, see Wibeck (2014a) and Ojala and Lakew 
(2017). For this dissertation the understanding of communication as “the 
medium which constitutes our way of perceiving and interpreting nature 
and environmental problems” is more relevant (Klöckner, 2015, p.18). 
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The communicative network for adolescents consists of key socializers— 
parents, friends, teachers, and media (Grusec & Hastings, 2014)—that 
carry out two types of communication: interpersonal and mediated. First, I 
address the relevance of communication that takes place at home, among 
friends, and in school settings. 

2.3 Interpersonal communication: The role of parents, friends, 
and school 
Traditionally, adolescents were considered to be passive recipients of values 
and norms that were presented sequentially to them by different independ-
ent sources of influence—first family, then teachers, and later peers and me-
dia (Grusec & Hastings, 2014). In the past decade, however, the research 
on youth socialization has taken a new turn, highlighting the centrality of 
communication in the home, at school, among peers, and through media in 
its totality rather than as a sequence (N.-J. Lee, Shah, & McLeod, 2013; 
McLeod & Shah, 2009). This has allowed looking at adolescents as active 
participants in their own socialization (McDevitt & Chaffee, 2002; Persson, 
Stattin, & Kerr, 2004) and to acknowledge that learning is a two-way street 
that also includes knowledge transfer from children to parents (McDevitt, 
2006). 

Parents. Parents are important role models whose pro-environmental 
practices can be transmitted to adolescents. The prominent role that parents 
play in adolescents’ environmental socialization is emphasized by certain 
similarities found in environmental attitudes and behaviors between gener-
ations. Empirical evidence suggests that adolescents’ environmental concern 
is related to parental environmental concern (Casaló & Escario, 2016; 
Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2009; Meeusen, 2014) and that children’s percep-
tions of risk and efficacy closely mirror those of their parents (Mead et al., 
2012). Adolescents pro-environmental behavior is also heavily influenced 
by dominating norms within the family (Gotschi, Vogel, Lindenthal, & 
Larcher, 2009) and, most importantly, how visible and (un)ambiguous par-
ents’ behavior is (Gronhoj & Thogersen, 2012). The visibility of practices 
may be the key for intergenerational transmission, as similarities between 
parents and children are stronger for behaviors than for attitudes towards 
the same behaviors (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2009). It is worth noting that 
the intergenerational associational effect was larger for girls than for boys 
(Casaló & Escario, 2016). This conventional view, however, has been chal-
lenged by several studies that did not find ideological consistency in envi-
ronmental attitudes between parents and children (Leppänen et al., 2012) 
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and reported the psychological phenomenon of projection— both parents 
and adolescents projected their own values onto each other, and they there-
fore did not very accurately understand the others’ values (Stattin & Kim, 
2017). 

The driving force behind environmental socialization is believed to be 
communication (Li & Liu, 2016; Valdez, Peterson, & Stevenson, 2017). In 
families that frequently discuss environmental issues, parental concern is 
more easily transmitted to children (Meeusen, 2014), and adolescents are 
more prone to seek additional information on the topic (Mead et al., 2012). 
Discussions about climate change with family and friends, regardless of the 
other party’s attitudes towards the issue, are positively associated with 
lower rates of downplaying the seriousness of climate change (Ojala, 2013) 
and with greater environmental concern (Stevenson et al., 2019). Moreover, 
these discussions may build concern for climate change even among skeptics 
(Stevenson et al., 2019).  

What unites most of the studies looking into family communication 
about environmental issues is a belief that the direction of influence primar-
ily runs from parents to their children (Gotschi et al., 2009; Gronhoj & 
Thogersen, 2012). Several studies challenged this stance and provided some 
evidence of the reverse and of reciprocal family influence (Grønhøj, 2007; 
Knafo & Galansky, 2008; Larsson et al., 2010; Moore, Wilkie, & Lutz, 
2002).  

A number of political communication studies suggest that communica-
tion forms established in the family have far-reaching consequences as they 
determine whether young people choose to engage in classroom discussions, 
initiate conversation with peers, and consume news media (N.-J. Lee et al., 
2013). 

Friends. Peers also play a significant role in adolescents’ environmental 
engagement, although their influence seems to be weaker than that of par-
ents (Collado, Staats, & Sancho, 2017; Duarte et al., 2017; Gotschi et al., 
2009; Stevenson et al., 2019). Robelia et al. (2011) launched a climate 
change-related application on Facebook called Hot Dish to investigate 
young people’s use of social media spaces, and it shed light on the influential 
role of like-minded peers. The users of the application persuaded each other 
to engage in more environmentally oriented practices, and more engaged 
youth acted as role models for those less environmentally inclined. The au-
thors concluded that participation in a community of like-minded peers mo-
tivated young people to learn and to do more to limit their ecological 
footprints. In another study with college students, a different role of peers 
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emerged. Yang, Kahlor, and Griffin (2014) findings suggest that concern 
about one’s social standing among one’s peers plays a significant role in the 
decision to share environmental information. Those who viewed consuming 
climate change-related information as socially popular were more willing to 
share this information with others. When it comes to ecological activism, 
youth-focused or youth-driven organizations are more successful and more 
meaningful for young people than large or corporate organizations man-
aged by adults (Corner et al., 2015). 

School. Various educational programs aimed at increasing environmental 
awareness among young people play a decisive role in educating today’s 
youth about climate change and have well-documented positive effects (ref).  

When examining the role of all three socializers in adolescents’ pro-envi-
ronmental behavior, Valdez et al. (2017) found that adolescents are far 
more likely to discuss climate change with teachers than with family and 
friends, yet these discussions do not predict pro-environmental behavior. 
The researchers suggested that teachers may need to encourage discussions 
about climate change with peers and families outside the classroom. Indeed, 
several studies confirm the effectiveness of such spillover effects. School set-
tings often play a role of social amplifier, enabling them to become agents 
of change, as knowledge and skills obtained there are used by young people 
in other spheres of life. Vaughan, Gack, Solorazano, and Ray (2003) con-
ducted an experiment in Costa Rica and provided elementary school chil-
dren an environmental education course, which involved parents in the 
homework (reading coloring books). The posttests showed a high level of 
information transfer from children to parents, which can be attributed to 
the use of coloring book and homework as a mechanism of knowledge 
transfer. These findings were in line with those of an earlier study in Aus-
tralia. Ballantyne, Fien, and Packer (2001a) investigated six environmental 
education programs and their influence on intergenerational knowledge 
transmission. Half of all students in these programs took the environmental 
message home to their parents. 

The analysis of European youth by Duarte et al. (2017) indicated that 
students’ environmental attitudes were positively associated with the aver-
age environmental attitudes of their grade-school peers. Through guided 
discussions in the classroom, pupils tended to help each other to construct 
a shared understanding of climate change (Ohman & Ohman, 2013). In 
addition to peer interactions, communication with teachers contributed to 
adolescents’ feelings of hope, which in turn were positively related to pro-
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environmental behavior if the adolescents perceived teachers as communi-
cating in a solution-oriented and positive way (Ojala, 2015). 

So far, I have looked at the role of three socializing agents who can foster 
or hinder adolescents’ environmental engagement through interpersonal 
communication. The relations with the media—the fourth socializing agent 
—are of a different nature. The centrality of the media in young people’s 
lives is captured in the very name of the people of this generation: digital 
natives (Prensky, 2001).   

Estévez et al. (2014) also argue that the split from previous generations 
in environmental consciousness has happened thanks to the media and cul-
tural consumption preferences of today’s youth, which are powered by glob-
alization. Their report shows that this greater commitment to the 
environment is mainly the result of the volume of information young people 
receive and of the relevant knowledge they possess. Therefore, I now turn 
my attention to media. 

2.4 The media and the environmental issues  
Due to the complex nature of environmental issues that require expert 
knowledge, media are believed to be a key source of environmental infor-
mation among adolescents (Mifsud, 2012); they are also a platform for en-
vironmental activism (Allen, Wicks, & Schulte, 2013). Besides being a 
source of relevant knowledge, environmental reporting provides powerful 
visuals that help individuals use imagination to remove themselves from im-
mediate everyday engagement in the world to develop a sense of global re-
sponsibility (Szerszynski, Dobson, & Bell, 2006). Hence, if the media 
effectively employs images and symbols, it can “generate pressure for ac-
tions” (Beck, 2009) 

2.4.1 What is in the message? 
Earlier research associated a lack of citizens’ engagement with environmen-
tal issues with the media’s lack of images and narratives about the state of 
the environment (Shanahan, 1993; Shanahan, Morgan, & Stenbjerre, 
1997). This idea of media coverage as a barrier to environmental engage-
ment and a source of environmental skepticism dates back to the 1980s 
(Ostman & Parker, 1987). The lack of attention given to environmental 
issues by the media is only one of the reasons why the media’s coverage was 
far from what it should have been. The very media norm of objectivity, 
which demands two points of view on an issue be pitted against each other, 
contributed significantly to the press’s construction of scientific uncertainty 
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about the nature of global warming (Zehr, 2000). Compelled to present a 
skeptical point of view to ensure balanced reporting, journalists thus made 
the scientific community seem more uncertain than it was about the role of 
humans in climate change (Antilla, 2005; Boykoff, 2008; Boykoff & Boy-
koff, 2004). This was especially common in the 1990s and early 2000s in 
the U.S. media. More recent studies highlighted a shift: the frame of anthro-
pogenic climate change has entered the discourse and dominated press cov-
erage, while only one third of media reports included “dueling experts,” as 
Painter (2013) found in a comparative study of six countries. European me-
dia were more alarmist and dramatic in their visual depictions of climate 
change (Boykoff, 2007; Peters & Heinrichs, 2008; Shehata & Hopmann, 
2012). 

Lack of consistency in media coverage of environmental issues was some-
times mentioned as a reason for uncertainty about the seriousness of the 
issue as well as for unwillingness to engage with it (Hargreaves, Lewis, & 
Speers, 2003; Lorenzoni et al., 2007).  Another barrier was a general dis-
trust of mass media; lay people perceived media as biased, exaggerated, and 
inconsistent in their coverage of environmental issues (Lorenzoni et al., 
2007; Olausson, 2011).  

While the media-centric studies connect media coverage with the exag-
gerated sense of scientific uncertainty and its influence on readers’ minds, 
there are only very few reception studies that investigated how media mes-
sages are perceived by the public. A number of experimental studies manip-
ulated with scientific controversy and showed that when two opposing 
viewpoints were presented, readers perceived scientific claims as less certain 
(Dixon & Clarke, 2013; Kortenkamp & Basten, 2015), especially when 
context (information about how new knowledge fits into previous research) 
was missing (Corbett & Durfee, 2004). Although Corbett and Durfee 
(2004) pointed out that people with stronger environmental beliefs were less 
inclined to change their minds, in another experimental study, Corner et al. 
(2012) observed that when exposed to skeptical editorials, even people who 
believed the scientists’ warnings became slightly more skeptical. 

Although reception studies highlighted a negative impact of media cov-
erage on public understanding of environmental issues, a different research 
tradition—media effects—suggested that media nevertheless played a gen-
erally positive role in people’s environmental engagement.  
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2.4.2 Media effects on environmental engagement 
Most of the research on the relationship between the media and environ-
mental engagement has focused on adults and covered the influence of var-
ious types of media on different manifestations of environmental 
engagement. What one can say with a degree of certainty is that different 
media channels have different effects. The findings, however, are rather in-
conclusive and reflect the unclear hierarchy of importance among different 
behavioral and attitudinal aspects of environmental engagement—environ-
mental knowledge, awareness, willingness to get involved, and actual in-
volvement through everyday practices or political participation.  

The role of television in environmental engagement has gained a lot of 
scholarly attention. TV viewing has been found to have a small impact—
from no effect at all (Zhao, 2009) to a very small effect (Schulz, 2003)—on 
people’s knowledge of the environment. Cultivation theory researchers, 
who postulate that heavy media use leads to people holding media-con-
sistent beliefs (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, & Shanahan, 2002), 
found a correlation between television viewing and a sense of apathy re-
garding environmental issues (Besley & Shanahan, 2004; Shanahan, 1993) 
and evidence that the importance of materialism mediates the effects of tel-
evision on environmental perceptions (Good, 2007). Good (2009) detected 
cultivation effects even on the environmentalists as they tended to become 
less concerned the more television they watched. As the television content 
plays an important role for cultivation theory, it is noteworthy that the con-
clusions are based on an American context.  

The opposite results were found by Holbert, Kwak, and Shah (2003), 
who identified direct effects between fact-based television and individual-
level environmental activities, whereas fact-based television mediated envi-
ronmental attitudes and behavior. However, a German study found that 
watching political news on TV led only to viewers’ greater awareness of 
climate problems, especially for those interested in politics, but that it had 
no influence on their intentions to change behaviors or lifestyle (Arlt, 
Hoppe, & Wolling, 2011). 

Greater frequency of newspaper reading is associated with greater per-
ceived knowledge (Schulz, 2003; Zhao, 2009), but it has a slightly negative 
effect on problem awareness and willingness to change lifestyle (Arlt et al., 
2011). However, Besley and Shanahan (2004) found no significant relation-
ship between newspaper reading and environmental concern.   

When it comes to the Internet, greater web use is strongly correlated with 
greater perceived environmental knowledge (Zhao, 2009). Social media use 
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can facilitate awareness of social issues (Oakley & Salam, 2014), and 
whether for political or relational purposes, it is also positively associated 
with environmental consumerism (Zhang & Skoric, 2018). However, by 
providing a democratic space for discussing environmental issues with oth-
ers, social media can mobilize both climate activists and skeptics (for an 
extensive review see Anderson, 2017). In addition, digital media use greatly 
benefits those with higher awareness of environmental problems (Arlt et al., 
2011) and with higher levels of opinion leadership, widening the gap be-
tween them and those with lower levels of leadership qualities (Skoric & 
Nan, 2019).  

When environmental news consumption was analyzed without differen-
tiating between media channels, the results pointed at a positive role of the 
media in environmental engagement (Skoric & Nan, 2019; Zhang & Skoric, 
2018). Huang (2016) replicated the results of Holbert et al. (2003) in a Tai-
wanese study and found direct effects between environmental news con-
sumption and pro-environmental behavior and confirmed the mediating 
role of news consumption between attitudes and behavior. In the Singapo-
rean context, Liao, Ho, and Yang (2015) uncovered a different mechanism 
of influence: people’s attention to pro-environmental messages was associ-
ated with their perceptions of others’ attention to similar media messages 
and with their belief that others are influenced by these messages. And these 
perceptions of the influence on others affect people’s personal intentions to 
behave in environmentally friendly ways. 

The choice of news seems to play a decisive role in predicting media in-
fluence in polarized political climates. In the United States, news media pref-
erences are more predictive of climate change beliefs than is education, as 
there is a strong link between the choice of conservative or liberal news 
media and climate change beliefs (Bolin & Hamilton, 2018; Carmichael & 
Brulle, 2018). Conservative media lead the audience to be less accepting 
reality of climate change, while liberal news media facilitate individuals’ be-
lief in anthropogenic climate change. 

In an attempt to go beyond direct and indirect effects, Zhao (2009) tested 
the applicability of the reinforcing spiral model (Slater, 2007) to the envi-
ronmentalism The underlying assumption of the model is that some types 
of media consumption influence people’s beliefs and behaviors and those 
beliefs and behavior in turn increase the consumption of that type of media. 
Zhao concluded that media use was associated with perceived knowledge 
about global warming, while perceived knowledge and concern predicted 
intention of future information seeking. However, media information 
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sources play an important role in what will be reinforced and amplified. 
Partisan media amplify partisan attitudes towards climate change, which 
then influence subsequent media use and selective exposure, thus making 
conservatives more skeptical and liberals more committed (Bolin & Hamil-
ton, 2018). 

Although the previously conducted studies on effects paint a general pic-
ture, caution is needed when comparing them. All of the studies operation-
alized the media-related concepts very differently: as general media 
consumption (Besley & Shanahan, 2004; Good, 2009; Holbert et al., 2003; 
Zhao, 2009) or as focused on news content (Arlt et al., 2011). And the 
scales used to measure the media consumption varied from hours per day 
(Besley & Shanahan, 2004; Zhao, 2009) to Likert scales with different time 
periods (Arlt et al., 2011; Huang, 2016). Consequently, both dependent and 
independent variables vary across studies, making it difficult to understand 
the contours of the phenomenon in question. 

 Jiménez-Castillo and Ortega-Egea (2015) took a different approach in 
investigating media effects on environmental actions; instead of measuring 
exposure to the environmental content or general news, they used perceived 
media influence on oneself as a predictor of self-reported environmental be-
havior. Their findings highlighted the difference among various media chan-
nels, with the Internet and press being most associated with personal action 
and TV campaigns/news/ads/series being negatively related to it. The re-
searchers also found that the higher the optimism bias (people’s tendency to 
underestimate their likelihood of suffering from environmental risks), the 
less likely people were to adopt environmentally responsible actions encour-
aged by TV or radio content. 

2.4.3 The media and adolescents’ environmental engagement 
Young people’s acts of media consumption differ significantly from their 
parents’ and are often seen as “an important source of individual activity, 
not simply passivity” (France, 2007). France (2007) emphasizes that read-
ing news is not just absorbing the intended content and messages; it is an 
active process of engagement and creativity. Media consumption patterns 
have become part of young people’s identities, and they are more prone to 
experimentation and reinvention of these identities by use of different 
modes of expression. Consequently, an examination of the ways in which 
media consumption can have an impact on young people’s environmental 
engagement seems necessary. 
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The evidence for the role of media in adolescents’ environmental engage-
ment comes from a handful of studies conducted in different countries. The 
existing research shows that the primary sources of environmental infor-
mation for American, Norwegian, and Turkish youth are television and the 
Internet (Fløttum, Dahl, & Rivenes, 2016; E. Lee, 2008; Özdem et al., 
2014).  

The existing studies reveal a positive association between media con-
sumption and environmental engagement. Some studies looked at general 
news consumption (Östman, 2014; Strandbu & Skogen, 2000), while oth-
ers examined the environmental content (K. Lee, 2011; Lin, Li, & Bautista, 
2016).  

Drawing on political socialization theories, Östman (2014) analyzed the 
interplay between mediated and interpersonal communication for Swedish 
teenagers (two cohorts: 13–14 years old and 16–17 years old). The study 
showed that both offline and online news consumption indirectly predicted 
the pro-environmental behavior of talking about environmental issues with 
parents and peers. Similarly, intellectually stimulating TV viewing was 
shown to have a significant positive effect on Norwegian youth’s environ-
mental concern and their likelihood of becoming members of an environ-
mental organization (Strandbu & Skogen, 2000). However, commercial TV 
viewing had no correlation with environmental concern, but parents’ pref-
erence for commercial TV had a negative effect on children’s organizational 
membership. Yet, in a recent comparative study by Yesiloglu, Lapacz, and 
Miladinova (2019), no relation was found between news readership and 
climate change beliefs among Swedish and Russian adolescents.   

Among Hong Kong teenagers, exposure to environmental news via TV 
and Internet was positively associated with environmental self-efficacy and 
subjective norms (beliefs about whether significant others regard one’s be-
havior positively), which were, in turn, positively associated with behavioral 
intention (K. Lee, 2011). Although no direct effects between media expo-
sure to environmental messages and environmental attention were found, 
the authors concluded that the media have potential to facilitate adoles-
cents’ pro-environmental behavior.  

Media may play a more significant role in cases of specific environmental 
concerns. Using the local problem of air pollution, Lin et al. (2016) exam-
ined the relationship between exposure to content-specific news and behav-
ioral intentions. Their study provided evidence of an association between 
exposure to news about air pollution, both in traditional and online media, 
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and intentions to take preventive measures (such as wearing a face mask 
and limiting outdoor activities). 

All of the studies mentioned above investigate media effects and draw 
conclusions that media consumption predicts certain aspects of environ-
mental engagement. Yet, only the reinforcing spiral model tests for reverse 
causality. As all the studies employ cross-sectional data, they do not and 
cannot rule out an alternative explanation: that the associations they find 
work in the opposite direction—that environmental concern predicts media 
consumption. To rule this out, one needs to carry out a longitudinal study, 
which I have done and report on in this dissertation. It is also noteworthy 
that most of the studies focus on direct effects, while there is evidence from 
qualitative studies that the picture is not so simple.  

A number of studies in the qualitative research tradition have pointed out 
that people’s personal characteristics influence their reception of media con-
tent. Media may be a primary source of information but not the only one: 
in the process of meaning making, environmental knowledge is then nego-
tiated and remolded in conversations with other people (Olausson, 2011). 
Our representations of climate change are formed in interplay with what is 
discussed with other people and communicated in the media and through 
broader scientific and political representations (Wibeck, 2014b). The media 
narratives are often modified in the reception process and given less agoniz-
ing meaning with respect to how hazardous climate change is, as a Norwe-
gian study shows, (Ryghaug, Holtan Sørensen, & Næss, 2011). 
Additionally, the way climate change is mediated highly depends on peo-
ple’s lifestyles and their interpretations of everyday life (Silverstone, 2007). 
Dramatic images and narratives of extreme weather events are often chal-
lenged by people’s own experiences and observations (Ryghaug et al., 
2011). 

2.5 Areas of contribution 
The research field of environmental communication provides extensive 
knowledge about the role of interpersonal and mediated communication in 
one’s environmental engagement. In what follows, I point out my contribu-
tion to the knowledge production framework in the field.  

First, I contribute a more integrated perspective on interpersonal com-
munication. Despite theoretical recognition that different socializing agents 
interact with young people simultaneously, very few studies have attempted 
to look at an individual in her social context to understand how those in-
fluences reinforce or undercut one another (e.g. Duarte et al., 2017). Most 
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of the studies single out one of the socializing agents and scrutinize isolated 
relationships taken out of the broader context, thus artificially fragmenting 
the young person’s reality. In Study 1 I address this lack of an integrated 
perspective by examining three socializing agents simultaneously—parents, 
friends, and teachers—and their encouragement of adolescents to become 
more environmentally friendly.  

Second, I offer a more detailed account of the relationship between media 
and environmental engagement by focusing on differences among individu-
als. Although existing studies on both adults and young people suggest that 
the media play a positive role in environmental engagement, an important 
limitation of these studies is that the audience has been conventionally seen 
as homogeneous. The importance of looking at the media audience as a 
heterogeneous group was emphasized once again in a study about environ-
mental engagement among American adolescents by Nelms et al. (2017). 
The researchers found major differences in frequency of news consumption 
and levels of interest in societal matters between environmentally concerned 
youth and those who are ambivalent or consider themselves non-environ-
mentalist. The findings indicated that only those who were already environ-
mentally engaged were interested in following news about social and 
political affairs. Despite the strong indicators from other studies that the 
media’s role can vary for people depending on their gender and whether 
they are climate change skeptics or “believers,” these individual differences 
are rarely taken into account. I address these issues in two of my empirical 
studies. In Study 2, I investigate if the media’s role varies among skeptical 
and non-skeptical adolescents. Gender differences are the focus of Study 3. 
In both studies I compare young people in early and late adolescence. 

Third, I provide a longitudinal perspective on the relationship between 
communication and environmental engagement. Much of the studies re-
viewed above draw conclusions based on cross-sectional data. A number of 
scholars have questioned the validity of this approach, arguing that individ-
ual choice and the social process are inherently selective and, therefore, can-
not be investigated in an experimental fashion (Bhrolcháin, 2001; 
Lieberson, 1985). A longitudinal design, which temporally separates the 
outcome from its predictor, is often suggested as a more robust method for 
uncovering causal mechanisms because “after cannot cause before” (Davis, 
1985, p. 11). Although longitudinal assessment is not without its own prob-
lems (Marini & Singer, 1988), it can offer a better understanding of influ-
ences in environmental socialization processes. Therefore, a longitudinal 
design is used in all empirical inquiries of this dissertation. 
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And last but not least, I look at the role of interpersonal and mediated 
communication in one’s environmental engagement through different theo-
retical lenses. What unites the media effects studies about environmental 
engagement is their common understanding of the role of media as a source 
of information and their emphasis on the exposure to certain content. In 
this dissertation, I argue for reconceptualizing the roles of the media and of 
interpersonal communication to view them as public connection—a concept 
which is elaborated on in the next chapter.  
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3. Theoretical position 
In this chapter, I present my theoretical framework of public connection. 
First, I discuss the relevance of public connection to environmental issues 
and to one’s engagement with them. Then I juxtapose different perspectives 
on how environmental engagement is understood in the existing sociologi-
cal and philosophical literature. After presenting an argument on why pub-
lic connection is especially relevant for adolescents’ environmental 
engagement, I focus on the media as a channel to sustain public connection. 
I round up this chapter with the presentation of the studies. 

3.1. The idea of connectedness 
The extent to which “people include nature in their cognitive representa-
tions of self” is directly connected to the development of environmental 
concern. Apart from nature, this sense of belonging to something larger than 
oneself manifests through the interconnectedness with other people, both 
living (Bamberg & Möser, 2007) and not yet born (Jia, Alisat, Soucie, & 
Pratt, 2015; Matsuba et al., 2012). It is also true for young people. Their 
pro-environmental concern is tied to the degree to which they define them-
selves as interdependent with other people and all living things (Flanagan 
& Gallay, 2014). And when they feel that their fate is intertwined with that 
of a group, young people prepare to assume responsibility for the welfare 
of the group (Brown, 1988). However, when adolescents lack understand-
ing of our interdependency with other persons and species, it becomes a 
major reason why moral standards are not activated in their behavior.  

As adolescence is the time when young people tend to adopt the beliefs 
(about institutions laws, roles, are mores) that are widely shared in the so-
ciety and reinforced in the setting of development (Flanagan & Gallay, 
2014),  a great deal of effort is put into teaching them about climate change 
and socializing them into desirable behavioral practices by using communi-
cative tools (for a summary of communicative efforts see Ojala and Lakew,  
2017). Communication is crucial for creating our common identities. Alt-
hough association with others is a human condition, we are not born mem-
bers of a community but rather are socialized into it. This sense of belonging 
is best forged within communicative practices dealing with shared concern 
(Dewey, 1927). As John Dewey eloquently put it, 
  



YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

37 
  

To learn in a human way and to human effect is not just to acquire added 
skills through refinement of original capacities. To learn to be human is to 
develop through give-and-take of communication an effective sense of being 
an individually distinctive member of a community; one who understands 
and appreciates its beliefs, desires and methods (1927, p. 154). 

Therefore, to achieve this appreciation, one needs to be a part of the ongo-
ing conversation in the society. This conversation dealing with matters of 
shared concern ensures participation in a common understanding or like-
mindedness (Carey, 2008) which, in turn, can produce in young people a 
sense of belonging to something bigger than oneself. To be part of the on-
going conversation does not necessarily imply being an active participant; 
standing by and listening in may also suffice. This basic orientation to a 
space where concerns that require collective actions are addressed is con-
ceptualized by Couldry et al. (2010) as public connection. 

3.2 Public connection 
It is reasonable to assume that very few people are continuously tuned in 
and give their full attention to public affairs. As we go about our everyday 
lives, we can keep ourselves informed to a greater or lesser degree about the 
main public issues that occupy the centerstage of the political and media 
agenda—just enough to be able to make sense of reality when our full at-
tention is required, particularly at times such as elections. This basic orien-
tation to the public world that can be reliably at times translated into 
attention is called public connection (Couldry et al., 2010, p. 3). It captures 
an orientation to that ongoing conversation about matters of shared con-
cern. Matters of shared concern can come from any space, public or private, 
and are not limited to the issues recognized in any established form of poli-
tics. They include any issues that affect how we live together and that re-
quire common decisions, such as environmental issues. 

Public connection can be maintained in many different ways. Adolescents 
can form beliefs about the society and their place in it by participating in 
what Flanagan (2013) called mediating institutions—schools, faith-based, 
cultural, and other community-based organizations. These are the places 
where adolescents encounter other adults and form their concepts of them-
selves as citizens when learning where people “like me” fit in the social or-
der. Kotilainen and Rantala (2009), however, noted that for many young 
people, their public sphere mainly consists of relationships with peers, fam-
ily, school, hobbies, and so forth.  
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Although school and significant others may foster adolescents’ most pro-
found sense of belonging to a wider society, the invisibility and planetary 
scale of environmental problems may require a connection that surpasses 
the local community. I argue that this connection is better sustained by a 
different mediating institution—the media.  

As only some people engage in community organizations and become 
members of political parties, Couldry et al. (2010) emphasized the central 
role of the media for the majority of the public who are not necessarily 
interested or active participants in public life. By answering the question 
“how are media involved, or not, in sustaining the connection to the public 
world?”, Couldry and his colleagues coined the term mediated public con-
nection. Their empirical research showed that something like mediated pub-
lic connection exists. Indeed, public connection is substantially mediated, 
although in many different ways and not for everyone (Couldry et al., 
2010). Evidence in support of mediated public connection also comes from 
other empirical studies (Ekström, Olsson, & Shehata, 2014; Heikkilä, 
Kunelius, & Ahva, 2010; Swart, Peters, & Broersma, 2018; Vidali, 2010). 
The concept was further developed by several inquiries into what kind of 
news can sustain the public connection. In a Dutch study exploring how 
digitalization facilitates new patterns of using news to connect to larger so-
cial and political frameworks, Swart et al. (2018, p. 12) concluded that 
“public connection through news no longer necessarily equals public con-
nection through journalism.” The abundance of news media choices and 
individual-to-individual news sharing allow circumventing journalism and 
satisfying the need for connection through more tailored and personalized 
content. Yet, the authors conclude that news media institutions still serve as 
major platforms for public connection.  

To unpack the relationships between news consumption and environ-
mental engagement, I first elaborate on how environmental engagement is 
understood in this dissertation. To do so, I engage with the works of the 
most influential environmental thinkers who approached environmental 
problems from radically different perspectives—Ulrich Beck, Bruno Latour, 
and Steven Vogel. Then the focus shifts to the media, and I argue for why 
we need to look beyond the content when investigating the role of the media 
in environmental engagement.  

As different conceptual development stipulates the paths that research 
inquiries take, in the next section, I compare rival definitions of environ-
mental problems and what kind of engagement with the environmental is-
sues they imply. 
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3.3 Environmental problems: What kind of problems? 
One of the most influential and cited thinkers who attempted to theorize 
environmental problems in the context of modern societies and understand 
the role of the media in public engagement with them is Ulrich Beck. The 
author of the risk society theory, Beck has gained a stable popularity among 
environmental communication scholars as he gave the mass media a rather 
prominent role in modern society (e.g. Allan, Adam, & Carter, 2000, pp. 
12-13; Cottle, 1998; Lowe et al., 2006; Tulloch & Lupton, 2001). Moreo-
ver, his risk society theory has been profoundly influential in the sociology 
of youth for its theorization of young people’s contemporary condition 
(Roberts, 2012).  

As so many previous studies rely on his theoretical arguments and be-
cause his theory influenced how media scholars approached questions of 
the media and the environment, I find it necessary to engage with Beck’s 
account of modernity and lay out my argumentation in a dialogue with his 
theoretical framework. 

The cornerstone of Beck’s theory is the understanding of environmental 
problems as risks. Not the type of risks that a lightning strike or even smok-
ing can pose, but rather risks that are global, invisible, impossible to demar-
cate socially and spatially; risks that are manufactured, generated by the 
practices of people; risks that are “based on causal interpretations, and thus 
initially exist in terms of the (scientific or anti-scientific) knowledge about 
them” (Beck, 1992, p. 23). Environmental risks play a key role in Beck’s 
theory of risk society, as the emergence of these man-made risks demarcates 
a new era in human history: “the risk society begins where nature ends” 
(Beck & Ritter, 1998, p. 10). The erosion of the boundary between the nat-
ural and the social leads to the condition where locally produced risks have 
global consequences. The greater the magnitude of these side effects, the 
greater the social awareness of the adverse effects that human practices have 
on the planet. As these risks arise from the processes of modernization and 
are socially rather than naturally produced, they are also particularly open 
to social definition and construction. In other words, even though the dam-
age to the planet from human activities is quite real, the thresholds above 
which natural processes turn into environmental problems are negotiated 
and decided upon by societal actors and not by nature. Therefore, according 
to Beck (2009), destruction of nature is institutionally produced and de-
fined, both materially and symbolically and exactly in this order—the ma-
terial destruction of nature is followed by its symbolic normalization 
through the existing norms. First, ecological conditions are constructed as 
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an issue through a process of social staging where they are “strategically 
defined, covered up or dramatized with the aid of scientific materials” 
(Beck, 2009, p. 84). Then, after they have been defined as unacceptably 
risky by the scientific community, they advance to policy concerns.   

However, this process is complicated by the fact that the same institu-
tions that identify and define risks—scientific, governmental, legal, and 
business institutions— are also implicated in the production of risks (and 
here Beck draws heavily on the examples of nuclear, chemical, and genetic 
technologies and such extraordinary events as Chernobyl and outbreaks of 
mad cow disease). Consequently, this paradoxical position of bearer and 
producer of risks forces leaders in science, government, and technology to 
conceal the truth and to provide the public with insufficient or misleading 
information, which, in turn, undermines public trust in social institutions. 
The scientific establishment has also come under attack as contradicting 
claims about the origin of climate change flooded the mass media, making 
the experts’ disagreement and the endemic uncertainty of knowledge pro-
duction visible. This allowed various nongovernmental organizations, pro-
test groups, and counter-experts to engage in a contest for truth. As this 
search for more hard facts continues, environmental awareness remains “an 
extremely scientific view of the world” (Beck, 2009). 

Such a paradigm places a great responsibility on scientists to get it right 
and present to us what Latour (1993) called matters of fact—indisputable, 
obstinate, simply there, “embedded in a res extensa devoid of any meaning, 
except that of being the ultimate reality” (Latour, 2010, p. 5). These scien-
tific facts, such as levels of CO2 in the atmosphere or the sea surface tem-
perature, are expected to be non-mental entities that are strictly defined by 
laws of causality, probability, efficacity, and truth existing independently of 
their “makers.” And these solid matters of fact can then be used by scientists 
to explain ongoing changes or to make well-grounded predictions about 
future changes. The faith in their infallibility is so strong that they are often 
used to make a point or put an end to a debate, thus shutting down dissent-
ing voices, because facts, as we know, “speak for themselves.”  

The problem is, however, that “there is no such thing as natural, unme-
diated, unbiassed access to truth” (Latour, 2004, p. 227). The social dimen-
sion of the scientific practice had been extensively studied within the 
scientific community, but the uncertainty that surrounds the production of 
scientific knowledge only became obvious to the lay public when, in 2009, 
thousands of climate science-related emails from the University of East An-
glia were stolen and made public in what was called “Climategate.” The 
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emails revealed that there were no solid facts out there waiting to be discov-
ered but instead that they are slowly composed by scientists refining  their 
instruments, experiencing money problems, and working with flawed da-
tasets (to read more on the story, see https://www.theguardian.com/envi-
ronment/series/climate-wars-hacked-emails).  

The loss of authority that matters of fact were routinely given was a co-
lossal but also necessary loss to move the debate about climate change issues 
forward. Matters of fact were invented as a descriptive mode, a style of 
reasoning, in the 17th century to challenge the then-dominant paradigm 
that demanded grounding one’s work in logic, rhetoric, and mathematics 
(Latour, 1993). The person who first defied this style of reasoning was Rob-
ert Boyle. When presenting his vacuum pump, Boyle invited his colleagues 
to witness a phenomenon produced artificially in the laboratory and asked 
them to attest to the existence of a fact, a matter of fact, even though they 
did not understand its nature. Thus, producing facts in laboratories under 
our complete control became the preferable way of knowledge production. 
However, 300 years later, matters of fact stopped being a style of reasoning 
and became “what is furnishing the world itself” (Latour, 2008). In the view 
of some climatologists, the Climategate scandal has liberated them and al-
lowed them to be more upfront and open about their uncertainties (Pearce, 
2010, July 4). This event has also falsified one of the key assumptions of 
Beck’s risk theory—the division of labor between scientists, who are to rep-
resent nature and speak on behalf of non-humans, and politicians, repre-
senting humans. The business of science turned out to be as entangled with 
personal interests and money problems as the business of politics that makes 
production of unbiased truth impossible. Climategate also made it very ob-
vious that a different descriptive mode is needed to comprehend the com-
plexity of climate change. 

Latour’s critique of matters of fact was directed not only at the assump-
tion that direct access to truth is possible but also at the assumption that 
facts can exist independently of how they are registered by or affected by 
other things. For instance, earlier models by climatologists did not take into 
account, for example, the effects of thawing permafrost in the Arctic, which 
can accelerate global warming. And it is safe to assume that many more 
factors emerging from the destabilized ecosystems are yet to be taken into 
account. Therefore, what used to be solid scientific facts are now constantly 
challenged and debated. And what we are witnessing is not “the emergence 
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of questions about nature in political debates, but the progressive transfor-
mation of all matters of facts into disputed states of affair,” into matters of 
concern (Latour, 2011, p. 25). 

What lies at the core of the concept of matters of concern is relations. A 
matter of concern, as Latour puts it, is what happens to matters of fact when 
you add the whole scenography, much like “shifting your attention from 
the stage to the whole machinery of a theater” (Latour, 2008, p. 39). Thus, 
climate change is not only a matter of concentration of greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere but also of catch-up industrialization, the Kyoto Protocol 
politics, modeling techniques of climatologists, extreme weather events, and 
climate change migrants. Climate change is an entangled object with no 
clear boundaries defined by its scientific, technological, and industrial pro-
duction. It is not a single object but rather a “collective,” an association of 
humans and non-humans (Latour, 1993). What we are dealing with is a 
highly complex, uncertain, historically situated state of affairs in which hu-
mans and non-humans are tightly entangled. 

How we interpret this entanglement is crucial for understanding what it 
is to engage with the environmental issues. If we follow risk society logic 
and separate from and mourn the end of nature that ceased to be “a mean-
ingful and stable background against which human events can become sig-
nificant, as on a stage set” (Morton, 2016, p. 233), then we misrepresent 
the relationship between humans and their environment. By emphasizing 
the human-non-human boundary, Beck’s conceptualization of environmen-
tal issues fails to recognize that humans and their environment are mutually 
transformative—“that to be human is to be formed by the environment in 
the course of actively forming and reforming it” (Vogel, 2015, p. 91). And 
this transformative power is not proof either of the superiority of humans 
or of their privilege. The environment comes to be what it is through the 
actions of other living organisms that make up the world. Earthworms 
change the structure of their environment by breaking down dead organic 
matter and mixing soil layers. As honeybees move from flower to flower in 
search of nectar, they support the growth of flowers, trees, and other plants. 
Humans, too, have always interacted with and transformed the environ-
ment they lived in. And the end of nature untouched by human hands has 
not happened recently, as argued by McKibben (1989), but (using a 
Heideggerian phrase) it has always already happened. In this sense, humans 
are no different from other living organisms. What environs us are the ob-
jects that we have built. What environs us is a built environment—nature 
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transformed by humans through social practices (Vogel, 2015). It is a com-
pletely different matter that what we have built throughout the centuries of 
human existence is ugly. If earthworms and honeybees contribute to the 
prosperity of other species, human practices have created a world that is 
polluted and harmful for many species, including ourselves. Thus, environ-
mental problems are not problems concerning nature but rather, as the 
name suggests, concerning the environment, the built environment in par-
ticular. And these problems are products of our practices. 

We like to think that the human world is somewhat outside and beyond 
nature. When juxtaposing nature and the human world, as risk society the-
ory does, we create a paradox—multiple worlds that environ us. And if the 
human world, separated from nature, causes nature harm, then in what 
space and time does this encounter play out and what should we call the 
world that actually environs us?  

This multiplicity of worlds inhibits meaningful engagement with the en-
vironmental issues. Therefore, one first needs to acknowledge that the world 
that surrounds us is simultaneously built and natural and is the only world 
we have. Second, our actions are world-building practices and the root of 
the problem we have found ourselves in. The challenge is that our current 
practices appear to us as unalterable facts in which we play no role. Let us 
take an example. A social institution called “the market” seems to be a ma-
jor obstacle for drastically curbing warming of the planet. The market seems 
natural, like the only possible form of economic relations between humans. 
We perceive prices for food, wage scales, and interest rates on mortgages as 
something given, inevitable—as unquestionable truth—when, in fact, the 
market is created by a series of transactions between individuals, in which 
all of us take part. In other words, we produce the market. And as active 
agents, we can choose to produce a different system of economic relations 
that will be less damaging to the environment (Maeseele, 2015; 
Swyngedouw, 2010). Yet, these economic relations seem like a fact of na-
ture, about which there is little we individuals can do. 

Our reliance on matters of fact to explain the world partly contributes to 
such blindness. Matters of fact exist independently of their “makers”: once 
the matter of fact is created, its producers—researchers, engineers, entrepre-
neurs, and technicians—become invisible to the public eye. Living in a sci-
entific age, Morton (2018) says, we have stopped believing in authoritative 
truth, and rigid truth versus rigid falsehood is replaced with a spectrum of 
“truthiness.” Yet, ecological debates still revolve around comparing facts, 
undermining facts, improving climate models, and waiting for more precise 
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predictions from those models to set our climate targets and change our 
practices. What would happen if we skipped the step when climate science 
tells us the precise date when human civilization will end and instead turned 
our gaze to our own practices? What would it mean to engage with the 
environmental issues then? 

3.4 Engagement with the environmental issues 
The content of environmental messages and emotional images of deteriorat-
ing conditions that many other species are now facing seems to be screaming 
“Do something!  Now!” If this does not put you in a state of paralysis 
(Stern, 2012), you have two options: to change your own unsustainable eve-
ryday practices, or to become an environmental activist and engage in po-
litical or community-based actions intended to improve global, national, or 
local environmental quality (Lubell, 2002). However, most people feel dis-
connected from the processes and paces that define political debate and de-
cision making around climate change (Carvalho et al., 2016). Hence, private 
sphere behavior becomes is seen as more viable. What follows is an argu-
ment in favor of everyday pro-environmentalism. 

The responsibility for tackling climate change is indeed often placed on 
the shoulders of ordinary citizens (Olausson, 2011). We all ought to start 
driving less (or driving electric cars), flying less, producing less waste, saving 
water, and buying products that are earth conscious. Nonetheless, one per-
son’s emission of CO2 when driving a car or taking a plane journey is so 
miniscule that it has no impact on the planet’s climate. No storms or heat 
waves can be caused by an individual act of driving. Environmental prob-
lems appear “from the cumulative unintended effects of a vast amount of 
seemingly insignificant decisions by individuals who are unknown to each 
other and distant from each other” (Sandler, 2010). The logic of environ-
mentally damaging behavior is similar to that found in Garret Hardin’s 
(1968) parable of herdsmen whose cattle share a common pasture, from 
which comes the well-known “tragedy of the commons”. Each herdsman 
will try to keep as many cattle as possible on the pasture and, as a rational 
being, will try to maximize his gain. What seems rational for each individ-
ual—to add a cow—can bring benefits and has no significant impact on the 
pasture. Nevertheless, if every herdsman makes this rational choice, it will 
lead to overgrazing and the destruction of the pasture. 

To solve this type of no-technical-solution problem, an enormous num-
ber of individuals need to make their very insignificant contribution. The 
difficulty arises when this contribution requires a personal sacrifice or 
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comes at a cost. Imagine a situation where an individual who lives in the 
countryside is offered a job in the city, requiring a long daily commute by 
car. If that individual chooses to decline the job offer to avoid driving a long 
distance every day, he will suffer personal loss of income, but his individual 
contribution will have no impact on tackling climate change. The amount 
of global warming will remain the same regardless of the individual’s deci-
sion, but not accepting the job will have a profound negative effect on the 
individual’s life situation. Thus, a problem of inconsequentialism arises: 
why should a person make the effort and act irrationally when it is uncertain 
and unlikely that others will do so (Sandler, 2010)? 

Besides rationality, one’s behavior can be informed by moral principles 
(Jamieson, 2007; Sandler, 2010). Even though an individual’s long-distance 
driving does not make climate change worse, there is nevertheless something 
wrong about being “this kind of person”. This moral reasoning may be ef-
fective in a number of cases such as recycling one’s rubbish or making more 
sustainable clothing choices. Yet, again, the dilemma of a job in the city pits 
against each other an individual’s moral principles and one need for sur-
vival. And considering the uncertainty about others’ actions, appealing to 
one’s moral principles does not solve the problem of inconsequentialism.  

To ease this moral conundrum, Sandberg put forward an argument that 
moral responsibility may lie elsewhere: 

My suggestion is that we have a collective obligation to change our ways, 
and this collective obligation may be partly separate from the obligations of 
individuals. While my own flying makes no difference, it should be noted, 
climate change could be averted if we all changed our ways. But then it seems 
plausible to say that we act wrongly as a collective, even though no individual 
driver or flyer may be doing anything wrong. This view could be further 
explained by saying that moral questions can be asked on at least two differ-
ent levels, with implicit reference to different sorts of agents. It is one thing 
to ask “What should I do?” but quite a different thing to ask “What should 
we do?” and the answers may not always converge (2011, p. 241). 

This line of thought, however logical, dangerously takes individuals off the 
moral hook, as any “we” consists of many “I”s. On the other hand, this 
definitively resolves the problem of inconsequentialism and, by highlighting 
their collective nature, suggests that environmental decisions ought to be 
viewed not as a matter of rationality or morality but as a political choice. 
And this takes us back to Beck’s conceptualization of environmental issues, 
and certain clarifications are therefore called for. 
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The political nature of environmental engagement was emphasized al-
ready in Gidden’s (1991) concept of life politics, which shares the originally 
feminist insistence that “the personal is political” and thus makes political 
statements out of everyday decisions on how to dispose of the waste that 
we collect at home, how to commute to work, and what products to buy. 
Similarly, Beck proposed a concept of life-and-death politics, in which issues 
concerning lifestyle and diet have become politicized. In risk society theory, 
environmental engagement belongs to the realm of politics but not neces-
sarily institutional politics. Citizens of risk societies engage with the envi-
ronmental issues through risk assessment. Whether they believe in climate 
change or not depends on whether they find it plausible and risky. This 
necessity to understand risks of late modernity results in a tension between 
public and expert versions of risk as well as between those who produce 
risk definitions and those who consume them. However, this tension is not 
resolved within the boundaries of established institutional politics. Beck 
(1992) puts forward an argument that the established political system has 
lost its centrality while traditionally non-political actors—business, science, 
and technical laboratories—gained political momentum. Such a profound 
unbinding of politics led to the formation of the hybrid sub-political systems 
outside and beyond the established institutions of representative democracy. 
The central forums of sub-politics, such as the judiciary, the media, or the 
private sphere, have become alternative loci of politics that offered a direct 
route to political engagement and a more inclusive form of political action 
through which environmental risks can be regulated.  

Yet, Beck does not show how those sub-political forums are connected 
to the institutional politics where real policies are issued or how participa-
tion in them leads to any real change (Mythen, 2004). Consequently, polit-
icizing environmental values as lifestyle politics does not solve the problem 
of inconsequentialism: when an individual faces a choice between being un-
employed or emitting CO2 by driving to work every day, one’s political con-
victions may once again fade in the face of financial problems.   

Sandberg’s (2011) call for collective responsibility for climate change ech-
oes Hardin’s only solution to the tragedy of the commons—“mutual coer-
cion, mutually agreed upon”(2003, p. 1247). In both cases—overgrazing 
and climate change—the tragedy can be avoided if all interested parties can 
come to an agreement and set a limit. However, the more individuals in-
volved in the problem, the smaller their individual impact and the harder it 
is to reach a binding agreement. Hence, placing the moral burden on private 
individuals to make sacrifices and do what they can despite knowing that 
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these actions make no difference for the climate is, indeed, not a solution. 
What solves the problem of inconsequentialism, according to Vogel (2015, 
p. 213), is “finding a way to restore the discursive connection to others” 
(italics in the original). Restoring this connection implies becoming part of 
a community: not just any kind of community but one capable of collective 
action.  

This suggestion leaves us with a question: then what are we? Do we not 
live in a community of sorts? Yes, indeed. But of the wrong sort, according 
to Vogel. The reason why a collective may experience a tragedy of the com-
mons is because it is a random collective that faces a problem as a group of 
individuals with no decision-making procedure (Held, 1970). To enter a 
society-wide agreement, this collective—this group of individuals—needs to 
form an organized collective. The difference between the two has to do with 
the possession by the latter and not the former of a decision-making proce-
dure for carrying out collective actions. When one individual chooses not 
to drive an old diesel car that does not meet the emissions standards, it will 
make no difference for the air quality unless a total ban is introduced by the 
community and every member is obliged to follow suit. This ban, however, 
has to come as a collective decision rather than an imposed necessity. As 
John Dewey put it, a community exists when the consequences of conjoint 
activities are appreciated as good by all individuals who participate in them 
and when members of the community are motivated to sustain the good 
“just because it is a good shared by all” (1927, p. 149). To achieve this, a 
community needs to have a conversation about what sort of environment 
they want to live in and what sort of practices they ought to engage in to 
help bring this sort of world into being. And in order to have this conversa-
tion, according to Vogel, we need to move from the realm of the market to 
the realm of politics.  The environmental problems do not arise from the 
inconsequential character of one’s individual actions when aggregated, but 
rather “from the character of the social structure through which that aggre-
gation takes place” (Vogel, 2015, p. 214). Consequently, what needs to be 
changed is the social structure so that everyday practices aggregate to mean-
ingful mitigation measures. 

Calls for investigating political engagement as a more meaningful form 
of engagement are heard in the academic community too (Carvalho et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, for adolescents—the object of study in this disserta-
tion—for whom, due to their age, political activism provides a rather limited 
range of actions directed at changing the social structure, everyday pro-en-
vironmental practices are more meaningful. 
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Although Vogel’s argument in favor of political engagement sounds log-
ical, it underscores the gap between political solutions and everyday life. 
The work of Henry Lefebvre (1984) captures the significance of this gap. 
He argues that the possibility of transforming society via independent eco-
nomic and political solutions is not just a mistake but a fundamental mis-
understanding of the revolutionary project (and the structural changes 
required for mitigating climate change are indeed of a revolutionary scale). 
He offers as an example the Soviet Revolution, which failed because every-
day life had not been transformed. Similarly, tackling climate change will 
require significant changes in our everyday life. Therefore, the environmen-
tally conscious practices that the younger generation adopts and normalizes 
are necessary for any political decisions to come into effect.  

Moreover, when engaging with environmental issues, one does not en-
gage with a phenomenon with well-defined boundaries, as I argued in the 
previous chapter. On the contrary, one’s own engagement defines and rede-
fines environmental issues, if not necessarily on a planetary scale then at 
least in one’s immediate environment. Therefore, pro-environmental every-
day behavior is not private. First of all, as Vogel argues, the actions that 
produce the world and are known as world producing are never private. 
They are carried out by social subjects and not isolated individuals (Vogel, 
2015). Second, environmental practices (saving common resources, recy-
cling waste, etc.) affect others beyond those immediately involved. As their 
consequences contribute to the welfare of the community, these are social 
acts (Dewey, 1927, p. 12). These social acts carry information about the 
values of the wider society as well as the answer to the question “In what 
kind of world should we live?” Therefore, for adolescents to engage with 
environmental issues is for them to adopt the beliefs, values, and methods 
of a forming organized collective that are internalized through the give-and-
take of communication.  

Thus, when environmental issues are understood as a product of our 
practices, it becomes clear that the sense of interconnectedness that leads to 
environmental identity has to be born out of a sustained connection to the 
public world. Although a deep connection to and a sense of oneness with 
nature make one care for the environment, only a connection to a wider 
community allows translating that care into actions that are rendered mean-
ingful within a given societal structure. While individuals need to restore a 
discursive connection to others for their mitigation measures to have an ef-
fect, adolescents need to join this conversation (or at least to listen to it at 
times) to adopt the beliefs and methods of this community. But how can 



YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

49 
  

adolescents join a conversation that includes thousands, if not millions, of 
participants? And what conversation should one pay attention to? 

3.5 Reconceptualizing the role of the media  
The task of passing on certain legitimate norms, values, and beliefs within 
social life has normally been assigned to parents, school, and peers, and 
attempts to accomplish this, whether successful or not, have been called so-
cialization. The conditions of socialization, as it was described by Berger 
and Luckmann (1967), have significantly changed. If parents were once 
known to a child not only as two adults who took care of her, but “as the 
world, the only existence and only conceivable world”(Berger & Luck-
mann, 1967, p. 154), today’s children, at least in the Western world, can 
encounter the world through media, thereby bypassing parents, school, and 
peers. And as Couldry and Hepp argue, mediated connection to the world 
becomes “an operating condition of the child’s imagined world, as well as, 
later on its secondary institutions of socialization” (2016, p. 150). Media 
infrastructure frames both the child’s space of play (through her playing 
video games, talking on social media, taking photos, and playing with im-
ages) and school environment (as Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016) 
demonstrated in their study “Class”). Talk about media and doing things 
with media has become an inseparable part of the interactional world of a 
child as she grows older. Media are so deeply embedded in young people’s 
lives that that Couldry and Hepp (2016) suggested that socialization and its 
basic aspects have become mediatized. To provide a more integrated per-
spective on the socializing influences from adolescents’ immediate environ-
ment, in this dissertation I first address in Article 1 the role communication 
with the key socializers plays in environmental engagement, and I unpack 
the role of the media and mediated public connection in the other two em-
pirical inquiries.  

In these times of “deep mediatization,” as Couldry and Hepp (2016) de-
scribed modern times, mediated communication plays a crucial role for 
identity formation. The embeddedness of the media in our everyday lives 
affects not only how much information we have to process on a daily basis 
but also how we form our meaningful sense of belonging—both to our im-
mediate social network and to the community at large. With the prolifera-
tion of social media as a major means of communication, adolescents’ sense 
of belonging —a “common we”—is partly constructed through social me-
dia use. Their membership in a peer group is enacted through appropriating 
the group’s media ensemble (be it Facebook, Snapchat, or video games), 
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while failure to do so may result in group exclusion (Couldry & Hepp, 
2016). Similarly, families have become “mediatized collectivities” as they 
use various digital media to stay connected (especially those that are spread 
across long distances) or to share family photos online (Cardoso, Espanha, 
& Lapa, 2012).  

Deep mediatization has also changed how “imagined communities” are 
constructed. Although the term was coined by Benedict Anderson to repre-
sent a nation, with the processes of globalization, other configurations be-
came possible, such as “community of Europeans” which is imagined 
through collective process of communication (Hepp et al., 2016; Olausson, 
2010). However, social movements have become the most important alter-
native imagined collective for environmental causes (Couldry & Hepp, 
2016). The environmental movement offers a global imagination of collec-
tivity, beyond any national or supranational political unit, that creates a 
meaningful sense of belonging for all concerned about the environment. It 
also offers a remedy to the problem of inconsequentialism on a larger scale, 
showing that other people from distant places care too.  

Thus, not only do the media provide a channel for public connection, 
they also bring various collectivities into being—both those for which media 
are constitutive (e.g., online groups) and those constructed through media-
related communications (e.g., families, peer groups, and migrant groups). 
These collectivities stay together as long as it is meaningful for the actors 
involved. And the media play an important role in supporting the construc-
tion of such meaning by managing public attention. 

In the context of environmental issues, media are often viewed as a pri-
mary source of environmental information (Olausson, 2011; Özdem et al., 
2014). Much less attention has been paid to another function of the media—
that of “reality-pronouncing institution” (Dayan, 2013), where reality is 
understood as an “achieved sense of a social world” and media are viewed 
as the spaces where people enact the social (Couldry & Hepp, 2016, pp. 2-
3). To unpack this concept, it is necessary to start with the changes that the 
modern media landscape has undergone.  

The power of media to set the issues on public and political agendas has 
been recognized since the Chapel Hill study by McCombs and Shaw (1972). 
However, unlike in the good old days when the media tended to influence 
audiences by telling them what to think about, the contemporary media 
landscape coordinates collective attention by influencing what audiences 
think about and through what lenses they think about it (Dayan, 2013). At 
the root of this shift is the fact that the traditional media no longer have the 
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monopoly on dissemination of information across space. Anyone with ac-
cess to the Internet can become a citizen journalist or a blogger or simply 
use their social media account to reach the wider public. In the polyphony 
of voices, one struggles to be heard and recognized, and this produces a 
conquest for visibility. 

The conquest for visibility is not an entirely new phenomenon. Minorities 
and other marginalized groups have always struggled to attract the media’s 
attention. Beck has also underlined that visibility in media helped to put 
environmental issues onto political agendas; scientific investigations were 
not really noticed by the wider public until television or mass circulation 
newspapers reported about them (Beck, 1992, p. 197). What has changed, 
according to Dayan, is that the visibility-deprived do not merely intend to 
acquire visibility, but they also mean to do so on their own terms. The cli-
mate skeptics, for instance, do not need to gain visibility through the main-
stream media as this visibility may be of the wrong kind. Instead, they can 
create their own media channels, using social media, YouTube, or blogs, 
and get across their message unchanged by the discourse of moral condem-
nation. Consequently, “information may or may not be available on ‘infor-
mation media.’ Visibility is unavoidable” (Dayan, 2013, p. 170). 

From this perspective, the media content not only provides information 
and updates on what is happening in the world but also portrays and con-
firms a particular view of the world. It connects us to a world that may have 
very little relevance to our everyday life (when the media report about dis-
tant events) but that is, at the same time, crucial for our understanding of 
what the world around us is about. And the task of sustainable living, apart 
from all its renegotiation of our relationships with the environment, is to a 
great extent “an engagement with the stories and discourses of sustainabil-
ity” (Craig, 2019, p. 16). 

Thus, if the media coordinate collective attention by defining the con-
tours of the public world, news consumption, be it from traditional sources 
such as TV and newspapers or any other online sources, seems like an ap-
propriate channel to sustain the public connection. The relevance of this 
channel to adolescents’ environmental engagement is, thus, not limited to 
the presence of environmental content. It is, rather, the picture of the world 
and its values that the media constructs that matters.  

Thus, a connection to the public world is an important precondition for 
one’s engagement with public affairs. As Dayan eloquently put it, “publics 
must always have been audiences” (2005, p. 57). Even the engaged ones 
need to remain audiences to check the progression of “their” problems on 



52 
 

YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

the political agenda and to find out what is being narrated (Dayan, 2005). 
However, it is important not to fall into a normative trap here. The public 
connection does not necessarily lead to measurable engagement—audiences 
“can and do in most cases remain mere audiences too” (Dayan, 2005: 57). 
As Couldry et al. (2010) demonstrated, media were a part of everyday life 
both among those who were interested in public affairs and those who were 
not. Concurrently, public connection was substantially mediated, “although 
in many distinct ways and not for everyone” (Couldry et al., 2010, p. 188). 
Therefore, in my empirical inquiries I depart from my theoretical argument 
that environmental issues are best described as product of our practices; to 
engage with these issues in a meaningful way, one needs to aim to establish 
more sustainable practices while being a part of an organized collective 
within which these practices obtain meaning. What follows is a presentation 
of the studies that comprise empirical basis of this dissertation.  

3.6 Presentation of the studies  
To investigate the role of interpersonal and mediated public connection in 
adolescents’ environmental engagement, I answer the following research 
questions: 

1. Who are the adolescents who engage with environmental issues?  
2. What forms of public connection are relevant for environmental 

engagement?  
3. How do the different ways to sustain public connection relate to 

changes in environmental engagement over time? 
The empirical part of the dissertation consists of three articles that investi-
gate different channels of public connection and their role in adolescents’ 
environmental engagement. The analyses for all three studies were, for the 
most part, carried out in parallel. I present the articles in the chronological 
order in which they were written (as the first two studies went through dif-
ferent lengths of review time). 

 
Article 1. Lakew, Y. The elusiveness of communicative influence: How the 
key socializers influence adolescents’ environmental engagement. Manu-
script submitted to the International Journal of Communication.  

The main ambition of this study is to provide a more integrated perspec-
tive of the role of the key socializers in adolescents’ environmental engage-
ment than the existing research provides by focusing separately on one or 
two socializers and employing cross-sectional analysis and regression-based 



YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

53 
  

models to understand their contribution (Meeusen, 2014; Musitu-Ferrer, 
Esteban-Ibañez, León-Moreno, & García, 2019; Stevenson et al., 2019). 
First, I investigate environmental engagement (and its changes over time) of 
adolescents with various extents of social influence. Then I test the validity 
of the key measurement of communicative influence by comparing adoles-
cents’ perceptions of encouragement from parents with parents’ perceptions 
of their own actions.  

Contribution to the dissertation: This study answers RQ1 by focusing on 
adolescents’ social circles: how many socializers and who among them en-
courage environmentally engaged adolescents. The public connection is ex-
plored here through interpersonal communication initiated by the 
socializers. As encouragement from others does not presuppose a genuine 
interest in public affairs, I call it “imposed public connection” (RQ2). Lon-
gitudinal analysis focuses on how the intensity of public connection predicts 
future changes in environmental engagement (RQ3).  
 
Article 2. Lakew, Y., & Olausson, U. (2019). Young, skeptical, and 
environmentally (dis)engaged: Do news habits make a difference? Journal 
of Science Communication, 18(4), A06 

This study focuses on comparing the role that news consumption plays 
in environmental engagement of skeptical and non-skeptical youth of dif-
ferent ages. Existing research suggests that media use may advance environ-
mental engagement among young people (Östman, 2014). However, we 
know very little about whether this is also the case for those young people 
who have skeptical attitudes. Previous studies suggest that heavy news con-
sumption is associated with environmental engagement among youth and 
that skeptics do not read or watch news (Nelms et al., 2017). Therefore, in 
this study I challenge the positive role that media are often ascribed in rela-
tion to environmental engagement. First, I investigate if there are skeptics 
among news consumers, then I compare the skeptics’ environmental engage-
ment in early and late adolescence, as well as if and how their engagement 
changes over time, with that of their non-skeptical peers.  

Contribution to the dissertation: This study contributes to the under-
standing of who environmentally engaged youth are by comparing the en-
gagement of skeptics and non-skeptics and by looking at if these trends are 
similar in early and late adolescence (RQ1). Following the operationaliza-
tion of Couldry et al. (2010), mediated public connection is measured ac-
cording to levels of news consumption (RQ2). The study also answers RQ3 
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by comparing trajectories of behavior change between connected skeptics 
and non-skeptics.  

 
Article 3. Lakew, Y. The gendered nature of adolescents’ environmental en-
gagement: The role of interpersonal and mediated communication. Manu-
script submitted to Environmental Communication.  

In this study I carry out a systematic review of gender differences in en-
vironmental engagement across five points in time (from 13-year-olds to 17-
year-olds). Previous research suggests that girls are more environmentally 
concerned but consume less news than boys. This paradox is the starting 
point for my investigation into whether this pattern is found in my data and 
what differences exist in how boys and girls choose to sustain their public 
connection. I also compare the environmental engagement of connected and 
disconnected youth of different genders.  

Contribution to the dissertation. This study elaborates on RQ1 by offer-
ing a more nuanced gender perspective that combines differences in gender 
and public connection. It also provides the most comprehensive answer to 
RQ2 by analyzing both interpersonal and mediated channels of public con-
nection. Drawing inspiration from recent studies on alternative channels to 
sustain mediated public connection (e.g. Nærland, 2019), I extended oper-
ationalization of mediated public connection to include social networks and 
online discussions. 

In the next section, I elaborate on the methodological framework used 
for the empirical inquiries. 
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4. Method 
There is always more complexity in the elements than in the aggregates. 
(Latour, Jensen, Venturini, Grauwin, & Boullier, 2012, p. 591) 

To investigate the role of public connection in adolescents’ environmental 
engagement, I rely on quantitative data. There are several reasons why 
quantitative methodology allows me to gain better insight than other meth-
ods do. First, exploring a role that X plays in Y implies a certain relationship 
of association and causality between the two phenomena, and this relation-
ship is best captured with statistical analysis (Illari & Russo, 2014). As most 
of the existing knowledge about the role of the media and other socializing 
agents in young people’s pro-environmental concern and behavior are of 
quantitative nature, using the same methodology allows for a proper com-
parison with the findings of the previous studies. A review of the existing 
knowledge also suggests that cross-sectional analysis has been a dominant 
analytical strategy among scholars and that there is a pressing need to go 
beyond cross-sectional observations and investigate the dynamics between 
communication (mediated and interpersonal) and environmental engage-
ment over time.  Longitudinal analysis is particularly called for when one 
studies adolescents. Adolescence itself comes with numerous psychological 
challenges associated with youths’ changing bodies, new relationships, un-
derstanding their place in the world, and feeling a need have opinions on a 
wide range of social matters. Consequently, capturing one point in time may 
paint a very misleading picture of the relation between adolescents’ news 
consumption habits (or conversations with the key socializers) and the ex-
tent of their environmental engagement. 

Second, as my focus is the differences between adolescents, the starting 
point of this inquiry is an assumption that public connection, whether me-
diated or sustained through interpersonal communication, will play a dif-
ferent role for different groups of adolescents. Existing research suggests 
that young people’s engagement may vary based on their gender (Duarte et 
al., 2017), age (Flanagan, 2013), and existing skeptical attitudes. As this is 
not an explorative inquiry, my aim is to put these suggestions to the test and 
to draw generalized conclusions. Hence, rooting my empirical inquiries in 
quantitative methodology allows me to investigate the relations between 
public connection and environmental engagement, the degree to which these 
relations vary across different groups, how unique these variations are, and 
if the conclusions are applicable on a broader scale.  
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As my ambition is to focus on adolescents and their differences but at the 
same time to provide a more integrated perspective on the influences they 
are exposed to, I draw inspiration from person-oriented methods (Bergman, 
Magnusson, & El Khouri, 2003) that are rooted in the holistic, interactional 
paradigm. Therefore, I next discuss the advantages, for the purposes of my 
dissertation, of these methods over ones using variable-based statistics such 
as correlations, regressions, and structural equation models.  

4.1 Variable-based vs. person-oriented approach 
Media-centered quantitative studies have traditionally relied on the varia-
ble-based approaches that focus on the associations between variables—
certain characteristics that are present or absent in individuals. In this case, 
variables become both the agents that affect change and the affected objects, 
while “people are the medium in which variables operate” (Laursen & Hoff, 
2006, p. 384). The main interest of the researcher is to identify patterns and 
processes that are found to a similar degree in all individuals in a sample. 
This is predicated on an assumption that the population is homogeneous in 
terms of the predictors, the outcomes, and the mechanisms of their associa-
tions or dependency. Besides the fact that this is rarely the case, as variance 
is not distributed equally across the population (Laursen & Hoff, 2006), 
this seems to be a wrong choice for the task of this dissertation, which fo-
cuses on the differences existing among adolescents (in terms of age, gender, 
and degree of skepticism). 

The described type of analysis, however, forms the basis of the media 
effects tradition, which has produced most of the knowledge about the re-
lations between media and environmental engagement. The poor fit of sta-
tistical models for a given individual is often brought up as a critique of 
quantitative methodology in general, and of media effects studies in partic-
ular (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). Moderation analysis, or interaction, is 
often seen as a remedy for this problem, as it allows one to specify the 
boundary conditions for media effects—to identify which individuals are 
particularly susceptible to the effects of the media (Valkenburg & Peter, 
2013).  However, it has serious limitations that make it rather unsuitable 
for my empirical inquiries. 

The analysis of interaction is a methodological counterpart to the answer 
“it depends,” as most effects that scientists examine are contingent on one 
thing or another. Identifying a moderator helps to establish circumstances, 
types of people for whom the effect is large versus small, present versus 
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absent, positive versus negative, and so on (Hayes, 2009). Several commu-
nication theories, such as cultivation theory (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999) 
and the elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986) attempt to explain the conditions under which certain effects occur. 
However, the phenomenon of moderation, if found once, is rather difficult 
to replicate with different data sets. As Morris, Sherman, and Mansfield 
(1986) noted, despite compelling theoretical reasons to look for moderator 
effects and the widespread knowledge of how to identify them statistically, 
these effects are notoriously difficult to detect in non-experimental studies. 
Due to the elusiveness of moderators, interactions that explain even 1% of 
variance are considered important (Evans, 1985). The reason for this, as 
identified by McClelland and Judd (1993), lies in nonoptimal distribution 
of independent and moderating variables, which leads to relatively low re-
sidual variance of the product, which in turn means that the efficiency of 
the moderator parameter estimate and statistical power is much lower. Also, 
this type of analysis has serious conceptual and methodological limitations 
for identifying meaningful categories of individuals, as categorization is 
based on one variable at one point in time (Laursen & Hoff, 2006).  

Another argument against the use of regression-based statistics is that it 
does not capture well the concept of public connection. Couldry et al. em-
phasized that this concept is useful “only if it captures an orientation – def-
initely ‘on’ or ‘off’ – that can be established empirically” (2010, p.6). So 
when public connection is operationalized as frequency of news consump-
tion and put into regression analysis, it analyzes whether higher news con-
sumption is associated with higher engagement. As I am not interested in 
how differences in the frequency of news consumption relate to differences 
in engagement but rather in the relation between engagement and the ori-
entation to the public world (in terms of presence vs. absence of this orien-
tation), an approach that focuses on individuals and their differences is 
more justified.  

The idea that the main effects at the aggregate level may not apply to all 
individuals has long been recognized in developmental psychology and 
paved the way for an alternative theoretical and methodological ap-
proach— the person-oriented (Bergman & Magnusson, 1997; von Eye & 
Bergman, 2003). As a theoretical concept, the person-oriented approach of-
fers a holistic perspective on the development of an individual: at each stage 
of individual development, the totality is shaped by the interaction among 
the elements involved and not from the effect of each isolated part on the 
whole (Magnusson, 2003). Therefore, understanding of the individual as a 
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functioning totality cannot emerge from summing the results from studies 
of single variables in isolation. The best way to study individuals as a system 
is “by analyzing patterns of information, not separate variables, and by 
searching for typical patterns, each being shared by a subgroup of the total 
sample” (Bergman & Wångby, 2014, p. 30). Consequently, distinct sub-
groups of individuals may exist, and if they do, aggregate-level parameters 
may contradict parameters estimated for groups of individuals (von Eye & 
Bogat, 2006).  

Methodologically, the main focus lies in identifying types of individuals 
who function in a similar way, that is, who have particular characteristics 
or relations among their characteristics. The attributes of interest can be 
bundled differently in different types of people. Therefore, identification of 
the meaningful types is based on minimizing differences within the group 
and maximizing differences between groups. Of the common methods used 
in person-oriented research, I use cluster analysis in my empirical research.  

Although I am juxtaposing variable-based and person-oriented ap-
proaches, I in no way want to create another dichotomy similar to quanti-
tative versus qualitative methodologies. I share Laursen and Hoff’s (2006) 
belief that this is a false dichotomy and that the best longitudinal designs 
incorporate both approaches. In formulating my research questions, I aimed 
to draw on the complementary nature of the two approaches, with a starting 
point in person-oriented methodology. 

4.2 Data and participants 
The data used in this dissertation come from a longitudinal study—Du och 
Samhället—within the Political Socialization Program formed by the Youth 
and Society research group at Örebro University in Sweden. The aim of this 
program was to investigate through what mechanisms and processes ado-
lescents and young adults develop their civic engagement (for more infor-
mation, see (Amnå, Ekström, Kerr, & Stattin, 2009). The target sample of 
the project was youth, aged from 13 to 30 years old (divided into five co-
horts), from a major Swedish city of around 130,000 inhabitants. The city 
is representative of the national averages of population density, unemploy-
ment, and income levels. However, the proportion of young people with 
immigrant backgrounds is slightly higher than the Swedish average (24% 
versus the national average of 20%, Statistics Sweden, 2012). The data were 
collected during the time period of 2010–2015. 
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 For the two youngest cohorts, which are used in this dissertation, the 
samples were collected using the following procedure. Three (of seven) sen-
ior high schools and 10 (of 19) junior high schools were chosen to ensure 
inclusion of respondents of varying economic, social, and ethnic back-
grounds from both vocational and theoretical study programs. Cohort 1 
consists of students from lower-secondary school who were 13–14 years old 
at the first wave of data collection. Cohort 2 consists of students from up-
per-secondary school who were 16–17 years old at the first wave. Parents 
were informed about the study ahead of time and could decline to have their 
children participate. The information about the study was translated into 
six languages and published on a website. The parents of participants in the 
youngest cohort (members were 13 years old at the study’s outset) gave their 
consent for participation in the first four measurements. The consent of the 
parents of the second-youngest cohort (members were 16 years old at the 
study’s outset) was asked at the time of the first measurement. The ques-
tionnaires were filled out during regular school hours, under the supervision 
of trained research assistants, while teachers were not present. The students 
were informed in advance that participation was voluntary and that they 
could refrain from participating at any point. For their participation, each 
class received a contribution to their class fund of approximately 100 euros. 

The parents’ data were collected via mailed questionnaires that were 
translated into the four languages most commonly spoken at home, as re-
ported by the youth in the target sample. Responders received no financial 
reward. The study was evaluated and approved by the regional Ethics Board 
of Uppsala. 

In this dissertation, the following waves of data are used: 

Cohort 1 (13-year-olds) 
• 2010: target sample = 960, N = 904 (94% response rate) 
• 2011: target = 987, N = 883 (89% response rate) 
• 2012: target = 954, N = 843 (88% response rate) 
• 2013: target = 934, N = 723 (77% response rate) 
• 2014: target = 935, N = 695 (74% response rate) 
Cohort 2 (16-year-olds) 
• 2010: target = 1,052, N = 869 (83% response rate) 

parents: target = 1,052, N = 584 (55% response rate) 
• 2011: target = 996, N = 807 (81% response rate) 
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4.3 The Swedish case  
Sweden has always presented a unique environmental case. In the public 
arena, there were never really any doubts expressed about the reality of 
global warming (Zannakis, 2009). According to the Eurobarometer report 
on climate change (2015), 76% of the Swedish population considered cli-
mate change one of the most serious problems facing the world, and 99% 
reported having taken at least one personal measure to fight it. Tackling 
climate change remained a priority in Sweden even during the global finan-
cial crisis. In early 2009 (right before the first wave of data collection), 82% 
of Swedes responded that climate change was the most serious problem fac-
ing the world. This can be compared to 50% of the total EU-27 sample 
(European Commission, 2009). This public discourse was also reflected in 
media coverage around the time when the survey data for the studies were 
collected. Mainstream media depicted climate change as anthropogenic in 
nature and characterized by scientific certainty (Olausson, 2009; Shehata & 
Hopmann, 2012).  

Implementation of a number of state-led ecological modernization pro-
grams and policies have led to significant reductions in CO2 emissions. 
However, research suggested that many of these improvements were sur-
passed by growth in emissions caused by private household consumption 
(Naturvårdsverket, 2010). As a result of this, the nation has increasingly 
shifted its focus to encouraging the participation of all citizens, emphasizing 
their duty to do their bit, and to promoting consumer responsibility and 
sustainable lifestyles for the good of the community (Matti, 2005). 

Thus, not only does Sweden represent a wealthy postindustrial society, it 
may also serve as a “best-case scenario” for everyday environmentalism 
with established infrastructure for pro-environmental practices as well as a 
largely consensual political and media discourse about climate change. It 
has a political discourse that aims to make the country one of the world’s 
first fossil-free welfare societies (Fossil Free Sweden Initiative), media dis-
course that conveys environmental sustainability values, and infrastructure 
that makes people’s everyday environmental behavior more effortless. Due 
to these characteristics, Sweden cannot be said to represent the typical West-
ern welfare country. However, what best-case scenarios are good for is that 
they allow one to minimize the impact of alternative explanations. As the 
cost of participation grows (e.g., one has to travel across town to recycle 
one’s waste, or the public transportation system is poorly organized so it 
does not offer a good alternative to private cars), even environmentally com-
mitted individuals will not adopt environmentally friendly practices. Of 
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course, it is impossible to take into account all personal circumstances of 
the respondents, but on average they experience fewer practical obstacles to 
environmental engagement than people in many other countries do.  

The findings from the Swedish case will also become increasingly relevant 
to other Western countries after the signing of the Paris climate agreement 
that firmly established climate change as a pressing public issue. 

4.4 Key concepts and operationalization 
The key concepts that I rely on in this dissertation are environmental en-
gagement and public connection in general, and mediated public connection 
in particular. In this section, I elaborate on the way I operationalize these 
concepts in my studies. 

All the measures used for the key concepts are based on self-reports of 
adolescents’ perceptions, attitudes, and behavior. Only for the measure of 
interpersonal public connection are parents’ reports employed. 

4.4.1 Environmental engagement 
There is little consensus on how environmental engagement is understood 
in numerous media studies. It appears as a dragon with many heads that 
include environmental knowledge, values, attitudes, concern, behavior, and 
behavioral intention. In this dissertation, I measure environmental engage-
ment by three indicators—everyday pro-environmental behavior, environ-
mental values, and environmental efficacy. Departing from the definition of 
environmental problems as products of our practices, I argue that to engage 
with the environmental issues is, first of all, to adopt more sustainable eve-
ryday practices. Pro-environmental behavior is a composite measure based 
on young people’s assessments of how often they do the following: “help 
their parents to recycle,” “buy environmentally friendly products,” “bicycle 
or walk instead of being driven by car,” “choose to take public transporta-
tion instead of being driven by car,” “save water in the household,” “think 
about not buying things that I do not really need,” “turn off the lights when 
leaving an empty room,” and “turn off the TV and other home electronics 
by unplugging them, not just pressing the standby button.” The statements 
were assessed on a five-point scale, from 1 = “Almost never” to 5 = “Almost 
always” (α = 0.78 for Cohort 1, α = 0.83 for Cohort 2). 

However, some of these practices can be habitual behaviors established 
by parents, or they can represent a more convenient way of living (e.g., 
proximity to school makes car driving irrelevant). Although habits are so-
ciety’s “most precious conservative agent” (James, 1890) and, therefore, the 



62 
 

YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

ultimate goal of environmental socialization, engagement with environmen-
tal issues calls for a more active position. Consequently, to be engaged, one 
should also find pro-environmental behavior meaningful and consistent 
with one’s values. Pro-environmental values is an aggregate measure that 
includes three values: “It is important for me to respect nature and be envi-
ronmentally conscious,” “It is important for me to stop pollution and waste 
of natural resources,” and “It is important for me to protect the environ-
ment and protect nature,” measured on a scale from 1 = “Not at all im-
portant” to 5 = “Very important”(α = 0.89 for Cohort 1, α = 0.91 for 
Cohort 2). 

To exercise agency in society, one also needs to have strong efficacy be-
liefs (Bandura, 2001). Sense of efficacy is also highly relevant for public 
connection. In the absence of society-wide agreement on changes in lifestyle, 
it can be challenging to accept personal sacrifices in the name of environ-
mentalism. As the theoretical argument goes, connection to the public world 
may allow adolescents to witness others sharing “green values,” which can 
boost their sense of efficacy and engagement in general. Environmental ef-
ficacy is measured with four statements: “I believe that I myself can do 
something to slow down climate change,” “I’m confident that I myself can 
do something to save the environment,” “If we all pitch in we can solve 
many environmental problems,” and “If we work together we can do some-
thing about climate change,” which were evaluated on a scale from 1 = 
“Does not apply at all” to 5 = “Applies perfectly” (α = 0.85 for Cohort 1, 
α = 0.87 for Cohort 2). 

This operationalization of environmental engagement has support in the 
findings of some existing research. The associations between pro-environ-
mental attitudes and pro-environmental behavior and self-efficacy and pro-
environmental behavior were first firmly established 30 years ago in a meta-
analysis of research on pro-environmental behavior carried out by Hines, 
Hungerford, and Tomera (1987). These results were later confirmed by a 
meta-analysis by Bamberg and Möser (2007). Although these three meas-
urements are treated as theoretically distinct in environmental psychology, 
I use them as indicators of a general concept of environmental engagement 
and evaluate this operationalization statistically in Study 1.  

This operational definition is also relevant for studies with a focus on the 
media. In relation to the media influence, three possibilities of one’s engage-
ment are often identified: interest in an issue, affect for an issue (emotional 
involvement, commitment), and participation in activities connected to an 
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issue (Lester, 2010, p. 165). These possibilities can be loosely related to 
one’s values, efficacy, and environmentally friendly practices. 

4.4.2 Public connection 
The concept of public connection is rather broad as it captures a basic ori-
entation to the public world that can be expressed and sustained in multiple 
ways. In this inquiry I do not pursue one all-encompassing operationaliza-
tion of the concept but rather aim to explore different forms and channels 
of it. Therefore, the definitions used in the individual studies comprising this 
dissertation vary. 

At the most general level, this basic orientation to the public world is 
captured as one’s interest in staying informed about public affairs. This in-
terest is measured with the following question: “Some young people think 
it is important to keep oneself informed about what is going on in the world. 
Others do not think this is especially important. What do you think?” The 
respondents who answered “Yes, I think it is important. I try to get infor-
mation about societal, environmental, and political issues as often as I can” 
are conceptualized as “connected” in the study, while those who responded 
“No, I am not so interested in keeping myself informed regularly” are con-
sidered disconnected. 

To measure the form and extent of public connection, I employ the con-
cepts of interpersonal and mediated public connection. The ways they are 
operationalized are not symmetrical as certain assumptions can be made 
about one but not the other form of connection, as elaborated below. 

Interpersonal public connection. As interpersonal communication is a 
multi-way interaction, conversations about environmental issues and other 
public concerns can be initiated both by the socializers and adolescents 
themselves. Therefore, I use two operational definitions of public connec-
tion through interpersonal communication. First, I explore the concept by 
assessing adolescents’ frequency of discussions with parents and the fre-
quency of their discussions with friends—on a scale ranging from 1 = 
“Never” to 4 = “Very often.” The topics of the discussions are 1) what they 
heard on the news about what was going on in the world, 2) environmental 
issues, and 3) politics and societal issues. Cronbach’s alpha reliability is 0.81 
(for parents) and 0.75 (for friends). These measures were used and validated 
in previous studies (Ekström & Östman, 2013; Östman, 2013). 

The second operationalization captures one specific case from the first 
general operationalization—conversations initiated by the socializers with 
an intent to encourage adolescents to be environmentally friendly. In other 
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words, public connection is “imposed” on adolescents. To avoid making 
this definition too loose (as influence from others encouraging one to be 
more interested in public affairs can be interpreted very differently by re-
spondents and can include a wide range of issues with very little or no rele-
vance to environmental concern), I limit it to environmental encouragement 
and measure it using three variables representing parents, friends, and teach-
ers. Parents’ encouragement is measured with the question “Do your par-
ents try to get you to become more aware of environmental issues?” The 
intended encouragement from parents, as reported by parents, is measured 
with the question “Do you try to get your son/daughter to become more 
aware of environmental issues?” This question uses the same scale as the 
corresponding question posed to the adolescents. 

The friends’ encouragement is measured with the question “Do your 
friends try to get you to become more aware of environmental issues?” An-
swers are given on a scale from 1 = “Never” to 5 = “Almost always.” Teach-
ers’ input is measured with the statement “There are teachers at school who 
try to encourage students to become more aware of environmental issues,” 
rated on a scale from 1 = “Does not apply at all” to 4 = “Applies very well.” 

 
Mediated public connection. In my operationalization of mediated public 

connection, I follow in the footsteps of Couldry et al. (2007) and use fre-
quency of news consumption as a key measurement in Study 2. As I inves-
tigate the media as a channel to sustain public connection, I am not 
interested in the exposure to environmental content in the media but rather 
in the exposure to general news. A composite measurement of news con-
sumption consists of three variables: frequency of watching TV news, of 
reading newspapers, and of reading online news—on a scale from 1 = 
“Never,” through 3 = “1–2 days per week,” to 5 = “At least 5 days a week.” 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability was 0.66. Although it is below acceptable lev-
els, the inter-item correlations were high enough (0.39) to consider it a 
meaningful measurement. 

In Study 3, I extend this operationalization to capture the complexity of 
the media environment of contemporary youth. Based on more recent stud-
ies that investigated the relevance of non-information media use to orienta-
tion to the public space (Nærland, 2019), I include digital media as a 
channel of mediated public connection. Two variables evaluate how engag-
ing the following activities are: participating in social networks and use of 
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Internet to discuss societal issues of interest. The two variables were meas-
ured on a scale ranging from 1 = “Engages me a lot” to 6 = “Does not 
engage me at all.” 

Thus, mediated public connection is investigated using three variables 
that capture both information media use and digital interaction space: fre-
quency of news consumption, engagement with social networks, and use of 
Internet for discussions of societal issues. 

4.5 Classifications used in the empirical studies 
At the core of my empirical inquiries lies classification of adolescents into 
meaningful types in relation to characteristics of interest and a search for 
naturally occurring patterns—the basis of the person-oriented approach. I 
have employed pattern-based methods that do not assume linear relations. 
Such methods use whole patterns of values in variables as the analytic unit. 
The variable itself is of no importance—it is in the configuration of several 
variables that describes individuals where the meaning is found. Some of 
these configurations are observed more frequently and form typical pat-
terns.  Although ordinary variable-based models can handle certain nonlin-
earities and interactions, the analysis tends to become overly complicated, 
and a pattern-based approach offers a simple and more nuanced solution 
(Bergman, 2001). Depending on the focus of the individual studies, classifi-
cations were based on various characteristics of interest. In this section, I 
summarize all typologies that were used in the analyses. 
 
Article 1 
In the first study, I investigate the extent of encouragement to be environ-
mentally friendly from three socializers—parents, friends, and teachers— 
and its relation to adolescents’ environmental engagement. I first identify 
subgroups of adolescents with different sources of influence. To detect nat-
urally occurring groups, I use a two-stage cluster procedure. In the first 
stage, I enter adolescents’ self-reports, representing encouragement from the 
three socializers, into hierarchical cluster analysis using Ward’s method. 
This produces a seven-cluster solution that explained 70% of the error sum 
of squares. In subsequent K-means cluster analysis, these seven clusters pre-
sent the following variations: one group with no influence, three groups 
with one source of strong influence, two groups with two sources (teachers 
and parents; teachers and friends), and one group with all three sources.  

In this classification, I use the extent of interpersonal communication as 
a classifying principle to investigate if the adolescents with different extents 
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of interpersonal public connection vary in their environmental engagement 
and if belonging to a group with a particular extent of interpersonal public 
connection increases probability of becoming more engaged one year later. 
 
Article 2 
This study examines the existing skeptical attitudes and their relevance for 
the relation between mediated public connection and environmental en-
gagement in two cohorts, with a special focus on trajectories of change 
among different types of adolescents. A several-step procedure was used to 
identify typical patterns based on adolescents’ skeptical attitudes and fre-
quency of news consumption. As I focused on individuals’ trajectories of 
change and examined the same characteristics in the same group of adoles-
cents over two years, I used data from both points in time together (rather 
than identifying types for each wave of data separately, as in the usual pro-
cedure for cluster analysis) to identify meaningful types based on adoles-
cents’ frequency of news consumption and skepticism. This procedure is 
described by Bergman (1995) and called i-states as objects analysis (ISOA). 
The rationale for the procedure is as follows. Individual development can 
be described as a process that consists of states with change taking place in 
continuous time. An i-state refers to the value of a variable characterizing a 
specific individual at a given point in time. Therefore, it is meaningful to 
first classify all existing states, disregarding the time dimension (therefore, 
taking information from both waves), and then to use this classification to 
describe individual development (Bergman et al., 2003). 

To determine the typical patterns, I use a two-stage cluster procedure. 
First, when all the subjects with missing data for news habits or skepticism 
at any point in time are excluded from the sample, information from two 
points in time is combined. Second, after standardizing the measures of 
skepticism and news habits—which included data from both points in 
time—and modifying the outliers by replacing them with the next largest 
value, I employ hierarchical cluster analysis using Ward’s method, which 
results in a four-cluster solution with 67% of the error sum of squares ex-
plained. In the subsequent K-means cluster analyses, these four groups pre-
sent the following variations: non-skeptics with frequent news 
consumption, non-skeptics with infrequent news consumption, skeptics 
with frequent news consumption, and skeptics with infrequent news con-
sumption. 

In this classification, I use the extent of mediated public connection in 
combination with skeptical attitudes to look at existing (dis)similarities in 
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environmental engagement at each point in time and compare trajectories 
of change for each of the types. 
 
Article 3 
As gender differences are at the center of this study, classification of the 
individuals is carried out differently in this study. As gender is a dichoto-
mous variable (with only two values—boy or girl), it cannot be entered into 
a cluster analysis. Therefore, another dichotomous variable representing 
public connection— interest in keeping oneself up-to-date with public af-
fairs—was combined with gender. Four groups were then identified: con-
nected girls, connected boys, disconnected girls, and disconnected boys.  

Using dichotomous variables for classification diminishes statistical 
power and is not advisable in most cases. However, there are several justi-
fications for the use of these variables in these classifications. The gender 
variable does not represent subjective but rather biological reality and there-
fore is unambiguous in its applicability. The dichotomous variable of public 
connection reflects Couldry’s definition of the public orientation as some-
thing that can be described with “on” and “off” categories (2010, p. 6). 
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5. Results 
In this chapter I summarize the findings from my three empirical inquiries 
in relation to the research questions of the dissertation.  
 
Who are the adolescents who engage with the environmental issues?  
The findings of the empirical studies suggest that the extent of environmen-
tal engagement of adolescents differs significantly depending on their gen-
der, age, and existing beliefs about the reality of climate change (Article 2 
and Article 3). The girls in the sample practice pro-environmental behavior, 
value protection of the environment, and believe that their contribution 
matters to a greater extent than boys do. This gender divide manifests as 
early as age 13. In addition, there are significant differences among girls and 
boys who sustain public connection (henceforth referred to as “connected” 
girls and boys) and those who do not (henceforth referred to as “discon-
nected”). The connected girls are the most engaged group, both in early and 
late adolescence. The disconnected boys find themselves on the opposite end 
of the spectrum as they are significantly less engaged than disconnected girls 
all through the adolescent years. In late adolescence, the gender divide deep-
ens as even connected boys show similar levels of pro-environmental behav-
ior as disconnected girls do.  

Skeptical attitudes about the anthropogenic nature of climate change play 
a differentiating role in the relationships between mediated public connec-
tion and environmental engagement (Article 2). The least engaged are the 
skeptical adolescents with infrequent news consumption. However, there is 
a difference in how younger and older skeptics with frequent news con-
sumption engage with the environment. Among the younger teenagers, 
those who consume a lot of news are more engaged than their peers with 
infrequent news consumption, regardless of skeptical attitudes, whereas 
among the older ones, the non-skeptical groups are more engaged than the 
skeptical ones, regardless of their news habits.  The conclusion that can be 
drawn from both studies is that public connection (whether measured as 
general orientation or news consumption) plays a decisive role in how en-
gaged teenagers are at an early age (13 or 14 years old). However, the older 
the adolescents get, the more influential the other factors, such as gender or 
skeptical attitudes, become.  

The most engaged adolescents are also the ones who experience encour-
agement from several socializers (Article 1). However, the findings of Arti-
cle 1 also reveal that adolescents’ perceptions of encouragement from others 
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can be biased and influenced by their existing environmental values. When 
adolescents’ self-reports of encouragement from their parents were com-
pared with their parents’ evaluations of how often they encouraged their 
children, striking inconsistencies were found. Adolescents’ perceptions of 
their parents’ encouragement and their environmental values appear to re-
flect the strength of their own environmental values rather than that of their 
parents’. These findings suggest that adolescents’ existing beliefs may make 
them more prone to see the words of others as encouragement and to easily 
recognize them as such or to miss these cues entirely. In other words, there 
may be more agency in adolescents’ environmental engagement than is often 
believed.  

 
What channels of public connection are relevant for environmental  
engagement?  
The empirical inquiries in this dissertation focus on interpersonal and me-
diated communication as channels to sustain public connection.  Interper-
sonal communication is operationalized as encouragement from key 
socializers to be environmentally friendly (Article 1) and as discussions 
about environmental issues with parents and friends (Article 3). Mediated 
communication is understood as interest in news and frequency of news 
consumption, engagement in social networks, and engagement in online dis-
cussions. 

Parents, peers, and teachers play rather different roles, as the findings 
from Article 1 suggest. Parents seem to occupy a unique position in adoles-
cents’ environmental socialization. Among the young people who are en-
couraged by only one socializer, only those youngsters who reported 
influence from parents show very high scores on pro-environmental values, 
behavior, and consequently, engagement in general. Contributions of teach-
ers and friends, however, are only meaningful for those who are actively 
encouraged by more than one socializer. The extent of encouragement 
seems to be of importance too—the groups with influence from several so-
cializers are the most engaged. 

Discussions about social issues with parents and friends are also an im-
portant channel for sustaining public connection, both for boys and girls in 
early as well as late adolescence (Article 3). The adolescents with orientation 
to the public world discuss societal issues to a significantly greater extent 
than those who are not interested in public affairs. No gender differences 
are found in frequency of discussions with parents or friends. 
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Interpersonal public connection seems to play a vital role for girls (who 
are the most environmentally engaged) as they mature: at age 17, connected 
girls become less interested in news and consume it significantly less fre-
quently than connected boys, doing so at a level similar to that of discon-
nected boys. A different medium becomes meaningful for girls in late 
adolescence—social networks. Both connected and disconnected girls report 
being deeply engaged with social media. Connected boys (whose environ-
mental engagement has significantly diminished since they were younger) 
keep themselves informed about issues of public concern through news con-
sumption as well as online and offline discussions about societal matters.  

The findings from Article 3 suggest that the role of mediated public con-
nection in boys’ and girls’ environmental engagement depends on their age. 
In early adolescence, mediated public connection is more influential than it 
is in late adolescence, when differences are mainly gender based.   

The results of Article 2 confirm this observation: news consumption is of 
different relevance for younger and older skeptics. In early adolescence, 
heavy news consumers are the most engaged, regardless of their beliefs 
about the reality of climate change. However, at age 16, the frequent news 
consumers among skeptics are as disengaged from environmental issues as 
those skeptics who do not consume news. Interestingly, this is not the case 
for non-skeptical youth. Even in late adolescence, those who are exposed to 
more news are also significantly more engaged than those with infrequent 
news consumption. 

In sum, interpersonal communication, whether it is initiated by socializ-
ers or is in the form of two-way discussions, is associated with strong envi-
ronmental engagement and represents an important channel for sustaining 
public connection for both boys and girls. The role of mediated public con-
nection in adolescents’ environmental engagement varies between boys and 
girls, between younger and older adolescents, and between skeptics and 
non-skeptics, making a simple summary of the “media’s role” inappropri-
ate.  

 
How do the different ways to sustain public connection relate to changes in 
environmental engagement over time? 
The longitudinal results from Article 1 and Article  2 suggest that despite 
observed differences among adolescents in cross-sectional analysis, these 
differences in the extent of (interpersonal and mediated) public connection 
do not necessarily predict a decrease or increase in the probability of en-
gagement one year later. When it comes to interpersonal public connection, 
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the extent of encouragement from the key socializers only predicts an in-
crease in the sense of efficacy (Article 1). In other words, adolescents who 
experience encouragement from several socializers strengthen their belief 
that their contribution matters, but their pro-environmental behavior and 
values remain the same.  

In the case of mediated public connection (Article 2), belonging to non-
skeptical groups with frequent news consumption increased adolescents’ 
sense of efficacy as well as their pro-environmental behavior. However, 
among skeptics, there were no statistically significant changes in efficacy or 
pro-environmental behavior for heavy news consumers. 

Thus, a strong public connection plays a positive role for non-skeptics 
(Article 2) and those adolescents who are already engaged (Article 1). Of all 
three indicators of environmental engagement—pro-environmental behav-
ior, values, and efficacy—the changes are observed most often in the sense 
of environmental efficacy. For skeptics, strong mediated public connection 
predicted no positive or negative changes across all ages. 

The implications of these findings are discussed in the next chapter. 
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6. Conclusions 
The importance of the media as a source of environmental information has 
been confirmed by interviewees in qualitative research (Olausson, 2011; 
Ryghaug et al., 2011, Wibeck, 2014b) and established statistically in media 
effects studies (K. Lee, 2011). Such an understanding of the media’s role has 
greatly dominated the research field of environmental communication. It 
has predetermined the focus of research inquiries on what is in the media 
messages, how they are perceived and how they affect our values, personal 
choices, and behavior. As “questioning builds a way” (Heidegger, 1993), a 
way of thinking, it defines what parts of realities we will see and what will 
be rendered invisible. By engaging with a public connection perspective, I 
have attempted to bring to the fore other aspects of young people’s relation-
ships with the media and their immediate social circle and investigate their 
relevance to the adolescents’ environmental engagement.  

In this chapter I weave together the major threads that run through the 
three empirical inquiries, and I discuss the theoretical and methodological 
implications of the findings. I start with a review of the validity of public 
connection and discuss the theoretical potential of interpersonal public con-
nection. I then move on to a discussion of mediated public connection and 
challenge the assumed role of media in adolescents’ environmental engage-
ment. Then I reflect on the implications of my methodological choices, what 
compromises they have required, and what realities they have produced. 
After a discussion of the limitations of the data, I formulate the methodo-
logical contributions of a person-oriented approach to the field of media 
studies.  

6.1 Matters of public connection 
One can argue that public connection is a rather vague, kind of anything-
goes concept and therefore that the validity of empirical inquiries with pub-
lic connection in focus can be easily challenged. Indeed, under its rather 
large theoretical umbrella, researchers have explored traditional news con-
sumption (Vidali, 2010), cross-media use (Hovden & Moe, 2017), TV series 
(Nærland, 2019), and interpersonal discussions of news content (Swart et 
al., 2018). The vagueness of public connection can, however, be seen as 
both its weakness and its strength, as it is one of those concepts that may 
be necessarily imprecise. Our practices of connection and belonging are ra-
ther complex, far-ranging, elusive, and unique. If we approach the messiness 
of reality with a too rigid tool, we run the risk of “distorting it into clarity” 
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(Law, 2004). Moreover, as I argue in this dissertation, our ways to connect 
to the public world and even the very definition of what constitutes the 
public world change throughout our lives. As adolescence is the period of 
life where learning through social interactions is at its most intense, inter-
personal public connection seemed like a necessary addition to mediated 
public connection, with its multiple channels that have earned a place under 
the theoretical umbrella. What follows is an overview of how interpersonal 
public connection has contributed to our understanding of differences in 
environmental engagement among adolescents. 

6.11 Matters of social context 
The period of adolescence is the time when individuals learn how people 
“like me” act, what they believe, and where they fit in the social system. 
Therefore, introducing a concept of interpersonal public connection seems 
like an assumption-free and unproblematic endeavor. However, simply 
equating it with interpersonal discussions of societal matters would be not 
so much a reconceptualization as a simple renaming. What I have tried to 
achieve with the introduction of this concept is to show that there is a con-
tinuum to it, an extent, and young people may find themselves having a 
weak interpersonal public connection (e.g., if they only discuss public mat-
ters in school), a strong connection (when they discuss these matters with 
parents, friends, and in school), or a connection somewhere in between. 
This understanding of interpersonal public connection is better aligned with 
the theoretical premises of this dissertation. As environmental problems are 
products of our practices that can only be changed in a meaningful way if 
we restore a discursive connection to others, the extent of interpersonal 
public connection is crucial for engagement. This dissertation provides em-
pirical support for this argument. First of all, only adolescents with strong 
public connection are committed to a sustainable lifestyle, place a high value 
on protecting the environment, and believe that their contribution matters. 
Second, environmental efficacy—a vital antidote to the inconsequential 
character of the individual’s actions in the face of a planetary-scale crisis—
has proved to be the most flexible muscle, as of all the indicators of envi-
ronmental engagement, it was the only one that underwent changes over 
the span of one year. The increase in efficacy happened only for those 
groups whose connection was sustained through two socializers. This con-
nection between a sense of community and environmental engagement was 
shown in an early study by Fielding and Head (2012). Comparing how 
young Australians attributed responsibility for tackling climate change, they 
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found that environmentally engaged young people had a greater belief that 
protection of the environment was a responsibility of the community rather 
than of the government and a greater sense that their actions could make a 
difference. 

One might wonder, though, if the extent of interpersonal public connec-
tion is so important for people’s belief in the meaningfulness of their every-
day practices, why didn’t the most engaged adolescents with the strongest 
interpersonal public connection show an increase in their engagement? To 
pose this question is very symptomatic of how the research questions about 
environmental engagement are usually formulated (including in this disser-
tation). There is a certain bias in favor of questions about change over ques-
tions about stability—both scholars and politicians want to know how to 
turn nonbelievers into believers, how to persuade people to change their 
lifestyles. Stability in civic engagement is, however, not a passive develop-
mental state; dynamic developmental processes underlie stability (Bornstein, 
Putnick, & Esposito, 2017). Wray-Lake and Shubert (2019) demonstrated 
that highly civically engaged youth did not automatically stay engaged; in-
stead, discussions about public matters, along with other opportunities, 
were needed to sustain their level of engagement. Hence, strong interper-
sonal public connection may help environmentally engaged youth to stay 
on course and to believe that their input matters. Through this connection 
to their social group, adolescents acquire routine practices—“the natural, 
the proper, and perhaps the only way to do things” because everyone “like 
me” does them (Flanagan, 2013, p. 19). And depending on the group to 
which young people belong, they will imagine a different range of existing 
alternatives. Therefore, future research should pay more attention to how 
the stability in environmental engagement is achieved.  

As I have established the importance of the relational context for young 
people’s environmental engagement, I would like to avoid creating what 
Dennis Wrong (1962) called an oversocialized conception of the everyday 
life that assumes that individuals operate within a coherent and complete 
framework of social values and downplays their mental constructs. We can 
create the right conditions for young people to connect to the public world, 
but they still have to choose to engage with the world and with the environ-
mental issues. 

6.12 Matters of agency 
In their choices of study design, the existing quantitative studies that have 
contributed to our understanding of the role of the media and key socializers 
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in adolescents’ environmental engagement rarely account for young peo-
ple’s agency, despite growing evidence across disciplines that young people 
actively participate in their own socialization (Larsson et al., 2010; 
McDevitt & Chaffee, 2002; Persson et al., 2004). Accounting for the agency 
of young people was also not part of the purpose of this dissertation. Nev-
ertheless, there is enough evidence to suggest that future research should 
start from an assumption of adolescents’ active role.  

Young people need to choose to connect to the public world through the 
channels that are present in their everyday life. One example of how mis-
leading the results can be when adolescents’ perspectives are not taken into 
account comes from Article 1, which focuses on the extent of interpersonal 
public connection. When investigating interpersonal discussions between 
adolescents and members of their close social circle, one is always faced 
with the choice of whose perspective to take—the adolescents’ or that of 
those who provide a connection to the world. This choice may have far-
reaching consequences for how the reality will be interpreted, as proved to 
be the case in my research inquiry. Both parents and adolescents had rather 
inaccurate perceptions of each other’s environmental values, as they be-
lieved that the other party was more like them than the other party actually 
was. Even more importantly, adolescents interpreted the extent of their par-
ents’ influence in accordance with their own values, which did not neces-
sarily coincide with the parents’ take on their communicative behavior. In 
this case, engaged young people forged the connection to the public world 
and capitalized on it by finding reassurance in imagined like-mindedness 
with their parents. In contrast, even though this channel was available for 
some among the disengaged youth, they did not recognize it as such. Con-
sequently, more research is needed into how young people experience pub-
licness within everyday life and what role media and interpersonal 
communication play in this experience.  

Connected young people also need to choose to engage with environmen-
tal issues. The findings of Article 2, which investigated skeptical and non-
skeptical youth, contradict the conclusions that Nelms et al. (2017) arrive 
at—that only environmentally aware young people consumed a great deal 
of news. There are quite a significant number of skeptics who consume 
news. The skeptics are not necessarily disconnected and hence ignorant 
about matters of shared concern. The extent of their engagement with the 
environmental issues, however, depends on their age. In early adolescence, 
the connected youngsters are also the most engaged, regardless of their at-
titudes about the reality of climate change. This can be explained by the fact 
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that younger children’s beliefs are not yet stable, and they are more open to 
others’ influence (Hess, 1994). The older adolescents get, the more their 
behavior is motivated intrinsically by internalized values rather than by ex-
ternal forces such as news consumption (Mussen & Eisenberg, 2001). Sim-
ultaneously, as adolescents mature, they increasingly defend an individual’s 
right to self-determination, which is often understood by them as an indi-
vidual’s right to decide about risks that could pose harm to their health 
(Flanagan, 2013). Consequently, early adolescence may be seen a critical 
window of opportunity to instill values of connectivity and to form every-
day habits that can help us achieve a more sustainable future.  

Therefore, in late adolescence, a matter of choice takes on a very different 
meaning. As they sustain mediated public connection, older adolescents are 
most likely informed about public affairs. And knowing is never just know-
ing. As Morton (2018) argues, knowing things is “a way of living things 
too, and knowing that there is a way of living things implies there could be 
other ways too” (2018, p. 11). Being connected to the public world allows 
one to visualize possible ways of living things.  

Hanna Arendt (1958) captures this nature of the public world with a 
metaphor of a table, on which different objects are placed. While we sit 
around the table, we share this set of objects, yet we see them from different 
perspectives. We share the factuality of these objects on the table, to a cer-
tain degree (in the world of post-truth, this disclaimer is needed), but this 
does not entail any political consensus on how we should address matters 
of shared concern. And the role of the media is “to show stuff”— to confer 
visibility on events, debates, persons, and controversies (Dayan, 2013a). 
Sustaining public connection, thus, does not set an individual on a prede-
termined path. The choices are all the individual’s. And an option to dis-
connect altogether is not off the table. 

6.13 Matters of disconnection 
The concept of public connection, and mediated connection in particular, 
has a certain normative undertone to it as it assumes that this connection is 
desirable. This assumption is fueled by the news-democracy narrative that 
describes a sequential relationship in which news consumption leads to 
greater political knowledge, which in turn leads to greater public engage-
ment (Eveland, Hayes, Shah, & Kwak, 2005; Putnam, 2000). This logic, 
however, does not apply well to environmental engagement (and neither 
does it always apply to political engagement) as the case of well-connected 
skeptics from Article 2 demonstrated. Moreover, there is a possibility that 



YULIYA LAKEW Matters of public connection 
 

77 
  

mediated public connection does not make young people more committed 
to the environmental cause. 

The findings of this dissertation revealed a peculiar paradox: although 
girls are more concerned about the state of the environment, they consume 
significantly less news than boys. To some extent, this discovery is expected. 
On the one hand, numerous studies in environmental sociology and psy-
chology repeatedly noted that girls were more concerned and engaged with 
the environmental issues than boys were (Casaló & Escario, 2016; Duarte 
et al., 2017; Musitu-Ferrer et al., 2019; Saricam, 2016; Stevenson & 
Peterson, 2016). On the other hand, research on public connection has also 
underscored gender differences in political interest as women prefer human 
stories and entertaining media content (Couldry et al., 2010; Hovden & 
Moe, 2017; Nærland, 2019). This second gender divide reflects a general 
gendered attitude to the public world and different societal expectations: 
girls are reportedly exposed to less political information via discussions with 
friends, parents, and in school (Pfanzelt & Spies, 2019) and receive less en-
couragement to become active in politics (Lawless & Fox, 2013). Yet, de-
spite the predictable character of the gender paradox in the environmental 
engagement case, these findings have important implications for under-
standing mediated public connection as they suggest that there may be good 
reasons for disengagement from the media world. 

The case of news resisters—individuals who negotiate and intentionally 
limit their news consumption—presents a telling example of how news con-
sumption can hinder one’s willingness to participate in public life. At the 
heart of news resistance is not a lack of desire to be informed but a concern 
that news consumption can leave people with a sense of hopelessness or 
complacency (Woodstock, 2014). By digesting one’s daily share of the 
world’s misery through news, one indeed can end up feeling that “the prob-
lems of the world are so enormous that it is never going to be any better” 
(Woodstock, 2014, p. 842). Therefore, the benefits of limited news con-
sumption for news resisters lie in a greater sense of calm and a constructive 
attitude toward the present and future, which enable them to engage in 
meaningful civic participation. 

In the face of advancing climate change, many people experience not only 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after living through an extreme 
weather event associated with climate change, but also pre-traumatic stress 
disorder, caused by anxiety about a looming crisis (Gifford & Gifford, 
2016). Watching news about accelerated global warming can contribute to 
this sense of doom and gloom. Moreover, connecting to the public world, 
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in which climate actions are impeded by unwillingness to disrupt economic 
growth, can take a toll on one’s own motivation to act. As Randall (2005) 
pointed out with the help of the conceptual tools of psychotherapy, engag-
ing with environmental issues in societies which seem to deny, ignore, or 
underestimate climate change can be very exhausting for individuals and 
lead to a deep sense of despair.   

What young people need to cope with climate change is hope. Construc-
tive hope that is based on trust in other actors, trust in laypeople’s efforts, 
and positive reappraisal has a positive impact on young people’s engage-
ment (Ojala, 2012a). And hope, as well as despair, is generated through 
collective processes (Nairn, 2019). The motivational force for public en-
gagement among news resisters is a sense of community, of being in this 
together (Woodstock, 2014). Although they intentionally cut off news as a 
channel of public connection, they find interpersonal discussions and debate 
more satisfying ways to connect to the public world. Similarly, for young 
environmental activists from New Zealand, those collective processes that 
generate hope include naming climate change as a collective problem, being 
part of a collective action, connecting to the global climate movement, and 
making climate change a given part of everyday life for a majority of the 
population (Nairn, 2019). And this is exactly what the global movement 
School Strike 4 Climate, inspired by the Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg, 
is achieving: in the public world where political leaders attempt to downplay 
and deny the severity of the problem, youth find strength in standing to-
gether, in forming a global collective and generating hope for themselves 
and for other young people who contribute to a more sustainable future 
with their everyday practices. 

Consequently, mediated public connection is in an ambiguous position 
in relation to environmental engagement: news reporting of catastrophic 
scenarios of the near future coupled with the inaction of world leaders can 
lead to a deep sense of despair and anxiety; at the same time, the remedy to 
this anxiety—hope—is also created through public connection.  

6.2 Reflections on method 
Despite the variety in the practice of methods, certain versions of methods 
can take a rather hegemonic and dominating position. In quantitative media 
research, regression-based analysis is the one that leads the way. When 
choosing a method of inquiry, however, we are putting ourselves “in a set 
of constraining normative blinkers” (Law, 2004, p. 4) that dictate how we 
must see and what we must do. In this dissertation I attempted to expand 
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the standard tool kit of a quantitative media researcher by drawing inspira-
tion from the person-oriented methods used in developmental psychology 
in order to enrich our knowledge and provide a more detailed account of 
reality.  

A more detailed account, however, does not imply it is more exhaustive 
By identifying different types of individuals, I zoomed in on two to three 
characteristics of interest but made the rest less visible. It is worth under-
scoring that although the typologies used in the studies were useful heuris-
tics that helped me understand heterogeneity in young people’s 
environmental engagement, many more types can be identified among 
young people.  

The empirical results from the three studies present a patchwork blanket 
of knowledge, where each study adds several pieces to the blanket, but the 
edges of these pieces may not form straight lines and perfect angles. During 
the process of discovery, I often wished I could create one more typology to 
illuminate other aspects—to look at skeptics through the lens of gender or 
to look at the gender of the most engaged or to explore different faces of 
disengagement. However, none of these would be able to capture the reality 
of adolescence in its all complexity, as each complexity is also unique and 
will always defy my attempts at standardization in my search for naturally 
occurring types. The challenges, compromises, and restraints that one is 
faced with when working with quantitative data are described through my 
personal research journey in Article 4 of this dissertation. Although it was 
written as I reached the middle point of my PhD, and those experiences were 
later re-processed in light of new experiences, it still reflects quite well who 
I am as a researcher. And what follows is a summary of limitations of the 
chosen measurements as well as the data set and achievements of this meth-
odological perspective. 

6.2.1 Limitations 
One of the key concepts of mediated public connection is measured with 
the self-reports of frequency of news consumption—a measure that has been 
heavily criticized for its imprecision (Prior, 2009). One justification for em-
ployment of this measurement is commensurability with existing studies in 
the field. Using the same measurement makes situating new knowledge 
within existing knowledge easier. However, there are several weaknesses of 
this measurement in relation to its theoretical concept of mediated public 
connection. As Costera Meijer (2007) points out, young people experience 
news as one genre of many in the never-ending flow of information and, 
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therefore, they do not draw a strict line between entertainment and infor-
mation. Therefore, what is understood as news can vary greatly among re-
spondents. Moreover, empirical evidence suggests that young people often 
underestimate how much news they are exposed to as they do not always 
see news in social media as real news (Sveningsson, 2015). 

Similarly, the measure of pro-environmental behavior presents a rather 
standard set of environmentally conscious practices but does not capture 
the creative, the subtle, the unexpected. There is growing evidence that 
young people practice environmentalism in their unique and often inadvert-
ent ways that are very different from the older generations’ (Hersch & 
Viscusi, 2006; Stanes et al., 2015), for instance, through strategies to avoid 
waste (Collins, 2014; Hitchings, Collins, & Day, 2015) or changing their 
car identity (Dowling & Simpson, 2013). For future research to capture al-
ternative ways of “living” ecological knowledge, it may be fruitful to extend 
the measurement of pro-environmental behavior. 

As only two points in time were used for the longitudinal analysis, this 
may not suffice for tracking long-term implications. The concept of public 
connection implies an orientation that is not stable or consistent; it may be 
episodic or phased (Couldry et al., 2010). Similarly, engagement with public 
issues is prone to developmental discontinuity, and the ways in which young 
people choose to engage in public life can change throughout adolescence 
(Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009). Therefore, longitudinal studies with more 
points in time are needed to better understand variations that can occur.  

The study is based on a regional sample rather than on a random national 
sample that would represent the complete Swedish case. Its strength lies in 
the exceptional response rate across all waves used in the studies and in the 
quality of the data. Yet, some caution is needed when talking about how 
generalizable the conclusions are. Instead of stretching the applicability of 
the findings across time, cultural contexts, and geographies, I would argue 
that the identified differences should inform future inquiries and inspire re-
searchers in other social contexts to pay attention to the phenomena identi-
fied in this thesis. 

6.2.2 Contributions 
Changing methodological lenses from variable- and regression-based sta-

tistical tools to cluster analysis and other types of classification techniques 
has indeed allowed me to gain a richer understanding of how adolescents 
differ in their environmental engagement and extent of public connection. 
Our sense of subjectivity and everyday experiences are influenced by our 
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age, gender, and existing beliefs. The person-oriented techniques employed 
in the empirical inquiries have brought these differences to the fore and 
made visible the existing variations that were invisible in previous studies 
that relied on regression-based analysis. All three differentiators turned out 
to be of importance. The role of the media in environmental engagement 
varies between skeptical and non-skeptical adolescents of different ages. Up-
grading gender differences from the usual place of a control variable in 
quantitative studies to the focus of an inquiry has revealed that the gender 
divides are multiple and that, therefore, more consideration should be given 
to these differences when future studies are designed. Similarly, caution is 
called for when studies use a diverse group of adolescents whose ages vary 
from preteen to late teen. One cannot assume that they relate to the world 
and respond to external differences in a similar fashion. 

The longitudinal perspective has helped to demonstrate that causality 
does not live in appearances, as Law (2014) eloquently put it. Much of the 
research in the field relies on cross-sectional studies with far-reaching con-
clusions about predictors of environmental engagement. Although estab-
lishing causality between news consumption and different aspects of 
engagement was never the aim of this dissertation, the discrepancies be-
tween cross-sectional and longitudinal analysis in the dissertation’s empiri-
cal inquiries issue a strong warning against extending interpretation of 
existing associations in the data to suggest a causal relationship.  

Employing person-oriented methods and combining them with those that 
are commonly used can inspire more creativity in study design and formu-
lation of research questions and allow us to see objects of studies under 
different angles.  

6.3 Concluding remarks 
There comes a certain point in adolescents’ lives when they grow out of their 
dependence on adults to make sense of the larger world and begin to make 
their own assessments about what kind of society they have inherited and 
where it is headed. 

It is the young who, by their responses and actions, tell the old whether life 
as represented to them has some vital promise, and it is the young who carry 
in them the power to confirm those who confirm them, to renew and regen-
erate, to disavow what is rotten, to reform and rebel (Erikson, 1968, p. 258). 

When, fifty years ago, Erikson suggested this path of social evolution, he 
naturally could not imagine the form and the magnitude of this rebellion. 
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And there is no better example of it than Greta Thunberg and the interna-
tional movement of school students, School Strike 4 Climate, that was in-
spired by her solo protest outside the Swedish Parliament in August 2018. 
This movement is the epitome of connection. It has harnessed the power of 
the media to connect to others around the globe and to render things visible. 
But it is in the comradery and interpersonal connection that hope is born. 
As climate scientists sound more and more alarmist, it is becoming clear 
that tweaking and trimming will no longer suffice to derail the planet’s cli-
mate from the catastrophic path it has taken. The social change that is 
needed will require all kinds of rebels, mavericks, disruptors, contrarians, 
and challengers to lead the way. Yet, one should not underestimate the 
power of the ordinary. Even more so, the power of ordinary teenagers. 
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