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The Climate Story Gaps Project

● Investigating the gaps between elite understandings of climate change and those 

of communities

● Combination of media analysis and in-depth interviews

● Student involvement



Our key questions

● What stories relevant for understanding the unintuitive intersections between 

climate and everyday life can we identify in the experiences of residents? 

● How can we use this information to  identify story gaps and co-create new 

stories with the potential to mobilize and unite communities in the service of 

climate justice?



Analyzing DC’s climate media

● Corpus assembled by Aarushi and IRW fellows

● 72 articles

● 18 students

● Covering climate change, flooding, evictions, homelessness, air quality, water 

pollution, trash pickup etc.

● Looking for climate change and adjacent topics

● Treatment of environmental inequities



We analyzed…

● Which areas are featured

● Whether climate change was mentioned

● What climate-adjacent topics were mentioned

● Who is quoted

● Which government agencies were mentioned

● Whether the most exposed communities in DC were mentioned – looking for 

phrases like “East of the Anacostia”, “Ward 7/ 8” etc.

● And we plotted the stories on a map



Early findings

● 35 of the 69 articles did not mention climate change. 

● Topics included:
○ Water quality

○ Houselessness and evictions

○ Trash pickup – including an article noting that DC trash pickups will happen at an earlier time 

during summers due to higher temperatures.

● Articles were often vague about the locations they were discussing
○ 31 did not mention a specific location 



To my surprise, none of the many articles I had read directly mentioned the 

words “climate” or “change.” This was a big surprise to me as the articles I was 

assigned were geared towards river pollution, a direct effect of

microplastics & littering and did not mention the climate issue once[…] Although 

the articles I covered didn’t necessarily mention climate change, it is written in 

between the lines.”

Ava Bengtson









What do these findings suggest?

● Climate change still is not a “social fact” – something we talk about every day

● There are easy opportunities available for reporters to connect to climate 

change even if it is not the main story

● Media stories that mention climate change are focusing on wards 5, 7 and 8

● Dcist was the greatest source of climate stories in the district but WAMU shut 

it down last year



Themes from interviews

● New housing units not large enough for many Ward 7 and 8 households
● Pollution from highways, new developments, and industry 
● Lung health, chronic asthma, allergies
● Increased demand for emergency health services
● Extreme heat
● Loss of tree cover
● Increases in flooding with mold and mildew
● Rising rents and poor housing/environmental quality
● Food inaccessibility and related health issues
● Food supply chain affected by climate change
● Trash
● Public transportation
● Bike share not as accessible to many



Next steps

● Understanding gaps better

● Digging into climate and 

adjacent topics, i.e. water 

quality and air pollution

● Implications of the loss of local 

media for climate 

understandings



Elizabeth Gearin
University of the District of Columbia



Toni Hunter Davis
Mrs. DC Elemental/Mrs. DC Earth 



Discussion
Commissioner Steve Moore



Questions & Answers
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