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Introduction

This paper examines how UK news media portrayed rumi-
nant livestock’s impact on climate change between 2016 
and 2021. Ruminant livestock, specifically cows and sheep, 
emit methane as a by-product of their biological approach to 
digesting cellulose. Along with carbon dioxide and nitrous 
oxide, methane is a greenhouse gas (GHG) that must be 
limited if countries are to achieve their commitments under 
the Paris Agreement. Globally, approximately one third 
of anthropogenic methane emissions arise from ruminant 
enteric fermentation and manure management (Saunois et 
al. 2020). However, addressing ruminant methane emis-
sions is often contentious, exposing a range of debates span-
ning land use, human diet and health, and the role of the 
state (Simmonds and Vallgårda 2021).

Ruminant production is, of course, linked with red meat 
consumption. The quantity of meat consumed globally 
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Abstract
There is ongoing contestation around greenhouse gas emissions from ruminant livestock and how society should respond. 
Media discourses play a key role in agenda setting for the general public and policymakers, and may contribute to 
polarisation. This paper examines how UK news media portrayed ruminant livestock’s impact on climate change between 
2016 and 2021. The analysis addresses a gap in the literature by comparing discourses in national and farming sector 
newspapers using a qualitative approach. Four national and two farming sector news outlets were searched for articles 
published between 2016 and 2021. A corpus of 996 relevant articles was assembled, from which 154 were selected for 
in-depth examination using Critical Discourse Analysis. Four ‘Critical Discourse Moments’ (CDMs), each signifying 
a discursive shift in the debate, were identified over the 6-year studied period: 1) Low salience, diverging discourses, 
2) We must eat far less meat, 3) Fighting the anti-meat agenda, and 4) Policy (in)action at COP26. There was a large 
increase in the number of published articles from January 2019 onward, partly associated with publication of the EAT/
Lancet Commission report. CDM 2 (We must eat far less meat) occurred mainly in the national media, while CDM 3 
(Fighting the anti-meat agenda) occurred mainly in the farming media. Our findings reveal both opinion polarisation and 
intergroup polarisation between national and farming sector media, and low engagement with food system power imbal-
ances. Addressing polarisation will be important to enhance capacity for collective decision-making regarding methane 
emissions from ruminant livestock.
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continues to rise, with low- and middle-income countries 
seeing increasing consumption as they develop (Hansen and 
Jakobsen 2020), and relatively rapid increases in consump-
tion of pig and poultry meat (Lundström 2019). Populations 
of high-income countries such as the UK and the USA tend 
to consume more meat than global averages, with red meat 
consumption decreasing yet remaining prevalent (Stewart 
et al. 2021). Recent years have seen numerous high pro-
file reports calling for reductions in meat production and 
consumption; particularly red meat consumption in high 
income ‘Western’ countries including the UK and the USA 
(Shukla et al. 2019; Willett et al. 2019; Climate Change 
Committee 2020a). However, these messages are often con-
tested by domestic livestock industries (Lazarus et al. 2021; 
Larsson and Vik 2023).

This paper focuses specifically on UK news media. The 
UK has many regions specialised in ruminant livestock 
production (DEFRA 2023), and a diet that features high 
meat consumption compared to national nutrition guide-
lines (Stewart et al. 2021). The UK has achieved signifi-
cant overall emission reductions, mainly through the energy 
sector, while agricultural emissions have remained broadly 
static over the past decade (Ward 2023). There is a growing 
awareness that achieving the legislative goal of net zero by 
2050 will require changes that impact daily lives, including 
shifts in diet (Climate Change Committee 2023). There is 
also increasing focus on the farming sector for its potential 
to both reduce emissions and increase carbon sequestration 
as part of a net zero economy (Climate Change Commit-
tee 2020b). This situation has inflamed multiple polarised 
debates around ruminant livestock’s future role in the UK’s 
food system, reflecting global concerns and those particular 
to high-income industrialised countries (Farstad et al. 2020). 
Meanwhile, UK newspapers have significant international 
readership and therefore may influence media discourse in 
other countries (Kristiansen et al. 2020).

Public attitudes and culture are recognised as barriers to 
achieving sustainable transformations in food systems (Conti 
et al. 2021). The media plays a key role in this regard; creat-
ing, reproducing, and contesting societal meanings (Burgess 
1990; Corbett and Durfee 2004; Carvalho 2008). Despite 
increasing prominence of social media for sharing news, 
traditional news media outlets still play a significant role 
in agenda setting (Carvalho 2007; Friedlander et al. 2014; 
Happer and Wellesley 2019), and can be used as a tool of 
persuasion by various actors (Donnison et al. 2023). There 
is likely a bidirectional influence between news media and 
the general public, with both contributing to issue framing 
and agenda setting (Zhou and Moy 2007; Ragas et al. 2014). 
If an issue is discussed more prominently in the media, it 
is said to be more salient, and this contributes to agenda 
setting amongst readers (Scheufele and Tewksbury 2007); 

frequency of articles is one way to measure issue salience 
(Rust et al. 2021).

In high income countries there has been a historic 
increase in the proportion of newspaper articles on climate 
change that mention food system contributions, as well as 
those mentioning animal agriculture specifically (Neff et 
al. 2009; Almiron and Zoppeddu 2015; Mroz and Painter 
2023). A related body of scholarship within Critical Ani-
mal Studies (CAS) has critiqued the “cultural hegemony 
of meat” (Fitzgerald and Taylor 2014) within news media. 
This approach shows how discourses, including within 
advertisements and news articles, normalise and reinforce 
the superiority of humans and the commodification of (cer-
tain) animals to consumer audiences (Fitzgerald and Tay-
lor 2014; Cole 2016; Khazaal and Almiron 2016). Despite 
this literature, evidence suggests that in recent years, UK 
national newspapers may have been contributing to a pro-
cess of “de-meatification” by supporting “less meat initia-
tives” and advocating reduced or even no meat consumption 
(Morris 2018; Mroz and Painter 2023). Prior research has 
shown that news media usually highlights individual con-
sumer dietary choices as the locus of concern in debates 
around ruminant livestock and climate (Kristiansen et al. 
2020; Mroz and Painter 2023), as well as in debates about 
red meat and human health (Wells 2017).

The increased salience of meat in relation to climate has 
also been seen on social media. Conversations around meat 
are prevalent on Twitter (Maye et al. 2021), and Sanford 
et al. (2021) demonstrated a high level of toxicity among 
Twitter responses to the IPCC’s Special Report on Climate 
Change and Land (Shukla et al. 2019). The authors suggest 
this shows polarisation on the topic of meat and climate 
(Sanford et al. 2021). Polarisation can inhibit environmental 
decision-making and hinder efforts to act on climate change 
(Judge et al. 2023). For example, research on Swedish media 
constructions of farmers as heroes or villains before and 
after the publication of the FAO’s Livestock’s Long Shadow 
report (Steinfeld et al. 2006) suggests that these polarised 
identities may inhibit motivation for farmers to engage in 
pro-environmental activity, or may even contribute to them 
leaving farming altogether (Hallgren et al. 2020).

Agri-food scholars have previously explored key facets 
of debates around ruminant livestock and climate, such as 
narratives around alternative proteins (Sexton et al. 2019), 
livestock sector engagement with GHG metrics (Lynch et 
al. 2020; Cusworth et al. 2023), and sustainable agriculture 
narratives (Bless et al. 2023). This research speaks to bar-
riers to sustainable food system transformation, specifically 
those pertaining to attitudes and cultures (Conti et al. 2021). 
Previous research into media representations of the relation-
ship between ruminant livestock and climate change has 
tended to favour quantitative approaches (Neff et al. 2009; 
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Friedlander et al. 2014; Almiron and Zoppeddu 2015; Kris-
tiansen et al. 2020; Mroz and Painter 2023), and a gap there-
fore exists in terms of using qualitative analysis with a more 
explicit focus on power. To address this gap, the rest of this 
paper is structured as follows. The next section discusses 
major trends in public climate discourse, and proposes Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis as a conceptual tool to identify and 

describe major discourses and power dynamics pertaining 
to ruminant livestock and climate. The Methodology sec-
tion describes how articles were searched for and selected 
for inclusion, including a focused sub-set of articles for 
in-depth analysis. The findings are then presented, organ-
ised as four Critical Discourse Moments. The final section 
discusses the findings and their international implications, 
relating them to the need to address (perceived) polarisation 
to mitigate climate delay.

Understanding news media discourse, 
including the use of “critical discourse 
moments”

Recent trends in public climate change discourse

In recent years, climate scholars have identified a turn away 
from outright climate change denial towards “discourses of 
climate delay” in news media, policy documents, and politi-
cal rhetoric (Lamb et al. 2020). These are discursive strat-
egies that seek to delay action on climate change, shown 
in Table 1. For example, “Whataboutism” refers to the ten-
dency to deflect attention towards other sectors or countries, 
emphasising their contributions to global emissions. These 
discourses build on legitimate concerns about rapid climate 
action, but move into misrepresentation and imply that 
change is neither desirable nor possible (Lamb et al. 2020).

Meanwhile, a particular challenge to political action on 
methane emissions from ruminant livestock is that the arena 
is often considered to be polarised (Sanford et al. 2021). 
Polarisation describes “a situation in which strongly held 
opposing opinions form around an issue in society, creating 
a sense of ‘us versus them’ divides” (Judge et al. 2023, p. 1). 
Media discourse forms part of people’s personal informa-
tion environments, and thus may influence opinion (Happer 
and Wellesley 2019). Moreover, polarisation may be actual 
or perceived, and scholars have differentiated between 
“opinion polarisation” and “intergroup polarisation” (Judge 
et al. 2023). Opinion polarisation indicates a bimodal clus-
tering of opinions, with a significant lack of agreement 
between the two groups. Intergroup polarisation is about 
group members’ perceptions of the opposing group, and 
their perceptions of the opposing group’s opinions. If there 
is a significant level of negative emotion directed toward 
a perceived outgroup, then this is intergroup polarisation. 
Intergroup polarisation can be increased by animosity and 
negativity (including in news media) between opposing 
groups (Judge et al. 2023). However, research has shown 
that actual polarisation is lower than perceived polarisation; 
people think that society is more polarised than it really is 
(Lees and Cikara 2021; Sparkman et al. 2022; Judge et al. 

Table 1  The discourses of Climate Delay, adapted from Lamb et al. 
(2020)
Category Discourse Example
Redirect 
responsibility

Whataboutism Our carbon footprint is 
trivial compared to […] 
Therefore it makes no 
sense for us to act, at least 
until […] does.

Individualism Individuals and consumers 
are responsible for solving 
climate change.

The “free rider” 
excuse

Reducing emissions would 
weaken us, and others 
would take advantage of 
that.

Push non-
transformative 
solutions

Technological 
optimism

We should focus on current 
and future technologies.

All talk, little 
action

We have declared a climate 
emergency and set an 
ambitious target.

Fossil fuel 
solutionism

Fossil fuels are becoming 
more efficient and are the 
bridge towards a low-
carbon future.

No sticks, just 
carrots

Society will only respond 
to incentives; restrictive 
measures will fail and 
should be abandoned.

Emphasise the 
downsides

Policy 
perfectionism

We should seek perfectly 
crafted solutions that are 
supported by all affected 
parties.

Appeal to 
well-being

Fossil fuels are essential 
for development, thus 
abandoning them will deny 
the global poor their right 
to modern lifestyles.

Appeal to social 
justice

Climate action will be 
expensive, and the vulnera-
ble members of our society 
will bear the burden. Hard 
working people cannot 
enjoy their holidays.

Surrender Change is 
impossible

Any measure to signifi-
cantly reduce emissions is 
counter to human nature 
and therefore impossible to 
implement in a democratic 
society.

Doomism Catastrophic climate 
change is already locked 
in, we should just accept 
our fate.
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Three metaphors were identified, each emphasising specific 
aspects of climate change without portraying the whole pic-
ture, and tending to explicitly or implicitly advocate climate 
change mitigation, rather than adaptation.

This paper adopts the methodological approach proposed 
by Carvalho (2008), which was developed specifically for 
news media and has been applied in the UK. The approach 
employs a timeline perspective, focusing on events and peri-
ods that caused discourses to shift and re-form. These are 
known as “critical discourse moments” (Carvalho 2008). 
Critical discourse moments (CDMs) are events that “make 
discourse on an issue especially visible” (Gamson 1992, 
p.26). They provoke stakeholders to reassert discourses 
and use these to interpret the latest development. Carvalho 
(2008) defines CDMs as:

…Periods that involve specific happenings, which 
may challenge the “established” discursive positions. 
Various factors may define these key moments: politi-
cal activity, scientific findings or other socially rel-
evant events. (Carvalho 2008, p.166)

She argues that as time passes, discourses calcify and become 
more recurrent. Researchers have previously used CDMs 
to analyse coverage of the early 2000s SARS epidemic in 
Belgian media, identifying four “moments” in the corpus, 
which comprised 57 news items (Joye 2010). Using a CDM 
approach allows researchers to show how discourses evolve 
over time and in response to contextual events, rather than 
simply providing a “snapshot” at one point in time. This is 
valuable for identifying patterns and improving predictions 
of responses to future events.

National news media sources

In terms of national news media, previous research on cli-
mate and ruminant livestock has selected “elite media” 
to analyse, due to the levels of trust and readership these 
publications enjoy, and their orientation towards interna-
tional readership (Kristiansen et al. 2020). Kristiansen et al. 
(2020) selected one left-leaning and one right-leaning UK 
publication- The Guardian and The Telegraph. Carvalho 
also makes a case for using “quality newspapers” to explore 
climate change discourses, arguing that “a debate on this 
complex issue is excessively simplified or excluded in other 
media” (Carvalho 2007, p. 226). She asserts that her chosen 
broadsheets- The Guardian, The Times, and The Indepen-
dent- play an important role in agenda-setting both for the 
public and other media sources; as well as being preferred 
by policymakers.

However, tabloid newspapers often have a wide read-
ership among a range of socioeconomic groups (Mroz 

2023). While groups with extreme views at either end of 
the opinion spectrum may be polarised, most people are 
exposed to heterogenous opinions and have more moderate 
views. Both actual and perceived polarisation are problem-
atic for environmental decision-making, as they discourage 
conversations around climate and reduce capacity for col-
lective action (Judge et al. 2023).

Critical discourse analysis and critical discourse 
moments

Given the influence of media on social values and opin-
ions, and the propensity of actual and perceived polarisa-
tion to discourage collective dialogue on climate change, 
it is essential to undertake analyses to better understand 
media discourses around contentious topics. This paper 
uses Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as an interpretive 
tool. CDA typically aims to explicitly examine discursive 
power, defined as the power to influence the norms and val-
ues that guide behaviour (Sievert et al. 2020). CDA emerged 
in the later 20th century and draws on neo-Marxist ideas 
about class and power relations. Analytical emphasis is on 
language in the creation, framing, and understanding of 
social interactions and social problems (Fairclough 1992; 
Bischoping and Gazso 2016). CDA is broadly pluralist, in 
that it features certain ontological contradictions. On one 
hand, it takes the constructionist perspective that discourse 
is socially constructed and constituted by power-knowledge 
relations. On the other, it adopts the activist standpoint of 
realist critical theory, committed to emancipation and social 
change in the real world (Maeseele 2015). This means that 
CDA considers discourses to have both social and material 
drivers and consequences (Bischoping and Gazso 2016). A 
key critique of CDA is that the researcher’s interpretation 
of a text does not necessarily correspond with the average 
reader’s interpretation, thus one can only speculate as to its 
real-world impacts (Blommaert and Bulcaen 2000). This 
critique can be partially addressed via contextualisation 
(Carvalho 2008).

Scholars have previously used CDA to better under-
stand issues related to farming and climate change. A 2015 
study demonstrated how media discourse around geneti-
cally modified crops facilitated or impeded democratic 
debate by contributing to processes of politicisation and de-
politicisation (Maeseele 2015). Previous work on climate 
change discourse in UK media showed how ideological 
standpoints of different newspapers had impacts on vari-
ous dimensions of science communication, including the 
interpretation of “facts”, the recognised agents of definition, 
and the goals associated with knowledge (Carvalho 2007). 
Another study used CDA to identify climate change meta-
phors used in a Swedish farming magazine (Asplund 2011). 
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Furthermore, from a pragmatic perspective, the former tend 
to have less searchable archives and would require manual 
scanning of past editions to locate relevant articles.

Search parameters

The selected date range for all nominated media sources 
was 1st January 2016 to 21st November 2021; a period of 
just under six years representing the “post Paris era” follow-
ing the 2015 Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 2021), and includ-
ing the UK presidency of the UNFCCC secretariat’s annual 
Conference of the Parties (COP26) in Glasgow in the final 
month (UK Government 2021a). This range also captures 
the start of the “Brexit era”, as the UK’s referendum on EU 
membership took place in 2016. The period from 2016 to 
2021 was characterised by significant changes and uncer-
tainty in the UK farming sector, particularly in relation to 
withdrawal from the EU’s farm subsidy scheme and design 
of a UK alternative scheme (Hubbard et al. 2018). Further-
more, the late 2010s saw publication of both the EAT/Lan-
cet commission (Willett et al. 2019) and the IPCC’s Special 
Report on Climate Change and Land (Shukla et al. 2019). 
The former was a report on the planetary health impacts of 
the food system which prescribed a healthy and sustainable 
“global reference diet”. The latter was a report by the UN’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change which focused 
primarily on how land interacts with climate systems and 
how unsustainable land use practices can drive climate 
change. As noted above, both publications provoked a lot 
of attention in traditional media and public discussion on 
social media (Sanford et al. 2021; Mroz and Painter 2023). 
Moreover, they were not captured in many previous analy-
ses (Lee et al. 2014; Morris 2018; Kristiansen et al. 2020).

The following string was used to search the national 
newspapers using LexisNexis:

(“climate change” OR “global warming” OR carbon OR 
methane OR “greenhouse gases”) AND (livestock OR cattle 
OR cow OR sheep OR beef OR dairy OR ruminant).

Omission of the term “meat” was to minimise the number 
of articles not specifically discussing ruminants. Farming 
news media were searched using their individual websites 
with the phrase “climate change”, as search functions were 
not compatible with Boolean operators.

Inclusion of newspaper articles and analysis

The headlines of returned articles were scanned, and those 
appearing relevant were read in full. Articles were included 
in the overall corpus if they met the following criteria:

	● All article formats except readers’ letters.

and Painter 2023), and are popular online. For example, 
MailOnline was used by 15% of respondents to a Reuters 
survey in 2020 (Newman et al. 2020), and in 2021 had sig-
nificantly more Facebook followers than many broadsheet 
newspapers. We follow Mroz and Painter (2023) in arguing 
that these publications also play a role in meaning making 
and agenda-setting among the public, which, as for the qual-
ity newspapers, also includes ruminant livestock farmers 
and their communities.

Meanwhile, discourses may differ between national and 
industry-specific media. Morris (2018) found that regional 
newspapers were more likely than national newspapers to 
report meat reduction campaigns negatively, and paid more 
attention to impacts on the livestock farming sector. The 
author suggests this may be due to these publications hav-
ing a more rural audience, and highlights the need to exam-
ine farming sector media as well as news media aimed at a 
general audience, “as part of a wider research effort…that 
engages agricultural actors in deliberating the challenges 
of meat production and consumption” (Morris 2018, p.448).

Building on previous research, this paper employs CDA 
across national and farming industry news media. The aims 
are to identify CDMs and examine comparatively how these 
sources contribute to the discursive landscape. This includes 
whether and how they apply discursive strategies like (de-)
politicisation and (de-)legitimisation to assert norms and 
values.

Methodology

Selection of news media sources

Four national newspapers searchable on the LexisNexis 
platform were selected, guided by the approach taken in 
previous studies (Carvalho 2007; Khazaal and Almiron 
2016; Kristiansen et al. 2020). To incorporate a range of 
perspectives, one left-leaning and one right-leaning quality 
newspaper (The Guardian and The Daily Telegraph), plus 
one left-leaning and one right-leaning tabloid (The Mirror 
and The Daily Mail) were selected. Newspaper selection for 
each category was based on having the highest multiplat-
form reach, while also considering numbers of Twitter and 
Facebook followers, given that these are the social media 
platforms most commonly used for news in the UK (New-
man et al. 2020).

Farmers Weekly and Farmers Guardian were selected 
to represent UK farming media. Although there are many 
livestock sector magazines targeted at specific production 
systems (e.g., British Dairying, Sheep Farmer), general 
farming magazines tend to be more influential within the 
sector and have more followers on social media platforms. 
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collated and re-reviewed. An article was defined as belong-
ing to a specific Significant Happening if it met the follow-
ing criteria:

	● More than a passing mention of the Significant Happen-
ing (> 1 mention).

	● Within one month of the Significant Happening.

Articles covering each of the 26 possible Significant Hap-
penings were reviewed by the research team to assess 
whether new arguments emerged (Carvalho 2008)- at this 
stage seven were excluded, leaving 19 Significant Happen-
ings for detailed analysis. The relevant articles were entered 
into NVivo and grouped in folders, then analysed according 
to Carvalho’s (2008) CDA framework (Table 2) to identify 
specific discourses and define CDMs over the 6-year period. 
Discourses were identified inductively via attention to lan-
guage, grammar, and rhetoric, and the Discourses of Cli-
mate Delay (Lamb et al. 2020) were identified deductively. 
CDMs were defined when discourses emerged or changed 
across multiple articles. The process from search to CDMs 
is illustrated in Fig. 1.

The major discursive strategies we sought to identify 
were framing, (de-)politicisation and (de-)legitimisation. 
For Carvalho, framing refers to how an actor organises dis-
course “according to a certain point of view or perspective” 
(Carvalho 2008, p. 169). This differs from a more general 
framing analysis, in which framing is defined as repetitively 
presenting information in a certain way, meaning that cer-
tain ways of understanding a situation may be sidelined or 

	● More than one sentence on the connection (or lack there-
of) between ruminant livestock and climate change.

	● UK focus, or other country with explicit reference to 
UK interests.

Articles were excluded if they focused entirely on the impact 
of climate change on animal agriculture with no mention of 
the opposite relationship.

A data journal was kept during this process to record 
emerging themes based on the initial reading, and to iden-
tify “Significant Happenings” and possible CDMs (Carv-
alho 2008). Once the corpus was complete, the number of 
articles published per month was plotted on a graph to iden-
tify periods of increased publication frequency, denoting 
increased salience. This information, triangulated with the 
notes kept during the inclusion process, identified 26 Sig-
nificant Happenings. These events led to a higher than usual 
number of articles, as well as suspected discursive shifts. 
Articles pertaining to each Significant Happening were then 

Table 2  Framework for analysis of media discourse, adapted from 
Carvalho (2008, p. 167)
Components of CDA
Textual analysis Contextual 

analysis
1. Layout and structural organisation
2. Objects
3. Actors
4. Language, grammar, and rhetoric
5. Discursive strategies
6. Ideological standpoints

1. Com-
parative-
synchronic 
analysis
2. Historical 
diachronic 
analysis

Fig. 1  Search and analysis procedures to identify CDMs
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Overview of UK news media CDMs pertaining to 
ruminant livestock and climate change

The number of returned results and included articles for 
each source are shown in Table 3 below. The overall corpus 
totalled 996 articles, of which 660 were from national media 
sources and 336 from farming media sources.

Over the almost six-year period, the topic of ruminant 
livestock and climate change grew in salience. Figure  2 
shows the number of included articles by month of publi-
cation. It reveals a general upward trend, with a dramatic 
increase in January 2019 and the highest number of relevant 
articles being published in October and November 2021, 
around COP26. The trend is similar for national and farming 
sector media. For example, in January 2016 there were three 
relevant articles published across both media types. January 
2017 and 2018 show similar numbers, then in January 2019 
there were over 30 relevant articles published. In October 
2021 this rose to over 70.

The following discourses were most prevalent in the 
analysed articles, appearing in over 30 articles: “Meat is 
harmful to planetary health” (59 articles), “Us vs. them” 
(50 articles), “UK livestock farming is efficient and sustain-
able” (38 articles), “Livestock farming is part of the solu-
tion to climate change” (37 articles), and “Radical restraint 
is necessary” (36 articles). See Supplementary Table 1 for 
further details. Of these discourses, the first and last were 
more common in the national media, while the rest were 
more common in the farming media. Among the Discourses 

silenced (Lockie 2006; Naylor et al. 2017). Politicisation 
is the attribution of a political nature to a situation, while 
legitimisation involves justifying an action or situation on 
the basis of normative or other reasons (Van Leeuwen and 
Wodak 1999). Comparative-synchronic analysis involved 
comparing articles from different sources covering the same 
incident. Historical-diachronic analysis involved account-
ing for contextual factors and examining the evolution of 
discourses over time (Carvalho 2008).

Results

In this section we present descriptive data on the news media 
corpus, followed by an overview of major patterns observed 
and CDMs identified. We then present detailed findings 
from each CDM, demonstrating emerging discourses and 
discursive strategies, and comparing national with farming 
news media.

Table 3  Number of search results, articles included in corpus, and 
articles analysed in depth
Search location Results in 

date range
Included 
articles

Articles 
undergoing 
detailed CDA

National news media 3425 660 91
Farming sector news 
media

1525 336 63

Total 4950 996 154

Fig. 2  Number of included articles by month of publication
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It is also important to note that CDMs overlap tempo-
rally. CDM 2 (We must eat far less meat) begins in early 
2019, predominantly in the national media, while CDM 3 
(Fighting the anti-meat agenda), which is more prominent in 
the farming media, begins seven months later (Fig. 3). Dis-
courses pertaining to both had already emerged previously 
in a more scattered way, but the two CDMs became distinct 
in response to Significant Happenings, as described below.

CDM 1: Low salience, diverging discourses

CDM 1, summarised in Table  5, describes approximately 
the first three years of the study period. It is characterised by 
low overall salience, punctuated by occasional publications 
that received some media attention. Discourses emerged 
that were then reiterated or became more salient later in the 
corpus. For example, “Meat is harmful to planetary health” 
is the discourse repeated in the highest number of analysed 
articles (59 articles) throughout the entire corpus. In this 
first CDM, it mainly involves national media reporting of 
the ways meat production may impact climate and other 
aspects of planetary health:

The research, published in the journal Nature Climate 
Change, evaluated the tax required for each food type 
to compensate for the climate damage its production 
causes. Beef has a heavy footprint, due to the defor-
estation and methane emissions associated with cattle 
and the grains they are fed, and needed a 40% tax on 
average across the world. The Guardian, 7th Novem-
ber 2016

In this quotation, the article’s author legitimises the research 
in question by mentioning its publication in Nature, a 
respected academic journal. They also report on global aver-
ages, and imply that cattle are universally grain-fed, obscur-
ing the UK prevalence of grass-fed ruminant livestock and 
the role of pigs and poultry in consuming grain. The verb 
“needed” in reference to the “40% tax” implies acceptance 
of taxation as a necessary part of governance.

In CDM 1 we also saw diverging discourses in the 
national and farming sector media. For example, this quota-
tion and one below are both reporting on the same scientific 
publication:

Government and campaign groups have had little 
appetite for tackling the overconsumption of meat, but 
Alexander said awareness of the issue is growing rap-
idly, though action is slow. “We are moving slowly in 
the right direction,” he said. The Guardian, 5th May 
2017

of Climate Delay, the most prevalent were: “Whataboutism” 
(30 articles), “Individualism” (30 articles), and “Technolog-
ical optimism” (17 articles). A list of all discourses appear-
ing in five or more articles can be found in Supplementary 
Table 1.

Analysis of the media corpus identified four Critical 
Discourse Moments (CDMs): (1) Low salience, diverg-
ing discourses, (2) We must eat far less meat, (3) Fighting 
the anti-meat agenda, and (4) Policy (in)action at COP26. 
An overview of the CDMs is shown in Table 4, indicating 
their timescale, context, and site (national and/or farming 
sector news media). The CDMs are somewhat leaky, in 
that their prominent discourses often emerged briefly ear-
lier in the corpus, then were rearticulated as they became 
more salient. This is illustrated in Fig. 3, which shows two 
example discourses that were identified throughout the cor-
pus but became prominent during specific CDMs. For each 
CDM, we identified prominent discourses through assessing 
their salience (number of articles containing the discourse), 
plus their novelty (whether this was the first time the dis-
course had emerged) or rearticulation (when the discourse 
had emerged earlier but shifted in response to a Significant 
Happening).

Table 4  CDMs and their characteristics
Name 1. Low 

salience, 
diverging 
discourses

2. We must 
eat far less 
meat

3. Fighting 
the anti-meat 
agenda

4. Policy 
(in)action 
at COP26

Timescale Jan 2016– 
Dec 2018

Jan 2019– 
Sept 2019

Aug 2019– 
Apr 2020

Oct - Nov 
2021

Summary Low salience 
punctuated 
by publica-
tion of scien-
tific papers 
and reports.

Initially 
associated 
with EAT/
Lancet 
report and 
CCC Net 
Zero report, 
reiterated 
around e.g. 
university 
“beef ban” 
and 2019 
Amazon 
fires.

Commences 
with publica-
tion of IPCC 
Special 
Report on 
Climate 
Change and 
Land, and 
runs parallel 
to CDM 
2, reiter-
ated around 
e.g. BBC 
documentary 
“Meat: A 
threat to our 
planet?” and 
Covid-19 
lockdown.

Increased 
issue 
salience 
around 
publica-
tion of 
UK’s Net 
Zero strat-
egy and 
COP26 in 
Glasgow.

Site Divergent 
discourses in 
national and 
farming sec-
tor media.

Predomi-
nantly in 
national 
media.

Predomi-
nantly in 
farming 
media.

Similar 
salience in 
national 
and farm-
ing media, 
discourses 
remain 
largely 
polarised.

1 3



Ruminant livestock and climate change: critical discourse moments in mainstream and farming sector news…

The use of metaphors such as “hit back”, “attack”, and “fir-
ing line” are prevalent throughout the corpus, especially in 
the farming media, creating an image of the ruminant live-
stock sector as a victim defending itself from violence. This 
contributes to an “Us vs. them” discourse, in which we see 
increasing construction of two distinct “sides” in a meta-
phorical battle. The quotation above is also the first example 
of “Whataboutism” in the corpus, with the speaker redirect-
ing attention to fossil fuels via “the combustion engine” and 
plastics. This discourse remained common, especially in the 
farming media, as we will demonstrate below.

CDM 2: We must eat far less meat

CDM 2, summarised in Table 6, coalesced from January to 
September 2019. It began at the time of the publication of 
the EAT/Lancet commission report in January 2019, and 
was subsequently reiterated in various ways, most nota-
bly with the fires in the Amazon region of Brazil in sum-
mer 2019. Publication of the EAT/Lancet commission and 

Despite emerging early in the corpus, the discourse “Politi-
cians are not willing to act on meat reduction” remained qui-
escent for a few years, re-emerging only in 2021 when the 
UK published its Net Zero strategy. In the above quotation, 
“the overconsumption of meat” is treated as an accepted 
fact, while the issue is politicised through the mention of 
“government”. However, this CDM also features a strong 
“Individualism” discourse (a Discourse of Climate Delay), 
with a focus on individual dietary changes rather than sys-
temic approaches.

Several new discourses also emerged in the farming 
media:

She said: Many things could help reduce climate 
change attributed to emissions, such as reducing 
dependence on the combustion engine or cutting use 
of plastics, but it is a sad fact that often it is meat eat-
ing that is in the firing line. Farmers Guardian, 10th 
May 2017

Table 5  Significant happenings and prominent discourses in CDM 1
Significant 
happenings

Nov 2016- meat 
tax paper pub-
lished (Spring-
mann et al. 2016)

May 2017- eating 
insects paper pub-
lished (Alexander 
et al. 2017)

May 2018- food system 
environmental impacts 
paper published (Poore 
and Nemecek 2018)

Oct 2018- IPCC report and 
food system environmental 
limits paper published (IPCC 
2018; Springmann et al. 2018)

Nov 2018- CCC land 
use report published 
(Climate Change 
Committee 2018)

Prominent 
discourses

“Meat is harmful to planetary health”, “Us vs. them”.

Fig. 3  Timeline of CDMs, showing selected significant happenings and examples of discourses becoming prominent

 

1 3



P. Simmonds et al.

jets creating one enormous carbon footprint. Daily 
Mirror, 18th January 2019

In this instance, a left-leaning tabloid quoted a spokesper-
son from a free market think tank to comment on the refer-
ence diet. The words “ordinary people” imply one of the 
discourses of climate delay: an “Appeal to social justice”. 
In this situation the discourse is deployed cynically, to advo-
cate the organisation’s distaste for any kind of top-down 
governance. We also see a reprise of “Whataboutism”, with 
the focus on aviation emissions of the EAT/Lancet report’s 
funder.

Meanwhile, the discourse “Proposed government 
action on methane emissions is suspicious and misguided” 
appeared in nine articles, first emerging in response to the 
CCC’s May 2019 Net Zero report:

Last night the Government backed the radical plans 
drawn up by the influential Committee on Climate 
Change, saying it would legislate to make Britain the 
first major world economy to reduce its carbon foot-
print to zero by 2050. Daily Mail, 2nd May 2019

Concerns were raised later in this article that the plans would 
be “economic suicide”, transitioning to a “Whataboutism” 
discourse in which the idea of reducing UK emissions ahead 
of other countries is foolish, and quoting a stakeholder from 
a free market think tank. The report was also described as 
“stark” and “dramatic”. We therefore interpret the use of 
words like “radical” to imply that the Net Zero report was 
unusually severe, and that the journalist may be sceptical of 
the CCC’s “influential” relationship with the government. 
This interpretation is also informed by the article being pub-
lished in a right-leaning newspaper, and thus likely to be 
aligned with their ideological standpoint.

A Significant Happening that only featured articles from 
the national media was the August 2019 “beef ban” at Gold-
smiths, University of London. This was notable because 
several articles framed the issue by organising discourse 
to suggest a “culture war” perspective. One article led with 
the headline “Now snowflakes ban beef burgers”, using the 
pejorative term for (often young) people who are believed 
to be overly sensitive. Another article ended with a time-
line of “University crackdowns”, such as “A pro-life student 
group was barred from three different freshers’ fairs”. These 

its “global reference diet” resulted in a large increase in 
salience of the “Radical restraint is necessary” discourse, 
which had emerged briefly in the previous CDM:

Globally, the diet requires red meat and sugar con-
sumption to be cut by half, while vegetables, fruit, 
pulses and nuts must double. But in specific places the 
changes are stark. North Americans need to eat 84% 
less red meat but six times more beans and lentils. For 
Europeans, eating 77% less red meat and 15 times 
more nuts and seeds meets the guidelines. The Guard-
ian, 16th January 2019

The above quote, from The Guardian, shows that the “we” 
in this CDM’s title, “We must eat far less meat”, refers to 
people in high-income “Western” countries such as the UK. 
The journalist reports the diet factually in this quotation, 
with limited emotion, though the word “stark” suggests 
these changes are viewed as radical. In contrast, national 
tabloids were more likely to explicitly de-legitimise the 
proposal:

Full English to fool’s English? In place of a full Eng-
lish, the report suggests brown rice, peas, half a baked 
potato, a quarter of a rasher, spinach and red pepper. 
Really? Daily Mirror, 17th January 2019

In this quotation we see the radical restraint discourse being 
framed in terms of an attack on traditional values, in which 
meat is linked to “Englishness”. The rhetorical question 
serves to further delegitimise the reference diet, which was 
published as a daily weight for each food type. This was 
taken literally by some journalists, especially those who 
were sceptical, with reporting of daily allowances of e.g. 
beef making the diet sound more restrictive than extrapolat-
ing to describe a typical week or month.

This Significant Happening also saw the emergence of a 
new discourse: “Climate campaigners are hypocrites”:

…The head of lifestyle economics at the Institute 
of Economic Affairs– said: The hypocrisy of this is 
breathtaking. This is a campaign telling ordinary 
people they should be eating less than half a rasher of 
bacon per day for the sake of the environment, while 
the patron is flying people around the world in private 

Table 6  Significant happenings and prominent discourses in CDM 2
Significant 
happenings

Jan 2019 EAT/Lancet report published 
and Veganuary 2019 (Willett et al. 
2019)

May 2019 CCC 
Net Zero report 
(Climate Change 
Committee 2019)

Aug 2019 IPCC 
Land Use report 
(Shukla et al. 
2019)

Aug 2019 Goldsmiths 
removes beef from 
campus food outlets 
(Wilson 2019)

Aug-Sept 
2019 wild-
fires in Ama-
zon region

Prominent discourses “Meat is harmful to planetary health”, “Radical restraint is necessary”, “Imported foods are worse for the environ-
ment”. “Individualism”.
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CDM 3: Fighting the anti-meat agenda.

CDM 3 is shown in Table 7 as spanning October 2019 to 
April 2020, though in fact it began earlier and ran parallel to 
the previous CDM (shown in Fig. 3), primarily in the farm-
ing sector media. Many of its key discourses were present 
early in the corpus, but their salience only reached a critical 
mass with publication of the August 2019 IPCC Land Use 
report, shown in Table 6 under CDM 2. At this point, the 
farming media generated a significant shift in the “Us vs. 
them” discourse:

Rather than letting the likes of NFU president Minette 
Batters spend their time tackling the anti-farming bri-
gade on Twitter, it is time for the unions, representa-
tive bodies and levy boards to come together to form 
an action plan which seeks to properly communicate 
the proactive contributions of British farming, both at 
an environmental and societal level. Farmers Guard-
ian, 16th August 2019

In this quotation, the journalist moves from discussing an 
“anti-meat agenda” (a popular phrase in earlier articles) to 
an “anti-farming agenda”. The object to be defended there-
fore shifted from the product (meat) to the people (farmers).

The above quotation was in response to national media 
reporting of the IPCC report, which led with headlines on 
meat reduction rather than the report’s more nuanced rec-
ommendations. This led to strong reiteration of the dis-
course “The media is biased and spreading disinformation” 
in the farming media, which persisted through the rest of this 
CDM. It also prompted repetition of the discourse “Live-
stock farming is part of the solution to climate change”, 
which was present throughout the corpus:

NFU president Minette Batters said: Having gone 
through the report in detail, it is clear that the IPCC 
recognises the important role animal products play in 
a balanced diet, and when produced sustainably in low 
greenhouse gas-emission systems, it is actually part of 
the solution to climate change. Farmers Weekly, 9th 
August 2019

The NFU president represented a key actor who was 
regularly quoted on the topic of methane emissions from 

articles implicitly associated climate concerns around beef 
with other progressive values within the so-called culture 
war, and therefore a potential threat to conservative values.

Towards the end of CDM 2, media responses to the Ama-
zon fires in summer 2019 further cemented the “we” in “We 
must eat far less meat”. The discourse “Imported foods 
are worse for the environment” became salient, repeatedly 
making explicit the connection between deforestation in the 
Amazon and UK consumption habits:

It’s all very well for European governments to con-
demn Bolsonaro, but western demand for Brazilian 
beef is contributing to deforestation. The EU imported 
more than £490m worth of beef from Brazil last year. 
Consumers in Britain were indirectly responsible 
for the destruction of the equivalent of 500 football 
pitches of rainforest in Brazil last year… The Guard-
ian, 25th August 2019

This responsibilisation of UK consumers errs on “Individu-
alism”, though later in the article the journalist highlights 
the EU-Mercosur trade deal as a lever to negotiate enhanced 
rainforest conservation, thus politicising the issue. The dis-
course “Imported foods are worse for the environment” was 
used to critique plant-based foods as well as ruminant prod-
ucts from overseas.

Across the corpus, there was a broadly equal split 
between the “Individualism” discourse, and the discourse 
“Systemic solutions are needed to address climate impacts 
of ruminants”. The former of these was somewhat more 
prevalent during CDM 2, especially in the earlier months 
due to its association with the “Radical restraint is neces-
sary” discourse illustrated in some of the quotations above. 
However, one discourse notable by its scarcity was “Big 
Food is powerful”. This only appeared in one article (in The 
Guardian), which mentioned “powerful vested interests and 
misplaced economic incentives” as well as “dark money”. 
Although many articles referenced the need for govern-
ment action and redirection of subsidies to improve the 
food system, few highlighted the power corporations hold 
to maintain the status quo, or imagined solutions beyond 
market-based incentives and subsidies.

Significant 
happening

Oct 2019 Animal Rebellion action in 
London meat market

Nov 2019 BBC 
documentary on 
meat and environ-
ment (Bootle 2019)

Feb 2020 
Backlash to 
Veganuary 
2020

Mar-Apr 
2020 Covid-
19 pandemic 
lockdown

Prominent 
discourses

“Us vs. them”, “UK livestock farming is efficient and sustainable”, “Livestock farming is 
part of the solution to climate change”, “The media is biased and spreading disinforma-
tion”, “Whataboutism”, “Farmers’ mental health is negatively impacted by these debates”.

Table 7  Significant happenings 
and prominent discourses in 
CDM 3
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“care”, implicitly about the environment as well as their 
animals.

The next Significant Happening was a spate of articles in 
February 2020 in response to that year’s ‘Veganuary’ cam-
paign (a public engagement initiative that encourages people 
to try veganism for the month of January). Here, discourses 
in the “Fighting the anti-meat agenda” CDM became more 
organised and cohesive, in terms of speaking openly about 
the emotional impacts of the “anti-farming agenda”, and 
agenda-setting on three fronts: reducing emissions, refuting 
accusations, and educating the public. In terms of emotional 
impacts, the discourse “Farmers’ mental health is negatively 
impacted by these debates” emerged here:

The issue of meat consumption has been particular 
[sic] sensitive for farmers. This week the National 
Farmers’ Union (NFU) said that the “anti-meat 
agenda” had become an added strain on farmers’ men-
tal health and that the demonising of livestock farmers 
was having “real-life consequences”. The Guardian, 
27th February 2020

This discourse was identified in three national media arti-
cles, as well as being salient in the farming media, with a 
connection to high suicide rates often being drawn. In the 
above quotation the issue is broadly depoliticised, with a 
focus on “anti-meat” rhetoric rather than rural mental health 
services or support for transitioning away from EU farm-
ing subsidies. Furthermore, “anti-meat agenda” is in scare 
quotes, implying that the article’s author was sceptical of the 
concept, wishing to attribute it to the NFU rather than claim-
ing it as fact (as was the norm in the farming media). While 
articles responding to previous Significant Happenings 
often described farmers as “angry” or indeed “furious”, this 
was the first time in the corpus that articles discussed more 
feminised emotions such as sadness and vulnerability. The 
people quoted in these articles were mainly women, with 
any male farming sector actors tending to reproduce more 
longstanding discourses about being “under attack”. Thus, 
at this time there still appeared to be a reticence among men 
within the ruminant livestock sector to speak openly about 
the mental health impacts of this public debate, at least with 
journalists.

The final Significant Happening in CDM 3 is the onset 
of the Covid-19 pandemic in March-April 2020. This event 
was related to ruminant livestock and climate very differ-
ently by the national and farming media. In the national 
media, two articles in The Guardian argued that meat con-
sumption increases the risk of pandemics, due to agricul-
tural expansion bringing humans into greater contact with 
wild animals. This is a reiteration of the discourse “Meat 

ruminants in the farming media as well as (less frequently) 
in national media.

An October 2019 action by activist group Animal Rebel-
lion (a blockade of a meat market in London) showed strong 
salience of “Climate campaigners are hypocrites”, as well as 
“Whataboutism”:

Climate change campaigners forced meat traders out 
of London’s most iconic meat market and replaced 
them with stands of imported fruit and vegetables. 
Industry members on the scene photographed pears 
from Belgium and salad leaves from France, suggest-
ing they had ‘less than desirable’ air miles. Farmers 
Guardian, 9th October 2019

The journalist never mentions the name of the group (an 
explicitly vegan wing of Extinction Rebellion), choosing 
instead to label them generic “climate change campaigners”. 
This shows the discursive construction of a poorly defined 
opposition that may include anyone involved in climate 
campaigns. The fact they “forced” entry to the “iconic meat 
market” implies a dangerous incursion on valued cultural 
spaces, while the focus on air miles is identified as “What-
aboutism”, with a “Climate campaigners are hypocrites” 
flavour.

A BBC documentary on the environmental impacts of 
meat in November 2019 resulted in a strong backlash from 
the farming media, plus a couple of articles in the national 
media echoing their stance. This Significant Happening fea-
tured a strong reprisal of the discourse “UK livestock farm-
ing is efficient and sustainable”, one of the most prevalent 
in the corpus:

It has been frustrating to see the continued media por-
trayal of red meat production as the same throughout 
the world– especially when the truth is that British red 
meat is some of the most sustainable in the world, pro-
duced by farmers who care– with a greenhouse gas 
footprint 2.5 times lower than the global average, he 
added. Farmers Guardian, 25th November 2019

The “2.5 times lower” statistic was often repeated, illustrat-
ing a focus on the relative emissions of different products 
(emissions per unit) rather than absolute emissions, which 
account for the level of consumption. Though this discourse 
was often repeated, and even used to disparage farming in 
other countries (especially those striking trade deals with 
the UK and thus risking ruminant livestock sector profits), 
one article extended solidarity to Brazilian farmers follow-
ing the BBC documentary, quoting two of them describing 
their environmentally friendly practices. The above quota-
tion works to legitimise British farmers by saying that they 
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the civil service, published a report online that was swiftly 
deleted again. The report contained proposals for regulatory 
measures such as taxation on meat and frequent flyers, lead-
ing to a resurgence of the discourse “Proposed government 
action on methane emissions is suspicious and misguided” 
in news media. Meanwhile, “Radical restraint is necessary” 
was reiterated, with left- and right-leaning newspapers sug-
gesting that climate action going forward would require 
behaviour change among the general public. The discourse 
“Politicians are not willing act on meat reduction”, quies-
cent since CDM 1, made a strong comeback:

The Government said: “This was an academic research 
paper, not government policy. We have no plans to 
dictate consumer behaviour in this way. Our net zero 
strategy published yesterday contained no such plans. 
The Daily Telegraph, 21st October 2021

The word “dictate” implies an ideological standpoint in 
which government intervention is undesirable and an 
impingement of personal freedom. Repetition of “no…
plans” reinforces this vehement disavowal of the report’s 
suggestions. This incident seems to support stakeholders’ 
arguments back in CDM1, suggesting that in 2021 there was 
also a lack of political will for regulation to promote meat 
reduction.

The second Significant Happening in this CDM was 
COP26, which took place in the UK. One of the outcomes 
was a Global Methane Pledge for voluntary reductions in 
methane emissions, led by US President Joe Biden and 
signed by over 100 countries. This resulted in a new dis-
course, “Methane reduction is an opportunity to mitigate 
climate change”:

The joint initiative, launched by US and European 
leaders, will tackle the potent greenhouse gas which 
is crucial to keeping warming limited to 1.5 C. It is 
also one of the fastest ways to reduce global warming. 
Daily Mail, 3rd November 2021

This article, in a right-leaning newspaper, uses crisis rheto-
ric such as “crucial” to suggest the pledge is urgent and will 
be effective. It also highlights the role of “US and Euro-
pean” leaders, and several articles highlighted that China, 
India, and Russia had not signed. The pledge was therefore 
framed as being delivered by “Western” (and therefore 
capitalist) actors despite non-cooperation from ideologi-
cal antagonists. This contrasts with ideological framings 
in response to university beef bans, which associated meat 
reduction with leftist concerns, and in one case specifically 
with communism. As methane arises from various sources 
including fossil fuels, it’s possible that the Global Methane 

is harmful to planetary health”, and thus a calcification of 
CDM 2.

Meanwhile, in the farming media, the reduction in air 
pollution resulting from Covid-19 lockdowns generated a 
“Whataboutism” discourse:

The farm sits under a flight path to Stansted Airport 
and, since the lockdown began, with nearly all flights 
grounded, [farmer’s name] has noticed the difference 
in air quality, which makes her question whether farm-
ers are shouldering an unfair amount of blame for the 
climate crisis. Farmers Weekly, 1st May 2020

This was reproduced across several articles in the farming 
media, with industry stakeholders arguing that reductions in 
air pollution proved that ruminant livestock were not con-
tributing to climate change. This conflated data on nitrogen 
dioxide and particulate matter with methane. The data in 
question, from the National Centre for Atmospheric Science, 
was corroborated, and thus legitimised, by sensory experi-
ences of farmers working near airports and busy roads. In 
the above quotation we can see reiteration of “Us vs. them”, 
in terms of the “unfair…blame” placed on farmers. We also 
see that the blame is experienced as being placed on the 
people (farmers) rather than on the product or the animals.

CDM 4: Policy (in)action at COP26

The fourth and final CDM, summarised in Table 8, occurred 
at the end of the study period with a high volume of relevant 
articles, especially around the United Nations’ 26th Confer-
ence of the Parties (COP26). It signifies a “political crunch 
time”, in which we see a mix of political action and inaction 
in response to opportunities to legislate around ruminant 
livestock and climate.

The October 2021 publication of the UK’s Net Zero 
Strategy ahead of COP 26 provoked a slew of relevant 
articles, mainly in the mainstream media. Right-leaning 
newspapers focused on potential costs to the public, while 
left-leaning newspapers argued the strategy was inadequate 
to meet climate goals. In particular, the lack of legislation on 
food and aviation were critiqued. Meanwhile, the UK Gov-
ernment’s Behavioural Insights Team, at that time part of 

Table 8  Summary of significant happenings and prominent discourses 
in CDM 4
Significant 
happenings

Oct 2021- UK Net Zero Strat-
egy published (UK Govern-
ment 2021b)

Oct-Nov 2021- 
COP26 in Glasgow 
(UK Government 
2021a)

Prominent 
discourses

“Methane reduction is an opportunity to mitigate 
climate change”, “Politicians are not willing act on 
meat reduction”, “Systemic solutions are needed to 
address climate impacts of ruminants”.
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Discussion

This paper has examined how UK news media portrayed 
ruminant livestock’s impact on climate change between 
2016 and 2021. Our results demonstrate significant dif-
ferences between mainstream and farming sector news 
media, with discourses in the former provoking a backlash 
in the latter. By taking a qualitative approach using CDA, 
this study builds upon previous research (e.g. Morris 2018; 
Kristiansen et al. 2020; Rust et al. 2021) and adds further 
depth to our understanding of how news media can repre-
sent the relationship between ruminant livestock and cli-
mate change. In particular, by using a temporal approach 
to identify four critical discourse moments (CDMs) 
between 2016 and 2021, this research makes a novel con-
tribution to agri-food knowledge by illustrating when and 
how in this time period polarisation between mainstream 
and farming news media increased. These findings and the 
methodology are likely to be relevant in other industri-
alised countries with similar news media landscapes and 
ongoing public debates about ruminant livestock and cli-
mate change. The discussion turns firstly to summarise the 
key findings and their alignment with previous research on 
media discourses and polarisation, including implications 
for policymakers and practitioners, and then to offer poten-
tial directions for future research.

Ruminant livestock and climate change issue 
salience

Our data revealed a dramatic increase in issue salience for 
the climate change and ruminant livestock nexus, com-
mencing around halfway through the study period, which 
aligns with research emerging from the UK and other high 
income countries (Mroz and Painter 2023; Saville et al. 
2024). The corpus ended at the time of a headline-grab-
bing global pledge to limit methane emissions, and the 
continued association of cattle with methane, but little 
tangible change at UK scale. Neither proponents of CDM 
2 nor CDM 3 got exactly the political action they hoped 
for. A recent systematic review demonstrated that the 
2019 EAT-Lancet Commission has been highly influen-
tial in academia since its publication (Tulloch et al. 2023), 
and our research shows that it was also influential in UK 
news media, contributing to a significant discursive shift. 
This contributed to provoking a strong defence from the 
farming press, echoing their response to the animal rights 
movement in the late 20th century (Reisner 1992).

It is important to note that the identified CDMs are leaky, 
with discourses often emerging early in the corpus, and not 
becoming salient until a later Significant Happening. Their 
leakage extends also between national and farming sector 

Pledge was more ideologically acceptable than focusing 
only on emissions from ruminant livestock.

Meanwhile, the implications of the methane pledge for 
ruminant livestock were discussed, with some concerns 
raised and some reassurance that the pledge would not cause 
excessive impacts:

NFU president…told the Farmers Weekly podcast: 
The global methane pledge will cause concern in its 
name, but it is primarily focused on fracking, oil and 
coal sites. It’s a chance for us to talk up the solutions 
on how we do lower methane [emissions in livestock]. 
3rd November 2021

Here, the discourse “Livestock farming is part of the solu-
tion to climate change” is reiterated, as well as “The live-
stock sector needs to speak out more”. Meanwhile, another 
article focused on methane-reducing feed additives that 
were not yet licenced for use in the UK, an example of 
“Technological optimism” (a Discourse of Climate Delay).

The discourse “Systemic solutions are needed to address 
climate impacts of ruminants” was more salient relative to 
the “Individualism” discourse in CDM 4:

…They said farmers should be supported in partner-
ship with government and industry to produce more 
with less environmental impact. It is vital that agri-
culture, land use and biodiversity policies are practi-
cal and properly funded, with a portfolio of measures 
across many different farm types. Farmers Weekly, 4th 
November 2021

Systemic solutions mentioned in left-leaning national media 
were usually in the form of regulation (such as taxes) or 
sometimes redirection of agricultural subsidies, while the 
farming media were more likely to highlight reform of agri-
cultural subsidies and advocate farmers being paid for envi-
ronmental activity.

Overall, despite political action at COP26 leading to a 
flurry of relevant articles, the methane pledge was not spe-
cifically focused on ruminants. Neither side of the polarised 
debate got exactly what they wanted: cattle and the farming 
sector were still highlighted as emitters of methane, but not 
specifically targeted by UK legislation. Rather, ruminants 
were associated with technical solutions that aimed to main-
tain current production and consumption levels.
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potential for media discourses to change attitudes (Lueders 
et al. 2022). It is therefore reasonable to suggest that the 
discourses represented in this paper may be broadly aligned 
with the perspectives of readers, and therefore may provide 
insights into areas of agreement and disagreement between 
social groups.

Alignment with prior research on de-meatification, 
response scepticism, political economy of food 
system transformation, and polarisation

Despite previous research findings that show national news 
media’s reinforcement of animal agriculture, our find-
ings align with research that identifies a process of “de-
meatification” taking place in UK national media (Morris 
2018; Mroz and Painter 2023), at least in relation to climate 
change. Although we did not quantitatively compare indi-
vidual national newspapers, patterns align with evidence 
that left-leaning media publish more climate change cover-
age than right-leaning media (Carvalho 2007; Kristiansen 
et al. 2020). Members of the public who exclusively read 
right-leaning newspapers are therefore less likely to see 
coverage of these issues.

Meanwhile, our findings align with existing research to 
suggest that climate change denial is becoming less preva-
lent in news media, with a shift towards “response scepti-
cism”: seeking to delay policy response (Painter et al. 2023). 
In some countries, this is resourced by a network of conser-
vative advocacy organisations, foundations, and think tanks 
(Painter et al. 2023). All forms of climate scepticism tend to 
be more prevalent in right-leaning media (Carvalho 2007; 
Painter et al. 2023), a trend which was reflected in our data. 
We also found a higher prevalence of response scepticism 
in farming sector newspapers. Considering Lamb et al’s 
(2020) Discourses of Climate Delay, the most prominent 
were “Whataboutism”, “Individualism”, and “Technologi-
cal optimism”. The analysis presented in this paper con-
firms that ruminants’ relationship to climate change remains 
prominently contested, likely more so than fossil fuels. This 
resonates with Sanford et al’s (2021) analysis of responses 
to the 2019 IPCC report on Land Use posted on Twitter. 
The authors found high levels of contention on the topics 
of dietary choices and the credibility of the IPCC, and con-
cluded that the nexus of animal agriculture and GHGs had 
“strongly entered the climate change arena” (Sanford et al. 
2021, p.59).

The systematic review by Conti et al. (2021) analys-
ing barriers to change in agri-food systems identified that 
political economy factors skew the direction of change. 
Using CDA helped to explore this dimension, and to rec-
ognise that while national media may have often been sup-
portive of changing the status quo away from high meat 

media, with the former sometimes contributing to CDM 3- 
“Fighting the anti-meat agenda”, and the latter sometimes 
reproducing discourses such as “Meat is harmful to plan-
etary health”. Another apparent, yet leaky, distinction was 
between left-leaning and right-leaning national media. The 
former were more likely to focus on discourses such as 
“Radical restraint is necessary”, while the latter were more 
likely to reproduce “culture war” framings. This framing 
aligns with a recent analysis of media responses to Eng-
land’s National Food Strategy (Tak et al. 2024). In terms of 
specific newspapers, The Guardian had the highest number 
of included articles overall, reflecting its focus on climate 
journalism (Kristiansen et al. 2020).

Role of media analysis in understanding societal 
debates

Conti et al’s (2021) systematic review of barriers to change 
in agri-food systems identified that attitudes and cultures 
can cause aversion to change. The media plays a key role 
in creating, reproducing, and contesting societal mean-
ings (Burgess 1990; Corbett and Durfee 2004; Carvalho 
2008), and can promote attitudes and cultures that reinforce 
the status quo (Neff et al. 2009; Friedlander et al. 2014; 
Almiron and Zoppeddu 2015). Traditional news media out-
lets still play a significant role in agenda setting (Carvalho 
2007; Friedlander et al. 2014; Happer and Wellesley 2019), 
despite increased prominence of social media for sharing 
news. Furthermore, media discourses can have real world 
consequences. For example, researchers have highlighted 
how news media and policymakers in Ghana reinforced 
lock-in to prior decisions on agri-food development pol-
icy, as factories became imbued with symbolic and politi-
cal value despite economic failure (Frimpong Boamah and 
Sumberg 2019).

While media analysis can be highly valuable for under-
standing social norms and narratives, it is difficult to ascer-
tain whether the media is the source of new ideas, or simply 
reflecting those originating from readers. The reality is 
likely a bidirectional influence, with news media and pub-
lic discourse contributing to issue framing (Zhou and Moy 
2007). For example, a study of US news media coverage 
of an oil spill found evidence of “reverse agenda setting”, 
where the news media responded to online search trends, 
indicating that influence is a “two way street” (Ragas et al. 
2014). In the UK, a qualitative analysis of farming sector 
media and interviews with farmers demonstrated that both 
presented sustainable agricultural practices within agro-
nomic or economic frames more commonly than within 
environmental frames, indicating a shared worldview 
(Rust et al. 2021). Meanwhile, people are more likely to 
read articles that support their dietary habits, reducing the 
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of environmental policies to align with different value sys-
tems, involving citizens in deliberative processes (Willis 
2020), and correcting individuals’ misperceptions about 
other groups in society (Lees and Cikara 2021). Policymak-
ers and practitioners might find these insights useful for pre-
dicting press reactions to future high-profile publications, 
and creating pre-emptive strategies (Lewandowsky and van 
der Linden 2021) to mitigate polarisation and advance col-
laboration between diverse groups. Journalists also have a 
role to play in conveying the complexity and nuance of food 
system challenges, including a range of voices, and avoid-
ing perpetuating inter-group polarisation. The use of “click-
bait” headlines may exacerbate fears and biases, reducing 
the potential for nuanced and respectful debate (Rousseau 
2021).

Future research directions

Future research could investigate discourses emerging from 
“alternative” agricultural movements and media, thus going 
beyond mainstream farming media. Media data could also 
be triangulated with interviews with journalists and news 
editors, to identify mechanisms that perpetuate individual-
ist discourses around climate change, and approaches that 
can better support journalists in their role as translators of 
climate change research. Overall, research that explores 
how to ameliorate algorithm-mediated polarisation on cli-
mate change is likely to be beneficial, including areas such 
as changes to link recommendation algorithms (Santos et 
al. 2021), deliberative processes (Willis et al. 2022), and 
strategies to reduce perceived polarisation (Lees and Cikara 
2021). These approaches might also help to mitigate “cul-
tural loneliness” in the farming sector and support collabo-
ration between farmers and non-farmers (Wheeler et al. 
2022).

Conclusion

This paper has applied Carvalho’s (2008) CDM approach 
to critically examine UK media discourses in the rumi-
nant livestock and climate change debate between 2016 
and 2021. This represents a time in which conversations 
about methane emissions from ruminant livestock became 
more mainstream. While analysing media does not allow 
researchers to assume the impact on readers, it does enhance 
our knowledge of how the media seeks to shape the agenda 
and legitimise certain courses of action. In this respect it 
represents a transferable methodology to other countries 
and contexts. Using CDMs enabled deeper insights than a 
snapshot content analysis might have provided, revealing 
the evolution of significant differences between national 

consumption, and both media types highlighted systemic 
solutions to methane emissions from ruminants, they tended 
to do so within a neoliberal framework of market incentives 
and subsidies. Powerful food system actors such as retail-
ers were often overlooked, and proposed solutions were 
often reduced to individualistic approaches, such as eating 
less meat or buying certain kinds of meat, as identified in 
previous research (Kristiansen et al. 2020). Framing rumi-
nant meat reduction as an impingement of personal freedom 
and traditional values was also prevalent in some newspa-
pers, consistent with research across high-income countries 
(Sievert et al. 2022). Furthermore, the voices of consumers, 
particularly those living in poverty, were rarely included 
(Tak et al. 2024). Using CDA has therefore helped us to 
identify that despite a likely process of “de-meatification” 
in UK mainstream media, there is little appetite to regularly 
highlight powerful agri-food interests, nor to imagine or 
engage with more transformative changes that go beyond 
neoliberal governance and consumer responsibility.

Using CDMs to adopt a temporal approach to this anal-
ysis has also increased our understanding of the polarised 
nature of debates around climate and ruminant livestock 
in news media. We documented the emergence of a salient 
meat reduction message in national media, and a subse-
quent backlash in farming sector media. This demonstrated 
opinion polarisation between the two media types. We also 
identified the strong presence of an “Us vs them” discourse, 
and the use of discursive strategies to de-legitimise oppos-
ing speakers. These characteristics may have contributed 
to intergroup polarisation; the variety of polarisation most 
likely to contribute to social conflict (Judge et al. 2023). 
Furthermore, framing debates on emissions from ruminant 
livestock as part of a broader “culture war” likely contrib-
uted to polarisation (Tak et al. 2024). Policymakers are 
likely to be especially risk-averse when they perceive polar-
isation to be high (Howlett 2014), and if media discourses 
increased actual or perceived polarisation among readers, 
they also may have worked to inhibit collective action to 
progress food system transformation (Judge et al. 2023; Tak 
et al. 2024).

Judge et al. (2023) suggest several strategies for reduc-
ing actual and perceived polarisation. Polarisation can arise 
when the distributive aspects of environmental policy are 
overlooked- for example, when a group feels they will 
be disproportionately impacted by new policies. There is 
evidence that a shift to sustainable diets would dispropor-
tionally impact regions specialised in livestock production 
(Lehtonen et al. 2022; Rieger et al. 2023). For policymak-
ers, taking a “just transition” approach to decarbonisation 
may help reduce polarisation by avoiding unfair impacts 
(Reay 2020; Judge et al. 2023). Other strategies for reducing 
polarisation include reframing and emphasising co-benefits 

1 3



Ruminant livestock and climate change: critical discourse moments in mainstream and farming sector news…

Italian Press Coverage. Environmental Communication 9. Rout-
ledge: 307–325. https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2014.953968

Asplund, Therese. 2011. Metaphors in climate discourse: An analy-
sis of Swedish farm magazines. Journal of Science Communica-
tion 10. Scuola Internazionale Superiore di Studi Avanzati: A01. 
https://doi.org/10.22323/2.10040201

Bischoping, Katherine, Amber Gazso. 2016. Analyzing talk in the 
Social Sciences. Analyzing talk in the Social sciences. SAGE 
Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473965454

Bless, Anja, Federico Davila, and Roel Plant. 2023. A genealogy of 
sustainable agriculture narratives: Implications for the transfor-
mative potential of regenerative agriculture. Agriculture and 
Human values. Springer Science and Business Media B V 1–19. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/S10460-023-10444-4/FIGURES/1

Blommaert, Jan, and Chris Bulcaen. 2000. Critical Discourse Anal-
ysis. Annual Review of Anthropology 29. Annual Reviews 
4139 El Camino Way, P.O. Box 10139, Palo Alto, CA 94303-
0139, USA: 447–466. https://doi.org/10.1146/ANNUREV.
ANTHRO.29.1.447

Bootle, Olly. 2019. BBC One- Meat: A threat to our planet? UK: BBC 
One.

Burgess, J. 1990. The production and consumption of environmental 
meanings in the mass media: A research agenda for the 1990s. 
Transactions - Institute of British Geographers 15: 139–161. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/622861

Carvalho, Anabela. 2007. Ideological cultures and media discourses on 
scientific knowledge: re-reading news on climate change. Public 
Understanding of Science 16. SAGE Publications Ltd: 223–243. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662506066775

Carvalho, Anabela. 2008. Media(ted) discourse and society: 
Rethinking the framework of critical discourse analysis. Jour-
nalism Studies 9. Anabela Carvalho: 161–177. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14616700701848162

Climate, Change Committee. 2023. 2023 Progress Report to Parlia-
ment. London.

Climate Change Committee. 2018. Land use: Reducing emissions and 
preparing for climate change. London.

Climate Change Committee. 2019. Net Zero- The UK’s contribution to 
stopping global warming. London.

Climate Change Committee. 2020a. The Sixth Carbon Budget: Agri-
culture and land use, land use change and forestry. London.

Climate Change Committee. 2020b. Land use: Policies for a Net Zero 
UK - Climate Change Committee. London.

Cole, Matthew. 2016. Getting [green] beef: Anti-vegan rhetoric and 
the legitimizing of eco-friendly oppression. In Critical Animal 
and Media Studies: Communication for Nonhuman Animal Advo-
cacy, ed. Núria Almiron, Matthew Cole, and Carrie P. Freeman. 
New York: Routledge.

Conti, Costanza, Giacomo Zanello, and Andy Hall. 2021. Why are 
agri-food systems resistant to new directions of change? A sys-
tematic review. Global Food Security 31. Elsevier: 100576. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.GFS.2021.100576

Corbett, Julia B., and Jessica L. Durfee. 2004. Testing Public (Un)
Certainty of Science. Science Communication 26. Sage Pub-
licationsSage CA: Thousand Oaks, CA: 129–151. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1075547004270234

Cusworth, George, Jeremy Brice, Jamie Lorimer, and Tara Garnett. 
2023. When you wish upon a (GWP) star: Environmental gov-
ernance and the reflexive performativity of global warming met-
rics. Social Studies of Science 53. SAGE Publications Ltd: 3–28. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03063127221134275/ASSET/IMAGES/
LARGE/10.1177_03063127221134275-FIG2.JPEG

DEFRA. 2023. Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2022. London.
Donnison, Caspar L., Karolina Trdlicova, Alison Mohr, and Gail 

Taylor. 2023. A net-zero storyline for success? News media 
analysis of the social legitimacy of bioenergy with carbon 

and farming sector media, in the context of major societal 
events both internationally and in the UK, including Brexit 
and the Covid-19 pandemic. Overall, we identified polarisa-
tion between mainstream and farming sector media which 
may have impeded capacity for collective action, and found 
that media discourses in this area often contributed a limited 
focus on personal choices around meat consumption and 
pricing mechanisms, falling short of imagining transforma-
tive solutions to food system power imbalances.
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