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Abstract 

Journalism for a Sustainable Future - Defining the principles and exploring the role of human centric 

stories  

 
Aashka Patel 

 

Sustainability is a multifaceted concept that encompasses the interdependent dimensions of 

environmental stewardship, economic development, and social equity. Effectively 

communicating this complexity to the public requires nuanced, context-sensitive storytelling that 

accounts for historical actions, current consequences, and future mitigation strategies. However, 

sustainability often does not align easily with conventional journalistic practices. This 

research-creation thesis developed and tested a pragmatic guide aimed at integrating 

sustainability principles into journalistic work. The guide is informed by participatory action 

research and a qualitative survey conducted with members of Concordia University’s 

sustainability community. These insights helped identify key elements necessary for meaningful 

communication about sustainability in journalism. The guide was then applied in the field 

through the creation of audio and visual stories featuring two Concordia initiatives: Cultivation 

and Hive Free Meals. 

While Bonfadelli (2010) observes that sustainable journalism remains marginal due to the often 

invisible nature of sustainability issues, this thesis argues that many tangible, solution-oriented 

initiatives exist and deserve greater visibility. Journalists have a responsibility to bring these 

efforts to the forefront, enabling public engagement and collective action. Our future depends on 

present decisions, and through intentional storytelling, journalism can play a transformative role 

in shaping a more sustainable society. 

Keywords: Sustainable Journalism, Sustainability Communication, Journalism and Social 

Change, Sustainability Practices 
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Chapter 1 - The Introduction 

 

This thesis seeks to advance scholarship on the connection between a sustainable future1 and 

journalism – an area some label sustainable journalism.  

1.1 Sustainability and its role in the evolution of our civilisation 

Sustainability is not a new concept to our civilization. Yet it is not always clear people 

understand that sustainability is not only about the balance between environmental protection 

and economic growth but also about social equity (Trudeau, 2018). Many scholars have defined 

sustainability and sustainable development but none of these definitions are universally 

accepted (Jabareen, 2008; Ruggerio, 2021). It is difficult to define sustainability as for some 

sustainability means environmental conservation and resource management and for others it 

means providing three meals a day to their family (Kenter et al., 2019). 

 

Eric Cline (2021), in his book 1177 BC: The Year Civilization Collapsed, reminds readers that 

multiple civilizations all over the world collapsed in the late bronze age (from 1700 B.C to 1200 

B.C) and one of the reasons for this was climate change. Cline (2021) has argued that climate 

change, along with other social and economic reasons, was one reason why the civilizations of 

Mycenaean (modern day Greece), Hittite (modern day Turkey), Mitanni (northern Mesopotamia) 

and many others collapsed around 1177 BC. This history resonates profoundly with today's time 

even though the events are separated by a couple of millennia.  

 

Cline (2021) reminds us that “a perfect storm of calamities” in all aspects, social, economic and 

environmental, happened over the short time of a couple of decades in 1177 B.C. There was 

also a long megadrought during this period, which created food insecurity and forced 

socioeconomic systems to change with growing distress of the public (Drake, 2012). Although 

the effects of droughts had been affecting civilizations across eastern Europe and southwest 

Asia, Egypt was able to provide stable food for themselves and their neighbours. Evidently, the 

megadrought was also affecting the farming lands near the Nile, but Finkelstein et al. (2017) 

concluded that the Egyptian administration of Cannan had the foresight to understand the future 

1  Sustainable future is used deliberately instead of sustainable development. Development as a term indicates undefined growth. 
This gluttony of growth can push us to defy the limits of our planet and its resources creating exploitative and extractive systems. 
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requirements of the droughts and to plant and breed drought resilient food sources. Recognizing 

the need for change is a strong reflective theme of this thesis.  

 

Peter Jacques (2021) in the book ‘Sustainability - The basics’ brings us back to our time and the 

effects of unsustainable practices on our food systems. Jacques writes: “...food availability 

needs to grow enormously in a few decades [to feed the growing population], growth in critical 

crop yields are slowing, soils are degrading, biomass is being transitioned for energy (ethanol) 

instead of food, water availability is diminishing in many areas of the world, key inputs––like 

non-renewable phosphorus fertilizer––may be depleted between 2050–2100, while climate 

change is expected to reduce food productivity…” (p. 27). History has lessons to teach about 

unsustainable development and we have the means to a different approach to sustainability and 

to tackling climate change.  

 

One development that was not a common commodity in our ancestors' lives was the ability to 

communicate information quickly. With the advancement in news systems and social media, 

how information is processed and dispersed has changed completely. While we face our own 

challenges in communication, such as falling levels of trust in journalism (Fink, 2019; 

Fowler-Watt, 2023; Urner, 2022), how we report on complex topics like sustainability to reflect 

the present state of the situation, while also taking into account past actions, is a topic in need 

of further study. 

1.2 Current challenges of sustainability related journalism 

Heinz Bonfadelli (2010) recognized that debate over what is sustainability is one key challenge 

in defining and refining sustainable journalism. Along with this challenge, Bonfadelli (2010) 

argues that various sustainability issues are often not visible in our surroundings, implying that 

the effects of unsustainable development can take a long time to show a visible difference in our 

lives. In addition to this, Bonfadelli argues the topic of sustainability is cross sectional and 

journalists have to consider the uncertain elements of past (unsustainable development or 

actions), present (consequences of the past actions and what can be done to mitigate the 

effects further), and the future (result of the mitigation plan), making sustainability extremely 

complex to report upon.  
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This complexity poses a challenge for journalists who will cover sustainability issues, where 

cultural context along with local relevance cannot be discounted while framing sustainability 

related stories (Das et al., 2009; Krauss et al., 2012; Spradlin & Givens, 2022). Many scholars 

have equally argued that a sustainable future can only be achieved through social equity and 

mind-set change (Wibeck et al., 2019), and on these bases, this research-creation thesis will 

argue that potential solutions to the problem of our sustainable future are impacted by 

non-effective communication. 

 

The UN has clearly stated the important role of the media in supporting a sustainable future and 

in achieving Agenda 2030. This agenda comprises 17 different sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) ranging from creating gender equity to ending hunger but at the core these goals aim to 

provide social equity to the less fortunate, along with environmental protection and redefining 

development, so that socio-environmental balance is maintained. The UN has written that 

“communicating together and advocating for the SDGs amplifies the power of the UN message 

worldwide” (United Nations Sustainable Development Group, n.d.). Scholars have also agreed 

that the media influences the public’s perception of these issues, and that this perception is 

impacted by the way a journalist weaves their perspective into their stories and narration 

(Atanasova, 2019; Salathong, 2015; Spradlin & Givens, 2022). 

1.3 The goal and purpose of this research creation project 

1.3.1 The goal 

Through this research-creation project, I aimed to better understand how journalistic pieces can 

communicate knowledge and information about sustainable practices in a manner which 

empowers and equips people to contribute individually to the sustainable future of our society.  

 

The project focussed on the emerging academic concept of sustainable journalism, which 

Sundin (2017) defines as a practice that communicates challenges in ways that help societies 

evolve sustainably.  Sustainable journalism is one way to communicate sustainability related 

information to help build an informed and resilient society. The goal was to first understand the 

current academic research available on sustainable journalism, and then with the collection of 

expert opinions on the topic, develop a clear guide for aspiring journalists to make better use of 
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sustainable journalism to report on sustainable topics. Lastly, this guide was tested through the 

creation of audio and visual journalism stories on Concordia's sustainable initiatives.   

 

1.3.2 The purpose of this research 

There are multiple purposes for this research-creation project - two purposes are academic and 

these are elaborated here, however some of the purposes for this research creation project are 

part of my personal belief system and they are explained in the later reflection sections. 

 

A.​ Failure to understand the limits of our planet and the greed for something better 

Reports have suggested that all developed countries have not been able to fulfill their 

commitment to reducing greenhouse gases (United Nations Environment Programme, 

2023). This has created a need to understand what we are doing wrong to support the 

reduction of our carbon footprint and greenhouse gas emissions. Even though we’ve 

seen plenty of technological breakthroughs and policy changes around the world aimed 

at tackling unsustainable practices, most of them haven’t led to the kind of real, lasting 

change we need as a society (Brough et al., 2020; Newig et al., 2019). This leads me to 

explore the idea that changing our consumption behaviour and addressing our cognitive 

biases might be the real barrier to moving towards a sustainable future. To achieve this, 

we as journalists need to change the narrative of sustainability. I have developed a guide 

for sustainable journalism that can be used to create sustainable stories, ultimately 

contributing positively to the public's perception of sustainability.  

 

David Orr (2010) highlights in his book ‘Hope is an imperative’ the need to think beyond 

science based solutions for a sustainable future, writing “...deliverance will require more 

than astute science and a great deal more than smarter technology—both necessary but 

insufficient. Science can describe our situation down to parts per trillion and help to 

create better technologies, but it can give us no clear reason why we should want to 

survive, why we deserve to be sustained on Earth, or why we should worry about the 

lives or well-being of generations whose existence now hangs in the balance. That is, 

rather, the function of deeper senses that we catalog with words like morality, ethics, and 

spirituality.” (p. 319 to 320). Answering the ‘why’ of sustainability can help build public 

understanding and help us work toward a common goal. Journalism needs to focus on 
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‘why’ and ‘what now’, more rather than ‘how’, to help in giving public context and 

purpose for moving towards a sustainable future.   

 

B.​ To protect democracy and journalism:  

Democracy is an important abstract principle that underpins the functioning of some 

modern societies. One of the primary duties of a journalist is to provide citizens with 

accurate and relevant information, enabling them to make informed decisions that 

uphold democratic values (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021; Lippmann, 1965). 

 

Amanda Machin (2022) explores the relationship between climate crises and democracy, 

arguing that “climate change itself opens the opportunity to rethink the meaning, scope 

and value of democracy today and into the future”(p. 9). She introduces the concept of 

imaginaries—shared visions of reality that shape political practices, orient expectations, 

and inform decisions. These imaginaries, Machin (2022) argues, contribute significantly 

to our collective understanding of society and one could argue journalism significantly 

contributes to these shared visions. Kovach and Rosenstiel (2021) highlight that the 

purpose of journalism “has always been more of a service - a means for providing social 

connection and knowledge” (p. 14)., while Fischer et al. (2020) extends this concept to 

building shared understanding through the expectation “to convey content in an 

interesting, attractive, comprehensible and motivating way” (p. 1). Journalism, in this 

context, serves a parallel function by shaping, sustaining, and contesting these 

imaginaries to support the effective functioning of democracy. 

 

William Connolly (1994) adds another dimension to the conversation by arguing: “A 

viable democratic culture would embody a productive ambiguity at its very center. Its role 

as an instrument of governance and mobilizer of collective action would be balanced and 

countered by its logic as a medium for the periodic disruption and denaturalization of 

settled identities and conventions” (p. xv). This definition not only reflects the dynamic 

nature of democracy but also parallels how sustainable development should 

function—constantly evolving, questioning, and adapting. 
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Many scholars have noted that the ambiguity and complexity inherent in sustainability 

are among the reasons for its limited appeal in journalism and public discourse 

(Atanasova, 2019; Berglez, 2011; Berglez et al., 2017; Bonfadelli, 2010). However, I 

argue that this very ambiguity demands a deeper engagement with the concept of 

sustainability. Communication, particularly through journalism, plays a crucial role not 

only in shaping public perception but also in equipping and empowering citizens to make 

sustainable decisions. 

1.4 Research Questions 

This research-creation project aimed to contribute to the emerging field of sustainable 

journalism by exploring how journalism can more effectively support sustainable development in 

a developed country such as Canada. Through a combination of academic inquiry and creative 

practice, this project identified journalistic strategies that both inform and empower individuals to 

engage with sustainability in meaningful ways. The following research questions guided this 

investigation: 

RQ1: What are the key principles for a practical guide to sustainable journalism? 

This question was examined through the lens of sustainability experts. A qualitative survey was 

conducted to understand how professionals working within the field of sustainability perceive 

journalism's current role and how they believe it must evolve to better contribute to a sustainable 

future. The responses offered valuable insights into the types of narrative shifts required, 

particularly the need to transition from problem-centric to solution-oriented reporting that actively 

empowers audiences to be agents of change. 

The data gathered from the expert survey directly informed the creation of a Guide for 

Sustainable Journalism (see Appendix 2).  

RQ2: When applying a practical guide to sustainable journalism, do facts and figures or 
human-centered storytelling have a greater impact? 

RQ2 emerges from the need to evaluate the practical effectiveness of the Guide for Sustainable 

Journalism developed in response to RQ1. Specifically, RQ2 examines whether fact-based, 
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data-driven narratives or emotionally resonant human stories are more impactful when engaging 

with sustainability-related content. 

RQ2 was indirectly addressed through the research-creation component involving audio and 

visual journalism stories highlighting Concordia University’s sustainability initiatives. Rather than 

seeking direct responses from audiences, I sought to reflect on this question through lived 

experience, production challenges, and feedback from the surveyed experts. This reflexive 

process allows for critical engagement with the strengths and limitations of different journalistic 

approaches in sustainability reporting. 

Together, RQ1 and RQ2 provide a foundation for understanding how journalism can serve as 

both a reflective and transformative tool in the pursuit of a sustainable future. While the first 

question focuses on the development of a practical framework, the second offers insight into 

how such a framework can be meaningfully applied in real-world storytelling contexts. 

In the following sections, I explore the concept of sustainability and sustainable journalism, and 

examine the current role of communication in promoting sustainability. 
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Chapter 2 - The Context and Significance of Sustainability in Current Times 

Sustainability has become a buzzword in contemporary society. Paul B. Thompson and Patricia 

E. Norris (2021) describe it as a "vogue" concept, noting the pervasive bandwagon effect: 

"Everybody is talking about sustainability" (p. 17). On the surface, this widespread discourse 

might suggest that society is steadily progressing toward a sustainable future. However, this 

assumption does not hold up against current environmental indicators. Reports on greenhouse 

gas emissions reveal that most G7 countries have failed to meet their commitments to limit 

emissions (UNEP, 2023), indicating a significant gap between discourse and action. 

2.1 The Evolution of Sustainability 

In 1987, the UN World Commission on Environment and Development published the Brundtland 

Report, defining sustainable development as "development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (Keeble, 1988). 

The report introduced three interconnected pillars: economic growth, environmental protection, 

and social equity. These pillars remain central to contemporary sustainability discourse, though 

interpretations and priorities vary. 

Foley et al. (2003) conceptualize sustainability as a system characteristic. They argue that to 

understand sustainability, one must account for the full range of resources—natural, human, 

financial, and manufactured—that sustain a system. Yet in everyday life, these inputs often 

remain invisible, resulting in ignorance, overconsumption, and cascading problems (Foley et al., 

2003). A familiar example is single-use plastics: a seemingly trivial convenience that has 

become a major environmental burden requiring further resource expenditure to address (Rabiu 

& Jaeger-Erben, 2024). 

Heinberg and Lerch (2010) reminds us that sustainability is not a modern invention. Many 

Indigenous cultures have long emphasized intergenerational thinking. For example, the Great 

Law of Peace of the Iroquois Confederacy urged leaders to consider the impact of their 

decisions on the seventh generation (Heinberg & Lerch, 2010). This perspective, rooted in 

cultural tradition, highlights sustainability as a value system embedded in collective well-being 

and foresight. 
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In contrast, Bonevac (2010) critiques conventional sustainability paradigms, describing many as 

ethically incoherent or economically naive. He argues that “sustainable growth,” (Bonevac, 

2010, p. 86) when applied to material resources, is an oxymoron. While his pragmatism disrupts 

the optimism that characterizes much sustainability literature, it also raises crucial questions 

about the philosophical and political underpinnings of sustainability efforts. It also adds to the 

contextual complexity of sustainability as related to journalism that this thesis seeks to explore.  

Others, such as Thompson and Norris (2021), frame sustainability as a measure of whether our 

current way of life can continue over time. Meanwhile, Jacques (2021) offers a more expansive 

definition, viewing sustainability as the continuous process of nurturing capable, accountable, 

adaptive, and just societies in balance with complex ecosystems. Jacques (2021) emphasizes 

the contradiction inherent in needing to consume while recognizing the damage consumption 

causes in a globally interconnected system. Given this complexity, I contend that sustainability 

should not be confined to a fixed definition. Journalists must understand it as a dynamic, 

context-dependent concept that evolves alongside society’s needs and values. It seeks 

balance—not stasis—and its meaning shifts depending on geography, culture, and historical 

moment. 

2.2 My Perception of Sustainability 

I define sustainability as the process of reimagining practices, systems, and relationships to 

provide long-term social and environmental equity alongside economic resilience for all living 

beings. It is a vision of a fair future grounded in the well-being of ecosystems. It requires not 

only technical solutions but also a shift in mindset—from extraction to regeneration, from 

individualism to interdependence. Given its deeply interdisciplinary nature, sustainability cannot 

be reduced to a single definition that accommodates every context. Instead, it must be treated 

as a plural and evolving framework for fostering just and viable futures. I see journalism as 

engaging with this definition because of the clear importance of the topic and the dynamic 

nature, and needs, of the field. Like sustainability, journalism serves multiple purposes, and 

different sustainability topics call for different forms of journalism to illuminate them. In our 

current moment, there is a pressing need for journalism to evolve with the changing times in 

order to meet the information needs of our society. 
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2.3 What is Sustainable Journalism? 

Rooted in these evolving ideas, the term "sustainable journalism" was coined by Swedish media 

scholars Peter Berglez, Ulrika Olausson, and Mart Ots (2017). In their edited volume What is 

Sustainable Journalism?, contributors explore the dual dimensions of the concept. According to 

Lewis (2017), sustainable journalism refers both to (i) journalism about environmental and 

economic sustainability and (ii) journalism that produces enduring, socially useful information . 

Leung et al. (2017) argue that sustainable journalism extends beyond environmental 

reporting—it is also essential to the survival and renewal of journalism itself. 

As mentioned, Sundin (2017) further defines sustainable journalism as a practice that 
communicates challenges in ways that help societies evolve sustainably (p. 151). Across 

these perspectives, a shared understanding emerges: sustainable journalism seeks to inform, 

investigate, and educate while aligning with the three pillars of sustainable 

development—economic, environmental, and social. Like sustainability itself, sustainable 

journalism is a plural and evolving concept. Most scholars agree that it should: 

●​ Inform the public about sustainability challenges and crises; 

●​ Empower the public with solutions to make informed decisions; and 

●​ Operate in ways that are economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable. 

Building on Berglez et al. (2017), I argue that sustainable journalism must engage the public not 

only through information but also through narrative. It should equip communities with stories of 

possibility, resilience, and transformation, enabling them to imagine and enact alternatives to 

unsustainable systems. The focus remains on sustainability communication, rather than broader 

operational reforms within journalism itself. 

The relevance of sustainable journalism is further underscored by evidence that developed 

countries, including Canada, have fallen short in reducing greenhouse gas emissions (UNEP, 

2023). The United Nations and several scholars (Berglez, 2023; Bruggemann, 2017; Scheufele, 

2013) emphasize the role of communication in achieving sustainability goals, yet critique current 
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journalistic practices for their limitations in this regard (Atanasova, 2019; Bonfadelli, 2010; 

Krauss et al., 2012). 

2.4 Challenges Within Journalism 

Journalism faces many challenges (Berglez et al., 2017) but in the context of this 

research-creation thesis, I will highlight two: lack of media trust and the sustainability of 

journalism as a business. How the broader academic literature discusses the specific topic of 

sustainable journalism is addressed in the next chapter.   

Stiernstedt (2017) draws attention to the ethical risks posed by native advertising—a model 

where promotional content mimics journalistic content. He argues that this practice blurs the line 

between editorial integrity and commercial interests, potentially leading to audience 

disillusionment and misinformation (Stiernstedt, 2017). While native advertising is often justified 

as a financial necessity, it raises the question: can journalism remain ethically grounded if its 

survival depends on funding from institutions that may perpetuate unsustainable practices? 

Picard (2017) reminds us that the sustainability of journalism as an institution has historically 

been tied to both press freedom and economic viability. He argues that effective communication 

remains central to human flourishing and to addressing local and global challenges (Picard, 

2017). Despite differing emphases, both Stiernstedt and Picard underscore the urgent need to 

reimagine journalistic models for a socially sustainable and democratic future. 

This tension invites a deeper question: Should we focus on transforming the structure of 

journalism itself, or on fostering stronger ethical and civic commitments among journalists? 

Either way, the context provided above points to a clear imperative to rethink how journalism 

operates in light of contemporary sustainability challenges. 

Although sustainability is not widely discussed in the context of journalism, the sustainability of 

media has been a longstanding challenge since the digitization of news. This research-creation 

project was not designed to directly resolve these challenges; however, they were kept as a 

background consideration while addressing the research-creation questions. The final product 

of this project, the practical guide (see Appendix 2), highlights some potential solutions and 

aims to provide sustainable approaches to these challenges. 
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Chapter 3 - Toward a Sustainable Journalism Practice (Literature Review) 

Sustainable journalism is a relatively new subject in journalism studies, being only coined as a 

term in 2017 (Berglez et al., 2017). But there are several wider themes in the literature that are 

important to this topic, which are discussed below. 

3.1 Challenges of sustainability related communication 

Time and again scholars and sustainability ambassadors have reminded us of the importance of 

the media in cultivating peoples’ perspectives on different social issues and in working towards 

social transformation (Bonfadelli, 2010; Happer & Philo, 2013). Donsbach (2014) has credited 

the success of some social changes to a common understanding of the subject. This is relevant 

here since there is no clear definition of sustainable development and no common 

understanding of sustainable journalism, thereby posing a problem for scholarship on the topic.  

This issue goes deeper. Not having a clear definition, motivation, and/or goal for a subject not 

only makes the subject more confusing but also hinders the formation of public perspectives 

fueled by common understanding (Fowler & Gollust, 2015; Nisbet & Fahy, 2015; Scheufele, 

2013). On a broad level, Scheufele (2013) argues that inadequate science communication 

hinders the advancement of science, as it leaves the audience wondering about the importance 

of an advancement for society. Nisbet and Fahy (2015) further explore these issues as related 

to the room for misinterpretation or miscommunication of a topic, which they link to the 

politicization of environmental news (among other issues such as the cuts to science reporting 

staff). Nisbet and Fahy (2015) argue that politicizing the news creates a conflict narrative of one 

versus another, undermining the importance of the topic at hand. They write “these conflict 

narratives also undermine overall public trust in experts and government officials and reinforce 

public cynicism about whether a problem can ever be resolved” (Nisbet & Fahy, 2015, p. 225). 

Added to this lack of common understanding, some argue that the interdisciplinary nature of 

sustainability makes the communication of the topic (and thus sustainable journalism) even 

more complex (Bonfadelli, 2010).  
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Although the argument about lack of common understanding is completely credible, we cannot 

overlook the fact that on a broader level sustainability is all-encompassing - all systems, natural 

and man-made, affect every living being in their day to day lives, both for short term and long 

term needs and wants (Fu et al., 2022; SARAS Institute, n.d.). Along with this, the context of 

sustainability changes according to one's socio-economic standing (Kirsten & Eligius Biyase, 

2023). Personal beliefs and value systems should also be accounted for when discussing 

sustainability in an individual or community context. This provides us with an opportunity to treat 

sustainability and by extension sustainable journalism as a living system which changes with 

cultural, economical, environmental contexts and need of the hour. 

 

The lack of common knowledge can therefore be considered both a challenge and an 

opportunity – sustainable journalism need not be treated as inherently ambiguous, but rather 

approached as requiring a ‘flexibility of the subject’. This is not to suggest that scholars pointing 

to ambiguity (Bonfadelli, 2010) are mistaken—ambiguity or the lack of a clear definition can 

indeed lead to limited public understanding (Nisbet & Fahy, 2015). However, it also means that 

the challenges of sustainable journalism are inherently complex and multifaceted, reflecting the 

nature of the topic itself. 

To communicate sustainability-related information effectively to the public, communicators must 

bring not only their perspectives and opinions on the subject but also a strong interest in and 

broad knowledge of the field. The narrative should shift from seeing “ambiguity and complexity” 

as barriers to public understanding toward recognizing them as signs that there is more to learn, 

explore, and communicate. 

3.2 Four themes for development of sustainable journalism 

Nevertheless, scholars have agreed upon the importance of a few themes in the literature when 

it comes to the effective communication on sustainable development: (1) the importance of 

cultural and local context in a sustainable journalistic piece; (2) the importance of framing; (3) 

the need for the art of storytelling; and (4) the potential of solution-based approaches rather 

than just informing people about the crises. These themes are briefly discussed below and  

helped to inform the selection of key principles for a practical guide to sustainable journalism. 
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3.2.1 Theme 1: The importance of cultural and local context in a sustainable journalism piece 

In today’s world, Western society is well aware of the problems related to sustainability and we 

as a society still continue to practice unsustainable habits (Atanasova, 2019; Nicholson-Cole, 

2005). It’s not that the media has not communicated the importance of sustainable practices but 

that we do not see the immediate consequences of our actions (Bonfadelli, 2010) or face any 

drastic, direct impacts of our action and therefore ignore the urgency of the matter 

(Nicholson-Cole, 2005). Berglez (2011) explains this by writing: “The basic problem, when it 

comes to style, is that the climate issue only exists in the form of scientific prognoses and 

gradual tendencies, and not as ‘real’ events” (p. 457).  

One potential solution to this issue is to foreground cultural and local context. Scheufele (2013) 

explains that there is an important relationship between media trust, audience engagement, and 

cultural and local context. Scheufele (2013) notes that audiences deal with thousands of pieces 

of new information everyday and to avoid dealing with storing and analyzing this new 

information on a regular basis, we tend to actively pay attention to information that is easily 

comprehended and relevant to our lives and surroundings. This pushes audiences to select and 

consume journalistic pieces that are context and culturally specific to them. Consequently, as 

Bonafedli (2010) and Berglez (2011) have pointed out, without this local context, sustainability 

issues may exist only in the minds of people as a scientific prognosis (without direct experience 

of change), and never as a real and drastic event. Urner (2022) writes “The human brain always 

links new information with already existing memories and neural activity patterns, so that simple 

storage and deletion like on the hard disk of a computer is impossible” (p. 94).  

For example, Das et al. (2012) highlight that cultural differences can play a part in the reporting 

of certain topics, and that research about sustainable development (as related to news 

coverage) should not be done without addressing the cultural value of the region. Das et al.’s 

(2012) work is on environmental journalism in Bangladesh, where reporting on sustainability is 

not only viewed as an ecological issue but also reflects the social, economic and political 

contexts of the matter in almost all publications. Bangladesh is the ninth most natural 

disaster-prone country in the world (World Risk Report 2023). Residents of Bangladesh are 

often affected by a number of natural disasters, including floods, drought, salinity intrusion, cold 

waves, riverbank erosion, and thunderstorms. Bangladesh is also a global hotspot for tropical 
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cyclones due to increases in sea surface temperature (Ministry of Disaster Management and 

Relief, Bangladesh, 2020). These conditions make climate change a pressing subject for the 

people of Bangladesh and this is reflected in the kind of media accepted by the public there, 

where cultural and local relevance plays a major role in journalism production.   

The role of narrative is also important. Fischer et al. (2022) explain the use of cultural context in 

narrative structure and establish that using narrative structure affects the cognitive and conative 

abilities of the reader. I would argue that by extension the cultural demographic of a person will 

affect the way sustainability related news is consumed and reflected upon. Fischer et al. (2022) 

further state: “[s]tories serve as archetypal frameworks for humans to interpret and assimilate 

complex thoughts (Sugiyama 1996). This fundamental connection between our perceptual 

capacity and stories offers the opportunity to capture attention, reduce the cognitive effort 

required for reception, and provide the means to overcome cultural barriers” (p. 20).  

3.2.2 Theme 2: The importance of framing for sustainable journalism 

Media framing is explained by scholars as the perceived understanding of a news topic by the 

audience (Nisbet et al., 2003; Pan & Kosicki, 1993; Scheufele, 1999) Scheufele (1999) explains 

that media framing has multiple functions, including an “impact on attitudes, opinions or 

individual frames” (p. 110) when receiving news. Pan & Kosicki (1993) add that an audience's 

understanding should not be considered an independent entity but as a part of the news media 

discourse process. The way the audience perceives news frames may impact collective action 

and the building of shared knowledge in society. Therefore, Pan & Kosicki (1993) argue media 

framing is a device for audiences to connect the dots and view a bigger picture. Nisbet et al. 

(2003) also highlight how media framing “influence the attention of competing political actors 

and the public but the media also powerfully shape how policy issues related to science and 

technology controversy are defined, symbolized, and ultimately resolved” (p. 38).  

 

Importantly, for this project, Nisbet et al. (2003) note that how the media frames an issue can 

affect people's opinions for good. For example, Spradlin and Givens (2022) studied the impact 

of framing on the public's perception of sustainability in a case-study of climate change in three 

mountain towns in the Intermountain West of the United States. Using a frame analysis of three 

local newspapers (Park Record in Park City Utah, Summit Daily in Summit County Colorado and 
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Jackson Hole News & Guide in Jackson Hole Wyoming), they found that the reporters who took 

a personal tone when talking about the impact of climate issues on the community and 

businesses, impacted the perspectives of their audiences positively. This resulted in community 

action taken towards climate change. In an alternative example, Feldman et al.’s (2012) 

examination of climate change coverage on major American cable news channels showed that 

“Fox News promulgated a more dismissive view toward global warming, which was likewise 

shared by its audience…thereby amplifying doubt about global warming” (p. 23). 

 

Urner (2022) points out that sustainable technology and tools have existed for a while in our 

society, however adaptation of these technologies and tools are a challenge in our society. This 

challenge can be addressed by storytellers as they have the power to change narratives and 

equip and empower the audience to adapt to these changes. Urner (2022) highlights that as 

storytellers we have to understand the audience and frame the stories in a way that is beneficial 

to our audience. This connects to the role of narratives in theme 1.  

 

However, narratives can be misused as well. Objectivity has been a core principle of journalism, 

however, the use of objective reporting can be rooted in the politicization of stories. Nisbet and 

Fahy (2015) have explained the need for moving away from politicization of environmental 

reporting, where the use of conflict narratives has been linked to challenges. Urner (2022) 

further explains the need to surpass the notion of objective reporting, and its relationship to the 

economics of journalism businesses, writing: “if we as a society ensure that journalism is not 

financed by special interests such as political parties or companies can we open the path to 

constructive reporting…This turning point begins with the realization that as there is no such 

thing as objective reporting we need to better understand how recipients process information” 

(p. 98). 

 

Atanasova (2019) provides another perspective on this issue. Atanasova (2019) points out how 

media framing of sustainability is linked to consumerism, and particularly, the solution of green 

consumerism. However, she suggests green consumerism does not provide a sustainable 

solution and is not inclusive as green products often cater to a rich populus. Atanasova (2019) 

sees communication on sustainability as embedded in the power of science and the power of 

the market, writing that this “limits the options for challenging the status quo of consumerism 
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and the range of solutions that can be reported” (Atanasova, 2019, p. 701). This also limits the 

value of camaraderie and shows how current sustainability journalism may focus too heavily on 

the frames of science and economics, and too little on social issues.    

 

These media framing issues extend to the perspectives journalists hold. For example, a 

qualitative study conducted amongst Nigerian journalists, where they were asked about their 

perspective on Agenda 2030 and sustainable development, showed that these journalists 

understood that reporting on the 17 goals set by the UN is important, but that they did not see 

the importance of having their own individualist perspectives on these topics, nor the importance 

of sustainable development in general (Obateru, 2021). Obateru (2021) makes the argument 

that these journalists' perspectives will impact their audiences. 

 

Bonfadelli (2010) points out that even though sustainable development related communication 

may not be up to the par in some news rooms, the public still relies on established media for 

information on these topics. This indicates the importance of framing for sustainability 

journalism. Indeed, looking at the Spardin and Givens (2022) and Feldman et al. (2012) studies, 

the link between the approaches taken by media outlets, as well as various media frames that 

do not hold public interest or keep audience well-fare in mind, can lead to a chain of 

misinformation and distrust (Nisbet & Fahy, 2015; Scheufele, 2013). Thus, different scholars 

have suggested that media framing plays a crucial role in forming public beliefs and collective 

action on this topic of sustainability.  

3.2.3 Theme 3: Storytelling as a tool for sustainable journalism 

UNCED has described public participation as a fundamental prerequisite for achieving Agenda 

21 and by extension Agenda 2030. This concept is also agreed upon by a handful of scholars 

(Fischer et al., 2022; Molthan-Hill et al., 2020; Sundermann et al., 2022), and Molthan-Hill et al. 

(2020) in particular, argue that sustainability is a multidisciplinary concept, where the lack of 

community input across the different disciplines that study sustainability, is a potential reason 

why it has been difficult to have effective systems of communication on sustainable 

development. 

17 
 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=t21nva
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=NBSGEV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=XpOGXm
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/291/89/pdf/n1529189.pdf?token=IKcXM1A2yMyhqgTHbp&fe=true
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=peLHYu


The lack of effective communication is a key point for this thesis, one where Bonfadelli (2010) 

reminds us that stories on sustainable development are about the depletion of shared natural 

resources and the impact of development as a collective phenomenon. As noted in Theme 2, 

this makes sustainability a social issue rather than a development or political one (Bonfadelli, 

2010). Building on this theory and Theme 2 above, the communication of sustainable 

development should also be considered a social issue, one where the audience is encouraged 

to be part of the solution (Sundermann et al., 2022). 

Sundermann et al. (2022) explain that millennium development goals and the Paris Agreement 

are based on the perceived participation of civil society members who have the needed 

knowledge, willingness, and required skill sets to be part of the sustainable transformation of our 

society. Sundermann et al. (2022) highlight that this kind of transformation requires a change in 

the narrative – one where sustainable progress should be communicated in a way which is 

easily understandable. Storytelling should be vivid to reduce the fear of dynamic change 

amongst an audience. The authors further argue that communication for sustainability should 

not be solely complex factual information but should reflect the emotional impact of the issue 

(Sundermann et al., 2022).  

 

Research by Rogener and Wormer (2017) on risk reporting in science journalism provides an 

illustrative example, where scientists, professionals and journalists can give a lot of attention to 

factual information and fact checking, but ignore or are not unanimous on how narratives should 

be used. On this point, various scholars have highlighted the potential role of constructive 

journalism2 in sustainability stories. They highlight that having a solution-focused story and 

creating a hopeful future narrative can further encourage the public to be part of sustainable 

change (Atanasova, 2019; Salathong, 2015; Urner, 2022), which echoes Sundermann et al.’s 

(2022) call for this focus on public inclusion. Urner (2022) has repeatedly argued that retaining 

emotional content is impactful for people, giving the example of how people can vividly recall 

what they were doing during events such as 9/11. Bruner (2011) establishes that one can 

remember facts that are part of the stories 22 times better compared to stand alone facts. 

 

2  In this thesis, I mention both constructive journalism and solutions journalism as ways of reporting on sustainability issues. 
Constructive journalism is an umbrella term for journalism that takes a positive approach, focusing on possibilities and resilience 
instead of only the problems. Solutions journalism is a type of constructive journalism that specifically frames stories around 
responses to challenges, showing how people or communities are working on solutions and how effective those solutions are. 
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Research by Borgen-Eide (2024) shows the choice of narrative can influence how an audience 

perceives climate change stories. Borgen-Eide (2024) found that when a ‘what if’ scenario is 

added to a story to highlight the future consequence of an unsustainable practice, the 

engagement is higher from the audience. She highlights that cognitive estrangement might be 

one way to engage an audience to stimulate “contemplation on the status quo and ultimately 

may have transformative potential” (Borgen-Eide, 2024, p. 1). She encourages the reader to use 

‘tipping points’ as a tool to amplify the consequences and highlight the need for a sustainable 

future in journalistic stories.(Borgen-Eide, 2024) 

 

Overall, the history of storytelling as a tool to communicate dates back to the pre-civilization era 

(Armstrong, 2021). While not new, Fischer et al. (2022) explains that sustainability-related 

storytelling needs to pursue specific goals and use “very specific approaches to complex and 

knotty (wicked) sustainability challenges” (p. 14). For Fischer et al. (2022), this includes 

engaging “people with these complex problems by involving them in producing possible 

solutions” (p. 14). In this context, the role of sustainable storytelling, and thereby sustainable 

journalism, is to help people adapt to current and upcoming challenges. They argue that this 

type of storytelling helps explain the moral-ethical issue of sustainability and gives an audience 

a chance to understand multiple perspectives and thereby broaden their own perspective 

(Fischer et al., 2022). 

 

3.2.4 Theme 4: The potential of solution-based approaches to sustainable journalism  

 

Numerous scholars suggest that a constructive and solution-based approach should be used 

while reporting on the varied topics related to sustainability (Atanasova, 2019; Berglez, 2023; 

Sundermann et al., 2022; Urner, 2022).  Steve de Shazer famously stated “Problem talk creates 

problems, solution talk creates solutions” (as cited in Urner, 2022, p. 92). Urner (2022) argues 

that negative narration or only reporting on the issue can create a state of learned helplessness, 

especially in situations where there are unsolvable issues at hand. The issue of sustainability is 

complex in nature and can provide an illusion of an unsolvable problem as the progress is not 

visible quickly and can sometimes take decades or a lifetime to see the change, creating an 

illusion of stagnancy or unsolvable problems. A solution oriented approach can promote future 

oriented thinking and action, mentioned as a prerequisite for a sustainable future. 
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Berglez (2023), in particular, argues for how a solution-based approach can be one of the 

solutions for the effective communication of Agenda 2030. He suggests that “the importance of 

journalism as a public good in times of SD challenges could be further explored and developed” 

(Berglez, 2023, p. 2), going so far to write that “sustainable journalism (SJ) should become an 

important co-solution to the goals as they currently stand” (Berglez, 2023, p. 2). A focus on 

solutions journalism has emerged in other areas of news production (Solution Journalism, 

2020), where arguments exist that it can provide both (i) tools to the public to make informed 

decisions and (ii) encourage people to get involved. Berglez (2023) proposes ten principles to 

allow for an effective sustainable journalism story, stating that if journalists identify relevant 

initiatives/ solutions/ innovations, along with identifying the people behind these initiatives/ 

solution/ innovations, it is more likely these items will become newsworthy. 

Atanasova (2019) further argues that news on sustainability should use a constructive 

journalism approach: one where a piece of journalism not only answers the five W’s but also 

asks the question of ‘what now’? This approach encourages a journalist to not only report on the 

issue but also give the audience potential solutions or at least a sense of what should happen 

next (Atanasova, 2019). Urner (2022) explains that the role of constructive journalism is to 

better justify the core task of journalism (i.e., to provide socially relevant information so the 

public can make informed decisions). Urner (2022) expands on Atanasova (2019) to write 

“[w]hen the what-now question is answered collectively, it is not part of a journalistic trend but a 

fundamental responsibility in a democracy” (p. 98). For Urner (2022), the fundamental point of a 

constructive approach is to change the perception of a topic and reflect on how this can enact 

progress by asking a ‘what-now’ question. 

This can be seen to counter what Fowler and Gollust (2015) call the use of conflict narratives in 

science-related news, which can undermine the overall trust in experts, government officials, 

and communicators of these topics, as well as lead to the public wondering about how to 

resolve the problem or to lose hope. Sanal and Aram (2023) think a constructive approach in 

environmental reporting can help negate hopeless feelings that are generated due to an 

apocalyptic narration of environmental stories. Indeed, one can theorize that a constructive 

journalism approach could give new hope to audiences and also motivate them to create a 

positive change in their perspective for a sustainable future Holliday (2019) argues that 

individuals who are more conscious and receptive toward environmental issues are better able 
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to incorporate inspiration into their practices. Sanal and Aram (2023) point out that this kind of 

approach can help journalists undertake transformative narratives in their reporting. 

In summary, this literature review suggests a change is needed in order to form sustainable 

systems that include our media systems. Fung and Weder (2025) suggest that a journalist's 

professional approach has to change in times when crises become a daily part of one's work 

(Fung & Weder, 2025). Obateru (2021) argues further that a journalist's own opinions and 

perspectives are crucial when reporting on sustainability issues . Fung and Weder (2025) 

summarize this in writing: “communication and journalism [is viewed] as transformative 

practices, involving the construction of public discourses, negotiations, and sense-making 

processes, enables us to capture shifts in normative frameworks and explore emerging 

communicator role perceptions” (p. 371). There is an acute need for not only narrative 

transformation of sustainability but also a shift in the perspective of journalists reporting on the 

topic. 

3.3 My inspiration from the literature  

The literature on sustainable journalism inspires me to explore how giving equal, to substantially 

more, importance to solutions can help us gain back audience trust and restore the hope we all 

seem to be losing for future generations. But more clarity is still needed to achieve this research 

goal.  

I have been inspired to do this research-creation thesis due to: (a) my personal connection to 

nature and its importance in my life, (b) to help others harness a passion for the subject, and (c) 

to use my knowledge and skills to advance a project and topic that can make a difference. 

Rogener and Wormers (2017) write that the quality of environmental journalism is not seen as a 

priority for news networks around the world, and this affected me. I believe that if journalists see 

the urgency of sustainable journalism for the sustainable future of the society, this can result in 

change. We need to become more conscientious about how we frame journalistic pieces for our 

sustainable future. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology 

 

Researchers in the field of sustainability can perceive our reality as the reality of the majority of 

other people, which can lead to proposing solutions that might not work for everyone. I believe 

in the principles of participatory action research (PAR), and in my opinion, we should get people 

involved in the solution finding process with a pragmatic approach. This might not guarantee a 

solution for everyone, but it can provide a more diverse perspective on the issue at hand, in our 

case unsustainable development. 

4.1 Pragmatic and Participatory Action research (PAR)-inspired methodology 

application 

This research creation thesis was inspired by a pragmatic central worldview. Creswell (2014) 

describes pragmatism as an application oriented worldview. The author points out that in 

pragmatism “[t]ruth is what works at the time” (p.11), adding that unlike other worldviews, 

pragmatism does not treat reality independent of the mind. It is further emphasized that in taking 

a pragmatic approach to a research problem, it is important to take a pluralist worldview to “drive 

the knowledge about the problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 10) and to recognize that pragmatism is 

not about seeing the world through absolute truth, but finding a solution that works in the 

present reality. For this project, this translated to achieving a goal-oriented solution to the 
problem of how to better utilize sustainable journalism. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, both Berglez (2011) and Krauss et al. (2012) have 

expressed a concern that contradictory information provided to the public can create distrust 

and leave people questioning the importance of sustainability in the current times. This and 

other issues may have a pragmatic solution in the form of sustainable journalism, but this has 

yet to be articulated into journalistic practice or a practical guide that might help to address 

these concerns or at least test their usefulness. One key focus of this project was to understand 

how sustainable journalism can engage the public and inspire them to be part of the change, 

which was explored as inspired by approaches to participatory action research (PAR).    

PAR is an approach where experiential knowledge is used to identify and give real world 

solutions to a systematic problem (Cornish et al., 2023). Cornish et al. (2023) explain that one 
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goal of PAR is not to generate knowledge for scientific progress but to advance knowledge for 

action and knowledge through action. PAR projects are concerned with providing solutions by 

taking into consideration what the community needs (Cornish et al., 2023) through 

communicating with that community. The goal for this project was to advance strategies for 

sustainable journalism with the community of Concordia, through reporting on their sustainability 

efforts and the mindsets of people contributing to sustainable practice at and around Concordia 

University. This was hoped to allow for the project to have a well rounded perspective on 

Concordia’s sustainability communities. 

Theoretically, this research creation thesis was inspired by four key principles of PAR: 

1.​ The importance of authority derived from direct lived experience was central to this 

research. This was applied through the survey and interviews conducted with members 

of the Concordia sustainability community (RQ1 and RQ2). 

2.​ Creating knowledge from action was another guiding principle. The process of engaging 

with academic literature, analyzing survey responses, and conducting interviews 

informed the development of key principles for a practical guide to sustainability 

journalism (RQ1). 

3.​ Undertaking research as a transformative process was integral to the project. The 

creation of the guide (RQ1) and its application within the Concordia sustainability 

community (RQ2) aimed to shift the narrative of sustainability, illustrating how audiences 

can actively contribute to this change. This approach fostered transformation both for 

me, as the researcher, and for those involved in the study. 

4.​ Collaboration through dialogue also shaped this work. As Cornish et al. (2023) note, 

“PAR’s power comes from harnessing the diverse sets of expertise and capacities of its 

collaborators through critical dialogues” (p. 2). By drawing on qualitative data from 

sustainable communities (RQ1) and producing journalism for broader audiences (RQ2), 

this research emphasized collaborative dialogue as a means of achieving its objectives. 

While this project did not directly apply PAR as a methodology, these key principles informed 

choices for the research creation completed, and were kept in mind at all times. 
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4.2 The two major parts to this research creation thesis 
 

4.2.1 Part 1: Key principles for a practical guide to sustainable journalism (RQ1) 

This thesis started by identifying key principles for a draft guideline to improve the usefulness of 

sustainable journalism. Key principles were identified in the literature through a thematic 

summary (Sandelowski, 2000) of works on sustainable journalism and the communication of 

sustainable development and our sustainable future. Part of this literature is discussed in 

Chapters 2 and 3,  but with the popularity of environmental journalism, climate change 

journalism, and solutions journalism, was also expanded to include other guidelines that 

promote quality journalism (i.e., those not specifically focused on sustainability; Berglez, 2023; 

Rögener & Wormer, 2017). These guidelines often include: (i) a set of criteria that a piece of 

journalism aims to fulfill (e.g., Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia & Abrar, 2020), (ii) a set of 

suggestions on the ‘dos and don’ts’ while reporting on a story (e.g., Bourassa, 2013), or (iii) a 

set of ethical rules (e.g., Sanal & Aram, 2023).  

Approaches to guideline development in journalism are varied, often shaped either by 

theoretical frameworks (Berglez, 2023) or the specific needs of a given journalistic field 

(Rögener & Wormer, 2017). In this thesis, the guideline took the form of a set of principles and 

suggestions aimed at encouraging journalists to rethink their role within a broader societal and 

ecological context. Drawing from Obateru’s (2021) findings, which highlight the significant 

influence of journalists' perspectives on public understanding of key issues, the practical guide 

to sustainable journalism was designed to empower journalists to critically engage with systemic 

problems and explore viable solutions. It invites them to cultivate informed perspectives on 

sustainability and to build relationships with communities and organisations actively working 

toward change. As a pragmatic and adaptive approach, the guide was conceived as a living 

document—one that evolves in response to the shifting demands and urgencies of its time 

(Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1 Image source: Chat GPT, Visual representation of the process of the Sustainable journalism guide as a 

living document 

The development of the guide was also informed by a qualitative survey (Braun et al., 2021). 

The survey was conducted online with members of Concordia University’s sustainability 

community in over two months between late January and early March 2025. This included 

representatives from various sustainability-focused organizations such as the Office of 

Sustainability, Sustainable Concordia, Concordia Food Coalition, among others (particularly 

those associated with student-led fee-levy organizations). Additionally, organizations like the 

Office of Sustainability and SHIFT were included due to their explicit alignment with 

sustainability principles. Participants were selected based on their substantial experience 

working with sustainability-related initiatives and projects, ensuring a strong grasp of the subject 

matter and the ability to contribute meaningful insights from the field. Invitations were sent 

through official email communication channels, with requests to circulate the survey among all 

working members.  

The survey employed 12 open-ended questions designed to explore participants’ perspectives 

on sustainability, their evaluation of current communication practices surrounding sustainable 

development, and their views on what aspects of sustainability communication are most critical 
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(see Appendix 1 for the full list of questions). The survey was administered via Qualtrics, an 

experience management software commonly used for gathering qualitative data.  While the 

exact number of recipients remains uncertain, it is estimated that the survey reached 

approximately 50–55 individuals, with 13 completing it (approximately a 25% response rate). 

Participants were offered the option to remain anonymous, and the majority chose to do so. The 

survey was approved by Concordia’s Research Ethics Unit with certificate number 30021246. 

The design of the survey was, arguably, the most straightforward part of the process. Having 

engaged with Concordia’s sustainability community in various roles—such as board member, 

volunteer, ambassador, and working group member—I brought a nuanced understanding of 

both the operational dynamics of sustainability and the current state of related communication 

efforts. The survey questions were shaped not only by academic literature but also by my direct 

experiences and conversations with sustainability practitioners. Ultimately, the questions were 

crafted to capture expert perspectives on the challenges and opportunities in communicating 

sustainability in an accessible and impactful way. 

Data analysis of the survey results followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic 

analysis approach, which is well-suited for exploring complex, interdisciplinary subjects such as 

sustainability communication. This flexible method enabled the identification of recurring 

patterns across the qualitative survey responses. After being familiarized with the data through 

repeated reading, initial codes were manually generated based on recurring ideas related to 

sustainability, communication, empowerment, and systemic barriers (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 

88-89). These codes were then organized into broader themes such as critiques of green 

consumerism, the need for inclusive and locally grounded reporting, and calls for shifting media 

narratives from individual to systemic responsibility. The themes were refined to ensure clarity, 

distinctiveness, and alignment with the study’s research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 

91–93). Finally, the themes were translated into actionable insights that directly informed the 

Guide for Sustainable Journalism (see Appendix 2), particularly in its emphasis on framing, 

tone, journalistic approach, and inclusivity. 

Lastly for Part 1, a final open thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was conducted on 

different scholarly works related to the topics of sustainability and communication, and 

sustainability and journalism. This final step was targeted and involved directed, open reading 
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that envisioned these scholarly works as qualitative data. Themes such as the success of 

sustainable initiatives through media interventions (Fischer et al., 2022), suggestions for 

impactful communication for a sustainable future (Atanasova, 2019), future scope of application 

of theory (Berglez, 2023), and reasons for the unpopularity of sustainability-related 

communication in traditional media (Berglez, 2011)—as discussed by the researchers—were 

considered primary. Following this, the patterns from this open reading were categorized into 

broader themes. After reviewing the scholarly works multiple times, these themes were refined 

and simplified. These themes were then translated into actionable insights that directly informed 

the Guide for Sustainable Journalism (see Appendix 2), particularly in its emphasis on framing, 

storytelling, and journalistic approach. 

4.2.2 Part 2: Application of a practical guide to sustainable journalism (RQ2) 

Informed by PAR (Cornish et al., 2023), Part 2 of this research creation thesis involved applying 

the practical guide from Part 1 to report on sustainable initiatives at Concordia University. This 

research-creation took place on site during the summer of 2025, and sought to create audio and 

visual journalism. This on-site testing was essential, as it provided insight into both the 

functionality of the guide and reflections on RQ2 as to whether an audience wants to 

understand the facts of a sustainability event or are interested in the stories of people who are 

making a difference. These stories allowed me to explore why people choose to incorporate 

sustainable practices in their everyday life and what kind of information helps them make 

informed decisions.  

The audio and visual journalism created for this project includes interviews with different people 

who have founded, work with or volunteer with sustainable initiatives on campus for betterment 

of the Concordia community and beyond. These interviews allowed for this thesis to be informed 

by the high motivation and perspective of people who have chosen sustainable living and create 

sustainable projects out of their lived experiences. I used short-form visual documentation 

methods (Langmann & Pick, 2018) along with mid to long form podcasts inspired by the 

National Geographic Podcast Overheard. Social media based in local news can provide a sense 

of community to like minded people (Lysak et al., 2012) and also help reporters connect with 

audiences (Stassen, 2010). Although these studies are a decade old, these points still ring true 

today. Along with the popularity of podcasting as an information provider (Heshmat et al., 2018), 
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I hoped to allow my interviewees story to shine through and create personal narratives that 

connect with audiences, all with the goal of testing the Part 1 guide.  

The two initiatives that agreed to participate in this research-creation thesis were Cultivaction 

and the Hive Free Meals Program. These initiatives were chosen because both provide locally 

relevant solutions to address the food insecurity faced by students on campus. 

Cultivaction was founded during the pandemic to preserve green spaces at Concordia’s Loyola 

Campus. Cultivaction has grown into a student-led cooperative centered on regenerative 

agriculture and food sovereignty. The initiative practices chemical‑free farming and cultivates 

heirloom varieties.They also provide educational programs on foraging, gardening, agriculture, 

and various aspects of growing food. I created two separate audio and visual pieces on this 

initiative, as its members hold expertise in diverse subjects. One story focused on alternative 

gardening and farming techniques and their impacts on the surrounding community, featuring 

Eric Chervrier and Mohamed Al-Duias. The other story explored mushrooms—what they are, 

how to grow them, and their role in waste management—featuring Nico Shuttle. 

The Hive Free Meals Program was launched in 2017 with the aim of providing vegan lunches to 

students on the Loyola campus during school days. Over time, it has expanded to offer free 

breakfasts, and is now working to raise funds to provide free dinners as well. If successful, this 

would make them the first campus in Canada to offer three free meals a day to students in 

need. For this piece, I interviewed Emily Grey, the former Lunch Program Coordinator at the 

time, and Carissa Pillipow, a long-term volunteer and patron. Grey shared her experiences 

managing the lunch program and the daily challenges it faces, while Pillipow reflected on her 

time as both a volunteer and a student, and the benefits she has gained from the program 

beyond just free meals. 

The short form visual documentaries are between 60 sec to 90 secs, and the long format 

podcasts are approximately 12 minutes each. Although it was not intended, initiatives which 

agreed to be part of this research-creation thesis were food related. The thesis therefore 

created a three-part series on food cultivation and transformation. This focus proves to be very 

important for wider sustainability issues and a strong example with which to test RQ2.  
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For example, according to the United Nations, in 2022, 9.2% of the world’s 

population—approximately 735 million people—were facing chronic hunger. This is not the only 

food insecurity challenge confronting our society today; population growth, urbanisation, 

changing consumer patterns, and climate change have all contributed to rising food inflation 

(United Nation, n.d.). During a press release, UN Secretary-General António Guterres reflected: 

“Broken food systems are not inevitable. They are the result of choices we have made. There is 

more than enough food in the world to go around. More than enough money to fund efficient 

and sustainable food systems to feed the world, while supporting decent work for those who 

grow the food we eat” (United Nation, 2023). In addition, Ritchie et al. (2022) reported that food 

production is responsible for 26% of global greenhouse gas emissions (Ritchie et al., 2022). 

Taken together, these realities make it clear that we, as a society, must reimagine our 

relationship with food, the systems that sustain it, and engage with the complexity of how to 

create impactful sustainable journalism on the topic.    

As an added benefit, food cultivation, sustainability and transformation, and communication 

about them, have been one of my interests.    
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Chapter 5 - Results and Reflections 

5.1 RQ1: From fiction to function: Re-imagining media’s role in our sustainable future 

The first result of this research-creation thesis is a set of guidelines entitled ‘From fiction to 

function: Re-imagining media’s role in our sustainable future’ (see Appendix 2). These 

guidelines focus on sustainable journalism and aim to achieve four key objectives:  

1.​ To re-imagine the role of journalism in a sustainable future. 

2.​ To empower and equip the public to move towards sustainable practices. 

3.​ To re-evaluate the role of objectivity in the practice of sustainable journalism. 

4.​ To re-evaluate the role of journalists' own perspective when engaging in public discourse 

and the creation of common knowledge.  

 

These objectives resulted in the following principles being identified as key to the future 

usefulness of sustainable journalism: 

 

 Principles Its relationship with Sustainability/ sustainable future 

1 Define your perspective and 

objective 

Start by clarifying your perspective and opinions on 
sustainability. Know what story you want to tell and how it 
can empower your audience to make meaningful, 
sustainable choices. This will help you set clear goals for 
your story. At this stage, it is also important to define the 
emotions you want to evoke in your audience. 

2 Align your objective with 
your motivation for telling 
the story 

Make sure your purpose drives your reporting. Stories 
should reflect your intention to inform, inspire, or catalyze 
sustainable change—not just attract clicks. To achieve 
this, move beyond the 5Ws and H, and ask: ‘What now?’ 

3 Consider the conative and 

cognitive requirements of 

the audience 

Understand what your audience knows, feels, and what 
they can do. Provide resources, context, and guidance to 
make sustainable choices feel possible and practical. 

4 Take a solution-based 
approach 

Focus on the actions your audience can take, or on 
successful solutions they can draw inspiration from to 
make sustainable changes. 

5 Depoliticize the story Focus on collective solutions rather than partisan 
debates. Keep attention on what works, who is involved, 
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and the power of collective action. This will allow you to 
practice sustainable journalism with a future-oriented 
mindset. 

6 It’s a collaboration - not just 
a story you are telling 

Let the voices of communities, initiatives, and 
changemakers lead. As a facilitator, your role is to help 
them tell their stories authentically and inclusively. 

7 Framing the story correctly Shape narratives with the public in mind. Use clear, 
simple language and emphasize social relevance to 
make sustainability tangible and relatable. 

8 Local and cultural context 
matters 

Shape narratives with the public in mind. Use clear, 
simple language, and highlight social relevance to make 
sustainability tangible and relatable. 

9 Use storytelling as a tool Go beyond facts—use stories to highlight lived 
experiences and human impact. Emotion, narrative, and 
perspective make complex sustainability issues resonate. 

10 Consider how your stories 
will be perceived by the 
audience and how they will 
affect them 

Consider how your story empowers the audience. Help 
them feel capable, informed, and motivated to contribute 
to sustainable change. 

Table 1.1 Principles from sustainable journalism guide and its relationship to sustainability/ sustainable future 

These ten principles link to gaps in how past journalism on sustainability has failed to have a 

clear objective on debates in sustainability fields (Bonfadelli, 2010), how the motivation and 

intention of reporters are hardly ever addressed (Fritz, 2022), and how past work tended to 

politicize sustainability as a matter of crises or not (Nisbet & Fahy, 2015). Such challenges are 

outlined in the four themes presented in Chapter 3, but to my knowledge this is one of the first 

times such academic work has been translated into a practical guide.  

Reflecting on RQ1 and the purpose of this question, this guide represents practical strategies 

that journalists can adopt to report on sustainability in ways that are constructive, contextual, 

and inclusive. For example, the guide asked journalists to define their perspective and objective 

for doing the story, which is meant to encourage journalists to understand their own thoughts on 

the topic and how it can influence the story. Another example is how local and cultural context 

matters, where the goal was to encourage journalists to better understand how their audience 

engages with sustainability locally and the influence of cultural traditions before crafting their 

journalism (think beforehand as sustainable issues are complex). This extends to understanding 
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if a solution-based story has local and cultural relevance for their audience. More details on the 

why and the how of the guide are available in Appendix 2. 

5.2 RQ1: Survey Results 

Survey responses consistently emphasized the importance of equipping audiences with 

knowledge that inspires agency rather than despair. This survey represented a novel 

contribution to the project, offering a deeper understanding of what local experts believe should 

be prioritized in communication efforts to advance sustainability goals. By integrating these 

findings with insights from scholarly literature, the guide was improved with a more unique and 

grounded perspective. 

The survey explored participants’ personal and professional relationships with sustainability, 

with 12 questions addressing its definition, communication, and media representation. While 

definitions of sustainability varied, reflecting individual values and experiences, a shared 

emphasis on social justice, ecological interdependence, and community-centered approaches 

emerged. For example, Participant D described sustainability as “aligning our social and 

institutional systems to value human and non-human life,” echoing a collectivist and 

justice-driven view that challenges dominant growth-based paradigms. 

Interestingly, while participants generally acknowledged sustainability as both a scientific and 

social issue, most leaned toward viewing it primarily as social. This view was best captured by 

Sheena Swirlz, who emphasized how “apathy and convenience drive citizens to make poor 

decisions,” stressing the importance of informed, empowered communities. 

The responses also revealed a critical stance on green consumerism and its media portrayal. 

Participants cautioned against media narratives that individualize responsibility and promote 

unchecked consumerism, even when framed as “green.” Several advocated for a journalism 

that centers marginalized voices and focuses on systemic change. As one participant 

suggested, sustainability communication must move beyond awareness and toward fostering 

tangible, collective action. These insights are essential for reimagining how journalism can serve 

as a tool for equity and transformation in the sustainability discourse. 

The detailed analysis and data of the survey is attached as Appendix 1. 
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5.3: RQ1: Author’s specific reflections on the guide and its development  

As this was the author's first formal research into sustainable journalism, identifying appropriate 

principles for the guide proved to be both challenging and rewarding. Sustainable journalism is 

still a nascent field with limited scholarly consensus (Berglez et al., 2017) or established best 

practices (Fischer et al., 2022). However, this lack of precedent also enabled me to approach 

the subject with creativity and originality, drawing on lived experience, interdisciplinary 

knowledge, and a reflective research process. In doing so, I hoped to address how journalism 

can better aid in a sustainable future and allow previously limited PAR-informed research (see 

Chapter 4) on sustainable journalism to flourish.  

Journalism has historically played a crucial role in shaping public understanding and catalyzing 

social change (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021). The development of the guide reaffirmed the belief 

that journalism must be redefined if it is to meet the demands of an ecologically and socially 

sustainable future. A reoriented journalism—grounded in sustainability—must go beyond 

informing; it must also engage, empower, and equip the public to envision alternative futures. 

This guide is designed to serve as a living document and to grow and progress with the 

information needs of a changing society. The hope is that as it is used it will improve.  

5.4: RQ2: Application of Guide 

The second result of this research-creation thesis is an original two-part series of audio and 

video journalism entitled Food Focused - Sustainable Food Systems of Concordia.  This series 

involved the following podcasts and social media video:  

1.​ Cultivation Stories 

A1.  Experiment, Grow, Repeat—The Adventures of Alternative Agriculture (Short 

Video) 

A2. Experiment, Grow, Repeat—The Adventures of Alternative Agriculture 

(Podcast) 

B1. From Plate to potential - the mystical adventures of mushrooms (Short Video) 
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B2. From Plate to potential - the mystical adventures of mushrooms (Podcast)  

2.​ Hive Free Meals Program 

C1.Beyond Free Meals - A Recipe for Community Connection (Short Video) 

C2. Beyond Free Meals - A Recipe for Community Connection (Podcast) 

RQ2 was informed by scholarly literature on sustainability communication, particularly the edited 

volume Narrating Sustainability Through Storytelling by Daniel Fischer, Sonja Füchker, Hanna 

Selm, and Anna Sundermann. The book explores the use of narrative frameworks to 

communicate sustainability in ways that are relatable and transformative, suggesting that 

emotional engagement plays a vital role in motivating individual and collective action.  

Briefly, the stories embody the RQ1 guide in several ways. They take a solution-oriented 

approach (principle 4) relevant to Concordia students, while drawing on the experiential 

knowledge of sustainable initiatives that shaped the audio and video pieces. This can be seen in 

Beyond Free Meals when the story deals with how having limited funding has impacted the 

organization and how they overcame this by communicating their need for more volunteers. The 

journalism pieces on Cultivaction’s alternate farming reflected principle 3 - the conative abilities 

of students were considered by addressing the level of ease in making the sustainable 

transformations suggested.  

All the pieces reflected principle 6 — “It’s a collaboration, not just a story you are telling” — by 

being transparent about the motivation behind the stories and integrating suggestions from 

collaborators. When I first met Emily Grey, the former lunch coordinator of Hive Free Meals, I 

explained the project and emphasized, “I would like for this to be a collaboration. If you have 

any suggestions or comments, I will do my best to accommodate them.” Grey suggested 

documenting the experience of a long-term volunteer, and this directly shaped the story. This 

was not my past approach to sustainability stories as a journalist, which often took a one-sided, 

one-way communication approach. 

The stories also challenge the convention of using a formal, detached tone. Instead, a 

conversational and semi-formal style (principle 7) was chosen to resonate with the primary 
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audience: young Concordia students and community members. This can be seen in all the short 

videos and podcasts, particularly in the podcast about alternate farming with Eric Cher and 

Mohammed Al-Duais. This choice made the stories more inviting, helping the consumers of the 

story(s) understand the resources available to them and encouraging them to visit CultivAction 

farms or Hive Free Meals services. In this way, the stories reflect Fischer et al.’s (2022) work, 

who notes that “storytelling is about using narrative structures to achieve certain affective, 

cognitive, or conative effects in readers” (p. 14). These pieces were designed to provide 

accessible solutions while also sparking curiosity about sustainable practices. 

Reflecting on RQ2, the journalism production undertaken created space for the author to reflect 

on individual action through qualitative and participatory methods. Collaborating with two of 

Concordia’s sustainability initiatives provided insights not only into the challenges they face, but 

also into how, with creativity and limited resources, they find ways to overcome them. This truly 

reflects the fact that sustainability requires a change in narrative — a shift in mindset. Once one 

understands the essence of sustainability and the importance of sustainable actions, one can 

find ways to address sustainability issues with a pragmatic approach. 

Drawing from my own experience, my approach to a sustainable future was initially through 

technological innovation. Later, during my time in Auroville3—a small experimental town in 

South India where sustainability is embedded in every aspect of life—I came to realize that 

(un)sustainability is not only a systems issue but equally, if not more, a communications issue. 

Hearing people’s stories and lived experiences during this project highlighted how abstract ideas 

and data alone are insufficient; it is through human-centered storytelling that the essence of 

sustainability becomes meaningful and actionable. This reinforces that sustainable journalism 

can have greater impact when grounded in narratives that connect facts to lived realities.  

 

 

3 Auroville is an experimental town established February 28, 1968, by a French-Indian spiritual guru, Mira Alfassa. It is located in the 
state of Tamil Nadu, India. Although the city was established as a spiritual center (Bhatia, 2014; Koduvayur Venkitaraman & Joshi, 
2022), it has grown to be one of the biggest eco villages in the world with a population of approximately 3300 people from 62 
countries. Sustainability is not an official part of Auroville charter but is a central theme for Aurovillians and the research occurring 
there (Koduvayur Venkitaraman & Joshi, 2022). The purpose of this ecovillage is to serve as a laboratory for testing alternative and 
holistic models of development, including social and ecological fixes, which can be overlooked when focusing solely on 
technological issues to a systematic problem. 
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5.5 Overall reflections and the future of sustainable journalism 

This is not the first instance in which human civilization has faced a challenge encompassing all 

systems and forms of life. What distinguishes the present, however, is our increasing mastery of 

mediated communication. Advances in technology now enable the rapid and efficient 

dissemination of information in ways that were unavailable to our ancestors. For betterment of 

the future of this planet it is important to change the narrative of sustainability and work towards 

a sustainable transformation.  

 

Inspired by the work of Barron et al. (2017), one of the goals of the guide on sustainable 

journalism was to create an expressional impact on the public to empower them to participate in 

being change makers. Barron et al. (2017) writes: “[c]onsider an interjection that other speakers 

ignore in order to return to the matter at hand. That interjection would be surprising given its 

past, but equally surprising given its future, symmetric surprise under time reversal, because all 

the new information is lost, or transient. In contrast, a rhetorically effective interjection might shift 

the conversation to a new issue with differing vocabulary. This shift would appear as a surprise 

asymmetry about the interjection” (p. 7).  

 

For me, Barron et al. (2017) are suggesting that achieving social transformation depends largely 

on the elements of novelty and resonance. In this case, the novelty lies in the concept itself, 

while the resonance comes from using tone and language that connects with the intended 

audience. The guide and the journalism created for this project sought to question conventional 

practices and drew inspiration from fields such as advertising, marketing, sociology, psychology, 

and beyond. This interdisciplinary approach was used to capture attention and highlight the 

urgency and importance of sustainable transformation. 

At the heart of this research was the development of a guide, included as Appendix 2. Creating 

this guide was a revitalizing experience—it challenged and expanded my understanding of 

sustainability, prompting me to re-evaluate my own assumptions and values. I used to believe 

that people were either misinformed or uninformed, and that if I could simply explain the 

importance of sustainability, they would understand and naturally work toward sustainable 

transformation. At that time, I saw sustainability as primarily a matter of awareness (a matter of 

more journalism). While I recognized that sustainability is about systemic change, I assumed 
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that once people were informed by journalists and others, change would happen organically. My 

perspective has since evolved. I now understand that systemic change and individual 

responsibility are not separate but deeply interconnected.  

 

 

Figure 1.2 Visual Representation of Sustainable Transformation 

For transformation to be sustained, and for sustainable journalism to theoretically advance, both 

must happen simultaneously (Figure 1.2). Individuals, institutions, and systems all have to play 

their part in making the shift toward a sustainable future. This process has not only deepened 

my comprehension of the topic but also boosted my confidence in tackling complex challenges. 

Through this research-creation thesis I strengthened my belief that diversity and inclusivity are 

integral parts of problem solving, especially for a sustainable future because of the complex and 

interdisciplinary nature of sustainability. 

Since childhood, I have been fascinated by Indian mythological stories. My father used to tell 

me these stories because I disliked reading. These stories have helped me understand multiple 

complex contexts of life including communication and transformation. Although my mind at the 

time could not understand the importance of storytelling, it is now clear to me that storytelling is 

the most important tool in creating public discourse and sustainable transformation (Fischer et 

al., 2022). In the Indian context, mythology, religion, and culture are deeply intertwined. Through 
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these kinds of stories, I was able to and will continue to understand the complex and diverse 

nature of Indian society. Building a guide for sustainable journalism helped me understand that 

storytelling can help people relate to complex concepts with ease.  

One writer I find fascinating is Devdutt Pattanaik, who reinterprets Indian mythology and 

religious literature through a modern lens. He demonstrates that Hinduism was never a rigid 

religion but a philosophy centered on one’s impact on the earth and the consequences of their 

actions. This aligns with modern sustainability, which also emphasizes long-term impacts and 

contextual thinking. 

For instance, the sustainability debate often focuses on promoting plant-based diets over meat 

consumption. While this is logical from a resource efficiency standpoint, it lacks contextual 

nuance. What about people in remote areas with extreme weather who rely on hunting? Or 

cultural dishes tied to memory and identity? These nuances matter before making sustainability 

a legislative issue. 

As Devdutt Pattanaik has beautifully quoted this through his multiple works and speech 

(Pattanaik, 2017):  

 

“Within infinite myths lies the eternal truth 

Who sees it all? 

Varuna has but a thousand eyes, 

Indra has a hundred, 

You and I, only two.” 

 

Having this deep connection and fascination with mythological stories have helped me look for 

solutions for sustainability related communication beyond the obvious. In exploring sustainable 

journalism, as an emergent idea in journalism studies (Berglez et al., 2017), I have come to 

consider Pattanaik’s ideas as important for creating journalism with a diverse perspective on 

sustainability and its narration. As a journalist, who wants to report on stories which can 

empower and equip the audience for sustainable transformation, I believe the only way to 

provide context to sustainability is to embrace diversity and ambiguity.  
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Schirrmeister et al. (2020) and Barnett and Diakopoulos (2022) have established that diverse 

opinions help in creating universal solutions and effective decision making. Throughout this 

project, I had the opportunity to collaborate with a number of inspiring individuals with diverse 

views on sustainability. These collaborations enriched my practical knowledge and honed my 

abilities as a critical thinker and problem solver. Although it was not an initial objective, all the 

stories I ended up covering were connected by a common thread: food systems on the 

Concordia campus—ranging from food production to transformation and consumption. Food 

security, though often unspoken, remains a pressing concern among Concordia students. A 

report was published by Concordia University indicating that 67% of Concordia students are 

facing food insecurity (Concordia University, 2023). This realization drove me to explore food 

systems more intentionally, both on and off campus. 

Reporting on food systems at Concordia has been invigorating. I’ve become increasingly drawn 

to understanding how sustainable futures rely on reimagined food systems—and how our 

current food structures influence, and are influenced by, wider societal frameworks such as 

politics and the economy (Pereira et al., 2020). To me, food systems serve a greater purpose 

than simply sustaining life—they are also sites of cultural meaning, creative expression, and 

historical continuity. Through the conversations I conducted for this project, recurring themes 

emerged, especially the challenge of adapting sustainable solutions and the barriers posed by 

prevailing mindsets rooted in extraction and exploitation. When I consider a future for 

sustainable journalism, this makes me want to prioritize engaging with pragmatic solutions 

which can provide short-term and long-term solutions to the sustainability crises faced by 

society today (and to encourage other journalists to do the same).  

This leads to a compelling tension for sustainable journalism – experts engaged during the 

project emphasized the need for a shift in public discourse – from blaming individuals to 

recognizing systemic issues. On the other hand, these same experts noted the importance of 

personal, sustainable choices in their day-to-day actions. This duality stood out. I believe that 

while systemic change is necessary, it should not absolve individuals of responsibility. There is a 

delicate balance between acknowledging systemic barriers and recognizing the power of 

personal agency. We as journalists have the power to communicate this widely and encourage 

people to move towards a sustainable future through our journalism. 
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Finally, theoretically this research sought to extend and engage with the work of scholars 

examining the relationship between journalism, communication, and sustainability. Scholars like 

Berglez (2023), Bonfadelli (2010), and Fischer et al. (2020) highlight a persistent gap in the 

field—namely, the lack of communication between sustainability experts across different 

disciplines. Fischer et al. (2020) particularly notes that “[t]he lack of interaction between these 

siloes… makes it difficult to fertilize cross-sectoral learning between different 

groups/communities of practitioners and researchers, let alone synthesize findings on the 

general effects/effectiveness of storytelling” (p. 2). For sustainable journalism to further develop, 

I recommend the following: 

A.​ Understand your relationship with sustainability and how it influences your professional 

work. 

B.​ Challenge the convention of objectivity in journalism to allow different stories to emerge.  

C.​ Collaboration is the key, let people tell their stories. 

Future research could also focus on creating a system which prioritizes a sustainable future for 

all, along with shifting the narrative of sustainability to aid a sustainable future. 

5.6 Challenges, limitations and future research 

One of the key challenges in this project was translating the guide’s principles—particularly the 

idea of letting people tell their own stories—into actual practice. Although participants were 

asked open-ended questions, I often needed to provide context as a reporter to frame their 

responses for a wider audience. This necessary mediation sometimes risked influencing how 

stories were told, which raises questions about narrative authorship and positionality in 

journalistic storytelling (Fung & Weder, 2025). 

The most significant limitation of this study was the small participant sample for the qualitative 

survey, as 13 responses from Concordia community members does represent a limited sample, 

the results of which should not be overextended. However, as a first attempt aimed at enriching 

an initial guide for sustainable journalism, which was the first of its type created, the survey 

proved valuable to the project’s research-creation goals. For future research, it would be ideal to 
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conduct similar surveys across multiple universities and sustainability communities, including 

scholars in the field of sustainability to enhance the depth and diversity of perspectives. 

There is also an inherent limit to practical guides in a fast moving, research intensive, field such 

as sustainability. Journalism guides can become out of date and need continual use and 

revision to be impactful. The hope, however, is that this first guide will gain traction and continue 

to help advance scholarship on sustainable journalism.    

As outlined in Participatory Action Research (PAR) theory, research aimed at social change 

should be collective and pragmatic. This principle is especially important in sustainability work, 

given its inherently interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral nature. There is an urgent need for 

communication professionals to help empower the public and build capacity for sustainable 

transformation. Future research must continue to explore how communication—not just in 

journalism but across media and public discourse—can cultivate a more informed, inspired, and 

engaged public ready to act toward a sustainable future. 
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion 

The question of why people choose sustainable systems and practices in their personal life and 

how it shapes their professional options for a sustainable future has been an interest of mine for 

a decade. There is growing evidence that suggests that media and journalism in particular have 

a crucial role in moving our society towards a sustainable future (Berglez et al., 2017; Fischer et 

al., 2022). Perhaps one of the greatest challenges ahead lies in rethinking the dominant 

narratives around sustainability. Communication experts must explore how to shift public 

discourse away from conflict-driven, blame-oriented storytelling toward narratives that foster 

understanding, hope, and agency. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this research-creation thesis has several purposes, both personal 

and academic. This research-creation thesis created one of the first practical guides of its type 

on sustainable journalism. This guide was used to create six journalism pieces and reflect on 

the role of journalism in our sustainable future. I found three other guides, which discuss the role 

of journalism in a sustainable future (European Journalism Centre (EJC), 2021; Institute of 

Sustainability Studies, 2024; Sustainability Directory, 2025), showing a growing interest in this 

area of study. Reflecting on these results, three conclusions stand out: (i) the need to re-think 

the role of different narratives on the audience when reporting on sustainable stories; (ii), the 

importance of holding all systems and all human parts of these systems accountable for 

contribution to unsustainable development; and (iii) that there is still room to grow in how we 

effectively use storytelling as a tool for sustainable transformation. 

These conclusions will need to re-imagine how news should be portrayed. In the last decade, 

with the rise of internet use and widespread accessibility to social media, the way news is 

consumed has changed significantly. According to a global report, short social media videos 

have become the most popular form of news media in the past few years amongst the younger 

population (Newman et al., 2024). The shift in how information is conveyed and consumed has 

also impacted trust in media, with the Reuters Institute digital news report highlighting “[i]nterest 

in the news has been falling, the proportion avoiding it has increased, trust remains low, and 

many consumers are feeling increasingly overwhelmed and confused by the amount of news”(p. 

31). This highlights the need to train new journalists and especially journalism students about 

these challenges. The shift in how news is consumed is inevitable, the only way we can assure 
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that public trust remains intact is adapting the way we report and understand what the public 

wants. 

I opted for short social media videos and podcasts for this work as I believe that peoples’ voices 

have the power to inspire the audience to be part of change. Storytelling plays a crucial role in 

forming people’s perspective on a topic (Fischer et al., 2020; Happer & Philo, 2013; Spradlin & 

Givens, 2022). I had, have, and will always continue to find storytelling inspiration in nature. As 

an introverted person, I find beauty and comfort in the natural world — in its rhythms, resilience, 

and quiet wisdom. Nature has always been a space where I feel most grounded and connected. 

At the same time, I acknowledge that the society we live in has been shaped by our unique 

human ability to imagine — to find abstract meaning in the concrete, to create systems and 

structures out of ideas. Many of the systems around us today were born from someone’s desire 

to build something meaningful. But innovation and evolution haven’t always translated into 

progress for all. Somewhere along the way, our wants have started to outweigh our resources, 

and that imbalance now demands urgent attention. We as journalists have the ability to change 

the narrative and create awareness about sustainable transformation (Atanasova, 2019). 

In conclusion, we are at a critical point — if we fail to understand the needs of our society in 

transitioning toward more sustainable practices, the future of our planet will be in jeopardy. The 

need for journalists to advocate has become of utmost necessity for the future of our planet 

(Fung & Weder, 2025). The systems we’ve come to rely on may no longer be able to serve us. I 

truly believe that communication — particularly sustainability-related dialogue in the public 

sphere — holds a vital role in this transition. Sustainability related news is given importance only 

when something catastrophic happens (Sanal & Aram, 2023). This needs to change. We as 

journalists have to challenge the norms and enlighten old means about the importance of 

covering sustainable journalism. Alongside systemic change, we need storytelling, awareness, 

and open conversation to shift perspectives and inspire collective action. Only then can we 

begin to imagine — and build — a more sustainable future. 

 

43 
 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WQDbnw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aTquIQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xwiBFP


Bibliography: 
 

 Armstrong, G. (2021). Cave art and development of written and visual communication. KINO, 

The Western Undergraduate Film Studies Journal, 8(2019). 

https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/kino/article/view/13618 

Atanasova, D. (2019). Moving Society to a Sustainable Future: The Framing of 

Sustainability in a Constructive Media Outlet. Environmental Communication, 13(5), 

700–711. https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1583262 

Barnett, J., & Diakopoulos, N. (2022). Crowdsourcing Impacts: Exploring the Utility of 

Crowds for Anticipating Societal Impacts of Algorithmic Decision Making. Proceedings 

of the 2022 AAAI/ACM Conference on AI, Ethics, and Society, 56–67. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3514094.3534145 

Barron, A. T. J., Huang, J., Spang, R. L., & DeDeo, S. (2017). Individuals, Institutions, and 

Innovation in the Debates of the French Revolution. 

https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.1710.06867 

Bennett, W. L., & Lawrence, R. G. (1995). News Icons and the Mainstreaming of Social 

Change. Journal of Communication, 45(3), 20–39. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1995.tb00742.x 

Berglez, P. (2011). Inside, outside, and beyond media logic: Journalistic creativity in climate 

reporting. Media, Culture & Society, 33(3), 449–465. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443710394903 

Berglez, P. (2023). Ten news value criteria for sustainable journalism. Journal of Applied 

Journalism & Media Studies. https://doi.org/10.1386/ajms_00105_1 

Berglez, P., Ollausson, U., & Ots, M. (Eds.). (2017). What is sustainable journalism? 

Integrating the environmental, social, and economic challenges of journalism. Peter 

Lang. 
44 

 

https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/kino/article/view/13618
https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/kino/article/view/13618
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2019.1583262
https://doi.org/10.1145/3514094.3534145
https://doi.org/10.1145/3514094.3534145
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.1710.06867
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.1710.06867
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1995.tb00742.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1995.tb00742.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443710394903
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443710394903
https://doi.org/10.1386/ajms_00105_1


Bhatia, B. (2014). Auroville: A utopian paradox. https://doi.org/10.7916/D8RR1X4S 

Bonevac, D. (2010). Is Sustainability Sustainable? Academic Questions, 23(1), 84–101. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12129-009-9152-4 

Bonfadelli, H. (2010). Environmental sociology: European perspectives and interdisciplinary 

challenges - Chapter 15 Environmental Sustainaablity as Challenge for Media and 

Journalism (M. Gross & H. P. Peters, Eds.). 

Borgen-Eide, G. (2024). Storying Climatically Changed Worlds—Potentials and Pitfalls of 

Future Journalism. Journalism Practice, 1–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2024.2310049 

Bourassa, E. (2013). A thematic review and synthesis of best practices in environment 

journalism. Journal of Professional Communication, 3(1). 

https://doi.org/10.15173/jpc.v3i1.140 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Braun, V., Clarke, V., Boulton, E., Davey, L., & McEvoy, C. (2021). The online survey as a 

qualitative research tool. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 24(6), 

641–654. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1805550 

Brough, A. R., Donnelly, G. E., Griskevicius, V., Markowitz, E. M., Raimi, K. T., Reeck, C., 

Trudel, R., Waldman, K. B., Winterich, K. P., & Wolske, K. S. (2020). Understanding 

How Sustainability Initiatives Fail: A Framework to Aid Design of Effective 

Interventions. Social Marketing Quarterly, 26(4), 309–324. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1524500420970129 

45 
 

https://doi.org/10.7916/D8RR1X4S?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12129-009-9152-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12129-009-9152-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2024.2310049
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2024.2310049
https://doi.org/10.15173/jpc.v3i1.140
https://doi.org/10.15173/jpc.v3i1.140
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1805550
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524500420970129
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524500420970129


Bruggemann, M. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? Integrating the environmental, 

social, and economic challenges of journalism, Chaper 4 Post-normal Journalism (P. 

Berglez, U. Ollausson, & M. Ots, Eds.). Peter Lang. 

Bruner, J. S. (Ed.). (2011). Actual minds, possible worlds. Harvard University Press. 

Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft & Institute for International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict 

(IFHV), Ruhr University Bochum. (2023). WorldRiskReport 2023. 

https://weltrisikobericht.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/WorldRiskReport_2023_englis

h_online.pdf 

Cline, E. H. (2021). 1177 B.C: The year civilization collapsed. Princeton University Press. 

Concordia University. (2023). Student Food Insecurity Report 2023. 

https://www.concordia.ca/content/dam/concordia/services/sustainability/docs/Hub/Strat

egic/Student-Food-Insecurity-Report-2023.pdf 

Connolly, W. E. (1994). The terms of political discourse (3. ed., reprint). Blackwell. 

Cornish, F., Breton, N., Moreno-Tabarez, U., Delgado, J., Rua, M., de-Graft Aikins, A., & 

Hodgetts, D. (2023). Participatory action research. Nature Reviews Methods Primers, 

3(1), 34. https://doi.org/10.1038/s43586-023-00214-1 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (4th edition, international student edition). SAGE. 

Das, J., Bacon, W., & Zaman, A. (2009). Covering the Environmental Issues and Global 

Warming in Delta Land: A Study of Three Newspapers. Pacific Journalism Review: Te 

Koakoa., 15(2), 10–33. 

Donsbach, W. (2014). Journalism as the new knowledge profession and consequences for 

journalism education. Journalism, 15(6), 661–677. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884913491347 

46 
 

https://weltrisikobericht.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/WorldRiskReport_2023_english_online.pdf
https://weltrisikobericht.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/WorldRiskReport_2023_english_online.pdf
https://weltrisikobericht.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/WorldRiskReport_2023_english_online.pdf
https://www.concordia.ca/content/dam/concordia/services/sustainability/docs/Hub/Strategic/Student-Food-Insecurity-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.concordia.ca/content/dam/concordia/services/sustainability/docs/Hub/Strategic/Student-Food-Insecurity-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.concordia.ca/content/dam/concordia/services/sustainability/docs/Hub/Strategic/Student-Food-Insecurity-Report-2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43586-023-00214-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884913491347
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884913491347


Drake, B. L. (2012). The influence of climatic change on the Late Bronze Age Collapse and 

the Greek Dark Ages. Journal of Archaeological Science, 39(6), 1862–1870. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2012.01.029 

European Journalism Centre (EJC). (2021). A Freelancer’s Guide to Reporting on the 

Sustainable Development Goals [Resource Guide]. European Journalism Centre 

(EJC). 

https://files.ejc.net/production/resources/2021/a-freelancers-guide-to-reporting-on-the-s

ustainable-development-goals/A-freelancer%E2%80%99s-guide-to-reporting-on-the-S

ustainable-Development-Goals.pdf?dm=1708021027 

Feldman, L., Maibach, E. W., Roser-Renouf, C., & Leiserowitz, A. (2012). Climate on Cable: 

The Nature and Impact of Global Warming Coverage on Fox News, CNN, and 

MSNBC. The International Journal of Press/Politics, 17(1), 3–31. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161211425410 

Fink, K. (2019). The biggest challenge facing journalism: A lack of trust. Journalism, 20(1), 

40–43. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884918807069 

Finkelstein, I., Langgut, D., Meiri, M., & Sapir-Hen, L. (2017). Egyptian Imperial Economy in 

Canaan: Reaction to the Climate Crisis at the End of the Late Bronze Age. Ägypten 

und Levante, 27, 249–260. https://doi.org/10.1553/AEundL27s249 

Fischer, D., Fücker, S., Selm, H., Storksdieck, M., & Sundermann, A. (2022). 

SusTelling—Storytelling for Sustainablity. In D. Fischer, S. Fücker, H. Selm, & A. 

Sundermann, Narrating Sustainability through Storytelling (1st ed., pp. 13–25). 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-4 

Fischer, D., Fücker, S., Selm, H., & Sundermann, A. (2022). Narrating Sustainability 

through Storytelling (1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144 

47 
 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2012.01.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2012.01.029
https://files.ejc.net/production/resources/2021/a-freelancers-guide-to-reporting-on-the-sustainable-development-goals/A-freelancer%E2%80%99s-guide-to-reporting-on-the-Sustainable-Development-Goals.pdf?dm=1708021027
https://files.ejc.net/production/resources/2021/a-freelancers-guide-to-reporting-on-the-sustainable-development-goals/A-freelancer%E2%80%99s-guide-to-reporting-on-the-Sustainable-Development-Goals.pdf?dm=1708021027
https://files.ejc.net/production/resources/2021/a-freelancers-guide-to-reporting-on-the-sustainable-development-goals/A-freelancer%E2%80%99s-guide-to-reporting-on-the-Sustainable-Development-Goals.pdf?dm=1708021027
https://files.ejc.net/production/resources/2021/a-freelancers-guide-to-reporting-on-the-sustainable-development-goals/A-freelancer%E2%80%99s-guide-to-reporting-on-the-Sustainable-Development-Goals.pdf?dm=1708021027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161211425410
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161211425410
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884918807069
https://doi.org/10.1553/AEundL27s249
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-4
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144


Fischer, D., Haucke, F., & Sundermann, A. (2017). What Does the Media Mean by 

‘Sustainability’ or ‘Sustainable Development’? An Empirical Analysis of Sustainability 

Terminology in German Newspapers Over Two Decades: What does the media mean 

by sustainability or sustainable development? Sustainable Development, 25(6), 

610–624. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1681 

Fischer, D., Selm, H., Sundermann, A., & Storksdieck, M. (2020). Storytelling for 

Sustainability in Higher Education: An Educator’s Handbook (P. Molthan-Hill, H. Luna, 

T. Wall, H. Puntha, & D. Baden, Eds.; 1st ed.). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429291111 

Foley, B. A., Danieli, T. M., & Warner, R. F. (2003). What is sustainability and can it be 

measured? Australian Journal of Multi-Disciplinary Engineering, 1(1), 1–7. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14488388.2003.11464707 

Fowler, E. F., & Gollust, S. E. (2015). The Content and Effect of Politicized Health 

Controversies. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 

658(1), 155–171. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716214555505 

Fowler-Watt, K. (Ed.). (2023). Challenges and new directions in journalism education. 

Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003301028 

Fritz, J. (2022). Storytelling in Corporate Communications – When, Why, and How 

Storytelling Works in Personnel Training. In D. Fischer, S. Fücker, H. Selm, & A. 

Sundermann, Narrating Sustainability through Storytelling (1st ed., pp. 111–124). 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-12 

Fu, B., Wu, X., Wang, Z., Wu, X., & Wang, S. (2022). Coupling human and natural systems 

for sustainability: Experience from China’s Loess Plateau. Earth System Dynamics, 

13(2), 795–808. https://doi.org/10.5194/esd-13-795-2022 

48 
 

https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1681
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429291111
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429291111
https://doi.org/10.1080/14488388.2003.11464707
https://doi.org/10.1080/14488388.2003.11464707
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716214555505
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003301028
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-12
https://doi.org/10.5194/esd-13-795-2022


Fung, C., & Weder, F. (2025). Sustainable journalism in a crisis. In A. Anderson & C. 

Howarth, Routledge Handbook on Climate Crisis Communication (1st ed., pp. 

367–379). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003044253-39 

Happer, C., & Philo, G. (2013). The Role of the Media in the Construction of Public Belief 

and Social Change. Journal of Social and Political Psychology, 1(1), 321–336. 

https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v1i1.96 

Heinberg, R., & Lerch, D. S. (Eds.). (2010). The post carbon reader: Managing the 21st 

century’s sustainability crises. Watershed Media. 

Heshmat, Y., Yang, L., & Neustaedter, C. (2018). Quality “Alone” Time through 

Conversations and Storytelling: Podcast Listening Behaviors and Routines 

[Application/pdf]. Proceedings of Graphics Interface 2018, Toronto, 8 pages, 265.12 

KB. https://doi.org/10.20380/GI2018.11 

Holliday, D. (2019, May 18). Don’t Just Engage, Eqip. 2019 Collaborative Journalism 

Summit in Philadelphia. 

https://www.citybureau.org/notebook/2019/11/30/dont-just-engage-equip 

Holmes, B. (2025, October 28). The real first farmer—How agriculture was a global 

invention. New Scientist. 

https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22830450-700-the-real-first-farmers-how-agric

ulture-was-a-global-invention/ 

Institute of Sustainability Studies. (2024, August 30). The Role of Communication in Driving 

Sustainable Development [Guide]. Institute of Sustainability Studies. 

https://instituteofsustainabilitystudies.com/insights/guides/the-role-of-communication-in

-driving-sustainable-development/ 

49 
 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003044253-39
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v1i1.96
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v1i1.96
https://doi.org/10.20380/GI2018.11
https://www.citybureau.org/notebook/2019/11/30/dont-just-engage-equip
https://www.citybureau.org/notebook/2019/11/30/dont-just-engage-equip
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22830450-700-the-real-first-farmers-how-agriculture-was-a-global-invention/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22830450-700-the-real-first-farmers-how-agriculture-was-a-global-invention/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22830450-700-the-real-first-farmers-how-agriculture-was-a-global-invention/
https://instituteofsustainabilitystudies.com/insights/guides/the-role-of-communication-in-driving-sustainable-development/
https://instituteofsustainabilitystudies.com/insights/guides/the-role-of-communication-in-driving-sustainable-development/
https://instituteofsustainabilitystudies.com/insights/guides/the-role-of-communication-in-driving-sustainable-development/


Jabareen, Y. (2008). A New Conceptual Framework for Sustainable Development. 

Environment, Development and Sustainability, 10(2), 179–192. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-006-9058-z 

Jacques, P. (2021). Sustainability: The basics (Second edition). Routledge. 

Keeble, B. R. (1988). The Brundtland report: ‘Our common future.’ Medicine and War, 4(1), 

17–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/07488008808408783 

Kenter, J. O., Raymond, C. M., Van Riper, C. J., Azzopardi, E., Brear, M. R., Calcagni, F., 

Christie, I., Christie, M., Fordham, A., Gould, R. K., Ives, C. D., Hejnowicz, A. P., 

Gunton, R., Horcea-Milcu, A.-I., Kendal, D., Kronenberg, J., Massenberg, J. R., 

O’Connor, S., Ravenscroft, N., … Thankappan, S. (2019). Loving the mess: Navigating 

diversity and conflict in social values for sustainability. Sustainability Science, 14(5), 

1439–1461. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00726-4 

Kirsten, F., & Eligius Biyase, M. (2023). Environmental Perceptions and Sustainable 

Consumption Behavior: The Disparity among South Africans. Sustainability, 15(6), 

4847. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15064847 

Koduvayur Venkitaraman, A., & Joshi, N. (2022). A critical examination of a community-led 

ecovillage initiative: A case of Auroville, India. Climate Action, 1(1), 15. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s44168-022-00016-3 

Kovach, B., & Rosenstiel, T. (2021). The elements of journalism: What newspeople should 

know and the public should expect (Revised and updated 4th edition). Crown. 

Krauss, W., Schäfer, M. S., & Von Storch, H. (2012). Post-Normal Climate Science. Nature 

and Culture, 7(2), 121–132. https://doi.org/10.3167/nc.2012.070201 

50 
 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-006-9058-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10668-006-9058-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/07488008808408783
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00726-4
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15064847
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44168-022-00016-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44168-022-00016-3
https://doi.org/10.3167/nc.2012.070201


Langmann, S., & Pick, D. (2018). Photography as a Social Research Method (1st ed. 

2018). Springer Singapore : Imprint: Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-7279-6 

Leung, Y. W., Tandoc Jr, E. C., & Ho, A. S. S. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? 

Integrating the environmental, social, and economic challenges of journalism, Chaper 5 

- Environmental Journalism and Environmental Sustainablity in Southeast Asia (P. 

Berglez, U. Ollausson, & M. Ots, Eds.). Peter Lang. 

Lewis, J. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? Integrating the environmental, social, and 

economic challenges of journalism, Chaper 1 - Quiclk and Dirty News, The Prospect 

for More Sustainable Journalism (P. Berglez, U. Ollausson, & M. Ots, Eds.). Peter 

Lang. 

Lippmann, W. (1965). Public opinion (1. Free Press paperback ed). Free Press [u.a.]. 

Lysak, S., Cremedas, M., & Wolf, J. (2012). Facebook and Twitter in the Newsroom: How 

and Why Local Television News is Getting Social With Viewers? Electronic News, 6(4), 

187–207. https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243112466095 

Machin, A. (2022). Climates of democracy: Skeptical, rational, and radical imaginaries. 

WIREs Climate Change, 13(4), e774. https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.774 

Media Development investment fund. (2022). The Role of Media Driving Change towards 

the SDGs [Informative]. 

https://www.mdif.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/MDIF-The-role-of-media-Driving-cha

nge-towards-the-SDGs.pdf 

Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief, Bangladesh. (2020). Government of the 

People’s Republic of Bangladesh—National Plan for Disaster Management 

51 
 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-7279-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-7279-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243112466095
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.774
https://www.mdif.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/MDIF-The-role-of-media-Driving-change-towards-the-SDGs.pdf
https://www.mdif.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/MDIF-The-role-of-media-Driving-change-towards-the-SDGs.pdf
https://www.mdif.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/MDIF-The-role-of-media-Driving-change-towards-the-SDGs.pdf


(2021-2025) Action for Disaster Risk Management Towards Resilient Nation. 

https://www.adrc.asia/documents/dm_information/BGD_NPDM2021-2025Draft.pdf 

Molthan-Hill, P., & Blaj-Ward, L. (2022). Assessing climate solutions and taking climate 

leadership: How can universities prepare their students for challenging times? 

Teaching in Higher Education, 27(7), 943–952. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034782 

Newig, J., Derwort, P., & Jager, N. W. (2019). Sustainability through institutional failure and 

decline? Archetypes of productive pathways. Ecology and Society, 24(1), art18. 

https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10700-240118 

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Robertson, C. T., Ross Arguedas, A., & Nielsen, R. K. (2024). 

Reuters Institute digital news report 2024. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. 

https://doi.org/10.60625/RISJ-VY6N-4V57 

Nicholson-Cole, S. A. (2005). Representing climate change futures: A critique on the use of 

images for visual communication. Computers, Environment and Urban Systems, 29(3), 

255–273. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compenvurbsys.2004.05.002 

Nisbet, M. C., Brossard, D., & Kroepsch, A. (2003). Framing Science: The Stem Cell 

Controversy in an Age of Press/Politics. Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 

8(2), 36–70. https://doi.org/10.1177/1081180X02251047 

Nisbet, M. C., & Fahy, D. (2015). The Need for Knowledge-Based Journalism in Politicized 

Science Debates. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, 658(1), 223–234. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716214559887 

Obateru, T. C. (2021). The Palgrave handbook of international communication and 

sustainable development (M. J. Yusha’u & J. Servaes, Eds.). Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-69770-9 

52 
 

https://www.adrc.asia/documents/dm_information/BGD_NPDM2021-2025Draft.pdf
https://www.adrc.asia/documents/dm_information/BGD_NPDM2021-2025Draft.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034782
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2022.2034782
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10700-240118
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10700-240118
https://doi.org/10.60625/RISJ-VY6N-4V57
https://doi.org/10.60625/RISJ-VY6N-4V57
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compenvurbsys.2004.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/1081180X02251047
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716214559887
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-69770-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-69770-9


Orr, D. W., & Orr, D. W. (2011). Hope is an imperative: The essential David Orr. Island 

Press. 

Pan, Z., & Kosicki, G. (1993). Framing analysis: An approach to news discourse. Political 

Communication, 10(1), 55–75. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.1993.9962963 

Pattanaik, D. (2017, July 13). Why Hanuman Chalisa Is the Most Powerful Expression of 

Personal Hinduism. Devdutt.Com. 

https://devdutt.com/why-hanuman-chalisa-is-the-most-powerful-expression-of-personal

-hinduism/ 

Pereira, L. M., Drimie, S., Maciejewski, K., Tonissen, P. B., & Biggs, R. O. (2020). Food 

System Transformation: Integrating a Political-Economy and Social-Ecological 

Approach to Regime Shifts. International Journal of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, 17(4), 1313. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17041313 

Picard, R. G. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? Integrating the environmental, social, 

and economic challenges of journalism Chapter 14 - MonitoringMedia Sustainablity : 

Economic and buisnes Revisions to Development Indicators (P. Berglez, U. Ollausson, 

& M. Ots, Eds.). Peter Lang. 

Rabiu, M. K., & Jaeger-Erben, M. (2024). Reducing single-use plastic in everyday social 

practices: Insights from a living lab experiment. Resources, Conservation and 

Recycling, 200, 107303. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2023.107303 

Ritchie, H., Rosado, P., & Roser, M. (2022). Environmental impacts of food production. Our 

World in Data. https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food 

Rögener, W., & Wormer, H. (2017). Defining criteria for good environmental journalism and 

testing their applicability: An environmental news review as a first step to more 

53 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.1993.9962963
https://devdutt.com/why-hanuman-chalisa-is-the-most-powerful-expression-of-personal-hinduism/
https://devdutt.com/why-hanuman-chalisa-is-the-most-powerful-expression-of-personal-hinduism/
https://devdutt.com/why-hanuman-chalisa-is-the-most-powerful-expression-of-personal-hinduism/
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17041313
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2023.107303
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food


evidence based environmental science reporting. Public Understanding of Science, 

26(4), 418–433. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662515597195 

Ruggerio, C. A. (2021). Sustainability and sustainable development: A review of principles 

and definitions. Science of The Total Environment, 786, 147481. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2021.147481 

Salathong, J. (2015). Media Coverage in the Context of Education for Sustainable 

Development. The International Journal of Environmental Sustainability, 11(1), 1–12. 

https://doi.org/10.18848/2325-1077/CGP/v11i01/55117 

Sanal, L. P., & Aram, I. A. (2023). Constructive journalism and its effects on environmental 

discourses. Communications in Humanities and Social Sciences, 3(1), 9–13. 

https://doi.org/10.21924/chss.3.1.2023.49 

Sandelowski, M. (2000). Whatever happened to qualitative description? Research in 

Nursing & Health, 23(4), 334–340. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%253C334::AID-NUR9%253E3.0.CO;2

-G 

SARAS Institute. (n.d.). Social-Ecological Systems. Retrieved August 14, 2025, from 

https://saras-institute.org/social-ecological-systems/ 

Scheufele, D. A. (1999). Framing as a Theory of Media Effects. Journal of Communication, 

49(1), 103–122. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1999.tb02784.x 

Scheufele, D. A. (2013). Communicating science in social settings. Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences, 110(supplement_3), 14040–14047. 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1213275110 

54 
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662515597195
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2021.147481
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2021.147481
https://doi.org/10.18848/2325-1077/CGP/v11i01/55117
https://doi.org/10.18848/2325-1077/CGP/v11i01/55117
https://doi.org/10.21924/chss.3.1.2023.49
https://doi.org/10.21924/chss.3.1.2023.49
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%253C334::AID-NUR9%253E3.0.CO;2-G
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%253C334::AID-NUR9%253E3.0.CO;2-G
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200008)23:4%253C334::AID-NUR9%253E3.0.CO;2-G
https://saras-institute.org/social-ecological-systems/
https://saras-institute.org/social-ecological-systems/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1999.tb02784.x
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1213275110
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1213275110


Schirrmeister, E., Göhring, A., & Warnke, P. (2020). Psychological biases and heuristics in 

the context of foresight and scenario processes. FUTURES & FORESIGHT SCIENCE, 

2(2). https://doi.org/10.1002/ffo2.31 

Solution Journalism. (2020, December 9). Solutions Journalism: What is it and why should I 

care? The Whole Story. 

https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/solutions-journalism-what-is-it-and-why-s

hould-i-care-e5acd0ab5332 

Spradlin, T. J., & Givens, J. E. (2022). Framing climate change in local context: Newspaper 

coverage of climate change in three mountain towns in the intermountain west 

compared to national coverage. Newspaper Research Journal, 43(3), 300–323. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/07395329221106485 

Stassen, W. (2010). Your news in 140 characters: Exploring the role of social media in 

journalism. Global Media Journal, 4(1), 116–131. 

Stiernstedt, F. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? Integrating the environmental, social, 

and economic challenges of journalism Chater 16- The Sustainablity of Native 

Advertising: Organizational Perspective on the Blurring of the boundary between 

Editorial and commercial content in contempoary media (P. Berglez, U. Ollausson, & 

M. Ots, Eds.). Peter Lang. 

Sundermann, A., Fischer, D., Fücker, S., & Selm, H. (2022). Of Sustainability and 

Storytelling – An Introduction to This Book. In D. Fischer, S. Fücker, H. Selm, & A. 

Sundermann, Narrating Sustainability through Storytelling (1st ed., pp. 3–10). 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-2 

55 
 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ffo2.31
https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/solutions-journalism-what-is-it-and-why-should-i-care-e5acd0ab5332
https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/solutions-journalism-what-is-it-and-why-should-i-care-e5acd0ab5332
https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/solutions-journalism-what-is-it-and-why-should-i-care-e5acd0ab5332
https://doi.org/10.1177/07395329221106485
https://doi.org/10.1177/07395329221106485
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-2


Sundin, E. (2017). What is sustainable journalism? Integrating the environmental, social, 

and economic challenges of journalism, Chaper 9 - News-savvy Kids and the 

Sustaianblity of Journalism (P. Berglez, U. Ollausson, & M. Ots, Eds.). Peter Lang. 

Sustainability Directory. (2025, April 17). Sustainable Journalism. 

https://energy.sustainability-directory.com/term/sustainable-journalism/ 

Thompson, P. B., & Norris, P. E. (2021). Sustainability: What everyone needs to know. 

Oxford University Press. 

Trudeau, D. (2018). Integrating social equity in sustainable development practice: 

Institutional commitments and patient capital. Sustainable Cities and Society, 41, 

601–610. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2018.05.007 

United Nation. (n.d.). Fast facts: What are sustainable food systems? United Nations 

Sustainable Development. Retrieved August 15, 2025, from 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/fast-facts-what-are-sustainable-food-syste

ms/ 

United Nation. (2023, July 24). Press release: The UN Secretary-General convenes world 

leaders and key actors for UN Food Systems Summit +2 Stocktaking Moment in push 

to transform food systems and accelerate action for the SDGs. United Nations 

Sustainable Development. 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secreta

ry-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stoc

ktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs

/ 

56 
 

https://energy.sustainability-directory.com/term/sustainable-journalism/
https://energy.sustainability-directory.com/term/sustainable-journalism/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2018.05.007
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/fast-facts-what-are-sustainable-food-systems/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/fast-facts-what-are-sustainable-food-systems/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/fast-facts-what-are-sustainable-food-systems/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secretary-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stocktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secretary-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stocktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secretary-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stocktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secretary-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stocktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2023/07/press-release-the-un-secretary-general-convenes-world-leaders-and-key-actors-for-un-food-systems-summit-2-stocktaking-moment-in-push-to-transform-food-systems-and-accelerate-action-for-the-sdgs/


United Nations Environment Programme. (2023). Emissions Gap Report 2023: Broken 

Record – Temperatures hit new highs, yet world fails to cut emissions (again). United 

Nations Environment Programme. https://doi.org/10.59117/20.500.11822/43922 

United Nations Sustainable Development Group. (n.d.). 2030 Agenda: Communication. 

United Nations. https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/communications 

Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia, & Abrar, A. N. (2020). Environmental Journalism in 

Indonesia: In Search of Principles and Technical Guidelines. Jurnal Komunikasi: 

Malaysian Journal of Communication, 36(1), 465–479. 

https://doi.org/10.17576/JKMJC-2020-3601-27 

Urner, M. (2022). Storytelling for Sustainability and Constructive Journalism. In D. Fischer, 

S. Fücker, H. Selm, & A. Sundermann, Narrating Sustainability through Storytelling (1st 

ed., pp. 88–100). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-10 

Wibeck, V., Linnér, B.-O., Alves, M., Asplund, T., Bohman, A., Boykoff, M. T., Feetham, P. 

M., Huang, Y., Nascimento, J., Rich, J., Rocha, C. Y., Vaccarino, F., & Xian, S. (2019). 

Stories of Transformation: A Cross-Country Focus Group Study on Sustainable 

Development and Societal Change. Sustainability, 11(8), 2427. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su11082427 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

57 
 

https://doi.org/10.59117/20.500.11822/43922
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/communications
https://doi.org/10.17576/JKMJC-2020-3601-27
https://doi.org/10.17576/JKMJC-2020-3601-27
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003326144-10
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11082427
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11082427


 

Appendix 1 

Survey 

The survey was conducted over two months, between the last week of January and the first 

week of March. Most of the organisations selected were student-led, fee-levy groups listed 

under the Concordia Student Union. The survey was sent to the designated communications 

contact listed on each organisation’s website or social media. In the email, it was clearly 

requested that the invitation be forwarded to all working members of the organisation. 

Additionally, the Office of Sustainability and SHIFT were selected for their campus-wide and 

broader visions for sustainability. These organisations publicly listed their team members and 

contact details, so all members received direct invitations to participate. 

Due to the nature of distribution and ethical considerations, it is difficult to determine the exact 

number of individuals who received the survey. Based on estimations, around 50 to 55 people 

were contacted, and 13 responded within the survey period. 

Participants had the option to remain anonymous. Out of the 13 responses, 8 participants chose 

anonymity. The survey consisted of 12 questions—11 of which were open-ended and aimed at 

exploring participants’ understandings of sustainability, their personal motivations, and their 

views on sustainability-related communication. 

Survey Questions 

1. Please describe your job role and how it relates to sustainability on campus? 

2. What is the role of sustainability in your life? 

3. What does sustainability mean to you? Answer in one sentence. 

4. What are the easiest sustainability practices you want the public to know? 

5. Do you consider sustainability a scientific or social problem? Please support your answer with 

a short explanation. 

6.What are your thoughts on green consumerism? 
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7. What do you think is the role of the media in green consumerism? 

8. Do you consume any journalism about sustainability? Yes or No 

9. If you answered yes to the previous question, what type/genre of journalism do you consume 

about sustainability? 

-​ Long or short form Documentary 

-​ Tradition News 

-​ Social Media Journalism 

-​ Other 

10. Is there one thing about sustainability you wish the journalism communicated rigorously ? 

11. In your opinion, are there any changes needed in sustainability related communication in 

order for it to bring in the social transformation? 

12. In your opinion, what should be the role of the media in creating a sustainable future? 

Methodology: 

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis, which emphasizes 

identifying recurring patterns within qualitative data. This approach was chosen for its accessibility and 

theoretical flexibility, making it well-suited for examining the complex and interdisciplinary nature of 

sustainability communication. Using their six-phase process, I first familiarized myself with the survey 

responses—reading them multiple times despite my prior experience in Concordia’s sustainability 

community—to gain deeper insight into participants’ language patterns, recurring ideas, and concerns. 

I then generated initial codes manually, highlighting both surface-level and underlying meanings related 

to sustainability, communication, empowerment, barriers, and gaps. These codes were grouped into 

broader categories, from critiques of green consumerism to calls for systemic responsibility, local 

relevance, representation of marginalized voices, and solution-based journalism. Reviewing and 

refining the themes ensured they were distinct, well-supported, and aligned with my research 

questions. Finally, I defined and named the themes so they could be translated into actionable insights, 

which directly informed the structure, framing, tone, and inclusivity of the Guide for Sustainable 

Journalism (see Appendix 2). 
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Key finding: 

Responses to Q1 were excluded from publication to protect identities. They were used solely to 

verify whether the participant was affiliated with Concordia’s sustainability community. Full, 

anonymized responses are attached at the end of this document. 

A few key themes emerged: While many participants recognized sustainability as both a 

scientific and social issue, most leaned toward it being a primarily social challenge. For 

instance, Sheena Swirlz shared, “Social problem. Apathy and convenience drive citizens to 

make poor decisions. Communities could mobilize on every level to create ecological systems if 

they were informed, empowered and networked.” 

Each participant defined sustainability differently, influenced by their personal and professional 

experiences. Participant D described it as “aligning our social and institutional systems to value 

human and non-human life, so that everyone in our generation and those to come are able to 

access what they need to live joyfully.” This definition aligned more with a socialist interpretation 

of the Brundtland definition of sustainable development. Another respondent, Participant B, 

said, “Sustainability is living responsibly, in harmony with the rest of the non-human world.” 

Similarly, Manon described it as “making choices that empower, not harm, vulnerable 

communities and wildlife in our ever-developing, human-centric world.” These perspectives 

highlight a shared belief that the planet’s resources are not solely for human use, but should be 

equally available to all living systems. 

When asked about easy, accessible sustainability practices, participants frequently mentioned 

reducing food waste, adopting plant-based diets, reusing items, and shopping second-hand. 

While not always easy or accessible for everyone, collective action and systemic change were 

also seen as vital for building a sustainable future. 

Participants generally viewed green consumerism as a step in the right direction but also voiced 

concerns about its limitations. Duha Elmradi noted, “I think it is a good alternative for sure. But I 

think that it is still consumerism, and unless we tackle the problem of capitalism, which 

consumerism is an inherent part of, green consumerism can be inadequate. Sometimes, it is 

also inaccessible to many people.” 
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Regarding the media's role in green consumerism, participants agreed that while journalism 

may not be directly responsible for greenwashing, it often fails to critically examine the 

sustainability claims of products and services. Participant F noted, “Ads are the primary vehicle 

through which greenwashing occurs. Social media platforms house influencers who perpetuate 

the popularization of 'natural', 'organic' lifestyles through consumption of specific products. 

Journalism may or may not question the sustainability claims of 'green' companies.” Meanwhile, 

Participant D commented, “[Media’s role is] to convince us all that we need to keep buying more 

things, when we do not.” 

All participants agreed that journalism must evolve to support a sustainable future. Many 

stressed the need for a shift in narrative—moving away from individual responsibility and toward 

actionable, collective, and systemic solutions. Sheena Swirlz emphasized, “Many sustainability 

messages focus on raising awareness, but awareness alone doesn’t always lead to action. 

Communication should emphasize tangible actions that individuals and communities can take.” 

She also highlighted the importance of crafting culturally relevant, non-judgmental, and 

accessible messaging: “People engage more when they see themselves reflected in 

sustainability stories.” This aligns with findings from scholars in sustainability communication 

(Brüggemann, 2017; Das et al., 2009; Fischer et al., 2022; Spradlin & Givens, 2022). 

All respondents consumed some form of sustainability-related journalism. One participant 

reported listening to podcasts, while two others mentioned reading magazines and following 

nonprofit, independent media sources. A chart summarizing these responses is provided below. 
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Figure A - Source: Qultratics - Graph showing the percentage of people using different form of media 

​ Refined and Reviewed Key Themes 

1.​ Critical Change in Media Narrative of Sustainability 

●​ Critique of green consumerism 

●​ Critique of shifting the media narrative from individual responsibility to systemic 

issues 

●​ Underreporting of the root causes of unsustainable systems and practices 

●​ Reframing sustainability as a social issue rather than solely a scientific one​

 

2.​ Inclusive and Community-Led Storytelling for Sustainable Change 

●​ The need for representation of marginalized and diverse voices in media 

●​ The need for representation of locally relevant, solution-oriented initiatives 

●​ The need for collective action for sustainable change 

 

3.​ Unlearning, Learning, and Relearning for a Sustainable Future 

●​ The need to educate the public about non-human life and the ecological impacts 

of current systems for a sustainable transition 

●​ The need to educate the public on unlearning unsustainable practices and equip 

them with the skills to adapt to sustainable practices​

 

4.​ Need for Systemic Change and a Shift in Power 
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●​ The need to move away from extractive and exploitative systems for a 

sustainable future 

●​ The need to amplify the voices of those most affected by unsustainable systems 

●​ The need to involve the public in making sustainable transitions​

 

5.​ Accountability and Impact in Reporting 

●​ The need to encourage journalists to report on the environmental and social 

impacts of products, current systems, and services 
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Data From the Survey 
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Conclusion 

This survey highlights the urgent need to shift the narrative around sustainability and to recognize 

communication as a powerful tool for equipping and empowering the public to participate in 

systemic change. Participants emphasized the importance of redefining sustainability beyond 

individual behavior, advocating for collective, pragmatic, and culturally relevant communication 

strategies. The insights gathered reflect a growing recognition that sustainability is as much a 

social issue as it is an environmental or scientific one—and that journalism has a critical role to 

play in shaping this discourse. 

Limitations of the Study​

One limitation of this study is the small sample size, which was confined to Concordia University’s 

sustainability community. For future research, it would be valuable to expand the survey to include 

sustainable communities at other universities, as well as scholars and practitioners in the field of 

sustainability. 

Participatory Action Research emphasizes collaboration and co-creation of knowledge to address 

real-world problems. This collective approach is especially relevant to sustainability, given its 

inherently interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral nature. Expanding the participant base would allow 

for more diverse perspectives and richer insights into how communication can support 

transformative change. 

There is an urgent need for more research at the intersection of communication, journalism, and 

sustainability. Communication experts must be involved in developing accessible, engaging, and 

action-oriented narratives that empower communities and support long-term sustainable futures. 
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Appendix 2  

From Fiction to Function: Reimagining Media’s Role in our 
Sustainable Future 

Before Practising Sustainable Journalism, Understand How It Differs from Conventional 

Journalism 

Preamble 

Sustainability is not a new concept—climate change has caused the collapse of multiple 

civilizations throughout history. However, technological advancements and globalization have 

enabled us to transmit data and create awareness around sustainability more quickly than 

ever. This guide aims to empower and equip your audience with the information they need to 

make sustainable choices. 

That said, the role of systemic issues in sustainability cannot be overlooked. This guide is not 

designed to solve these systemic problems. Instead, its purpose is to increase common 

understanding of sustainability and the importance of choosing sustainable alternatives. It is 

hoped that changes in individual perspectives can influence communities—and ultimately 

lead to systemic change. 

The guide is divided into three parts: 

1.​ Things to keep in mind before searching for a story 

2.​ Things to consider while collecting data 

3.​ Points to remember while editing 

This structure encourages critical thinking and allows the journalist to form and reflect on their 

own opinions—something that will ideally come through in their storytelling. 

What is sustainable journalism?​
Many scholars have defined sustainability and sustainable development, but none of these 

definitions are universally accepted (Jabareen, 2008; Ruggiero, 2021). Sustainability is a 

complex term—while for some it means environmental conservation and resource 
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management, for others it may mean simply being able to provide three meals a day for their 

family (Kenter et al., 2019). 

Similarly, sustainable journalism holds different meanings in different contexts. However, 

most scholars agree it should involve:​

 (a) informing the public about the sustainable development crisis; and​

 (b) offering solutions to help them make informed decisions. 

Fischer et al. (2022) explain that the role of sustainability-related communication is to help 

people adapt to current and upcoming challenges. This guide further emphasizes that the 

goal of sustainable journalism should be to empower and equip the public to become 

changemakers. 

What is your role as a journalist in a sustainable future?​
Sustainability is complex, and communicating it is even more so. Our role as journalists is to 

present complex information in a simplified, accessible way. This can help shape public 

perception and empower communities to participate in building a sustainable society. 

It is equally important to understand the sustainable technologies and practices that have 

existed for a while, but are still not widely adopted. This raises an essential question: what 

barriers prevent the public from participating in sustainable practices? Journalists must 

explore these barriers and offer realistic, context-sensitive solutions (Urner, 2022). 

For example, if you are covering a healthy food initiative in a low-income neighbourhood, 

recognize that buying organic might not be a priority for your audience. Instead, suggest 

alternatives—like volunteering at local urban farms to access nutritious food, or highlighting 

“pay-what-you-can” initiatives run by small farms. Engage your audience with stories that 

reflect their reality, then connect those stories to broader sustainability themes. 

Objectivity or Subjective Narrative? 

Tuchman (1972) described objectivity as a “strategic ritual” journalists use to shield 

themselves from accusations of bias. He also argued that conflict narratives—particularly 

when presented as "both sides" of an issue—can create a false sense of balance, especially 

when one side lacks factual grounding. 
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Nisbet and Fahy (2015) support this claim, stating that such narratives “undermine overall 

public trust in experts and government officials and reinforce public cynicism about whether a 

problem can ever be resolved” (p. 225). 

A qualitative study in Nigeria revealed that while journalists recognized the importance of 

reporting on the UN’s Agenda 2030 and its 17 goals, they didn’t necessarily see the need to 

bring their individual perspectives into the coverage—or grasp the broader importance of 

sustainable development (Obateru, 2021). Obateru argues that these perceptions inevitably 

shape public understanding. 

These findings suggest that sustainable journalism requires not only a clear understanding of 

sustainability but also a commitment to letting that understanding shape how stories are 

framed and told. 

Understand Your Audience—and What They Want to Know About Sustainability 

A qualitative survey conducted with Concordia University’s Sustainable Community 

highlighted that sustainability communication must be both accessible and tailored to 

audience interests. For example, not everyone may care about the long-term impact of 

climate change on bird migration—but they may care about how it will affect food prices. 

Sustainability choices can feel like a luxury when basic needs are still unmet. That’s why it’s 

critical to address the connection between immediate necessities and long-term sustainable 

choices. Always offer accessible solutions—especially ones that are financially realistic. 

Sustainable Journalism Guidelines 

Avoid using “development” and sustainability together. The current society is built on 

extractive and exploitative practices. Our progress as a society is measured with how 

accomplished we are in these extractive and exploitative practices. We define development 

as economic growth which does not have societal or environmental boundaries. We as 

journalists need to change the narrative of progress in order to move towards a sustainable 

society.  

Before You Start Reporting: 
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1.​ Define your perspective and objectives. 

Decide your perspective on (un)sustainability issues and then define the objectives of 

the story you are telling to address the issue. Remember, the goal of your journalistic 

practice is to empower and equip the audience to make sustainable choices for our 

sustainable future. 

It is suggested that you choose an emotion you want to evoke in your audience. 

Remember: “People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but 

people will never forget how you made them feel.” — Maya Angelou 

Clearly define what you are aiming to achieve by reporting on the story. Some 

examples might be: 

●​ This story will create more awareness on the topic.  

●​ This story will inspire people to volunteer with their local sustainable initiative.  

●​ This story will inspire people to be changemakers and take part in creating a 

sustainable future.  

●​ This story will inspire people to reflect on their behaviour and demand 

systemic change. 

2.​ Align your objectives with your motivation for telling the story.  

According to your objectives, reimagine the journalistic question.The objective(s) will 

define the narrative of sustainability-related stories, and the narrative will help you 

understand what kinds of questions to ask. Yes, ask the classic 5W and H 

questions—but also ask “what now?” Examples include: 

●​ Which local initiatives will inspire my audience most? 

●​ Are these initiatives or innovations accessible to all, or are they targeted at the 

status quo of sustainability? 

●​ What’s the relevance of the proposed solution to your audience's everyday 

struggles? 
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●​ Is the solution a quick fix to the issue at hand or a long-term one? 

●​ Am I doing this to change the narrative of sustainability, or do I just want clicks 

and likes for my report? 

3.​ Consider the conative and cognitive requirements of the audience. 

In our digital age, understanding audience perspectives and information needs has 

become easier through digital engagement. It is a journalist’s responsibility to 

understand where their audience’s interests lie. 

Ask yourself: 

●​ Are they engaging with the story, or are they just waiting for the next piece of 

information? 

●​ Does the audience have the willpower to make the change? 

●​ Is the change easy to adapt to? Is it convenient? 

●​ How is this story beneficial to the audience? 

●​ What resources do they require to make the change? 

●​ What is the storyteller's role in making those resources readily available? 

4.​ Take a solution-based approach. 

Unresolvable problems and issues can create a feeling of hopelessness in the 

audience. A solution-focused story can reignite hope and encourage the audience not 

only to engage with the subject but also to take part in resolving the problem. 

5.​ Depoliticize the story:   

Governance of a country is an important part of making policy and making sustainable 

choices more accessible to the public; however, evidence has shown that politicking 

stories can create a divide in the public and make the problem look unsolvable. 

Depoliticizing the story should be kept in mind during the data collection and editing 

stages as well. 
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Things to keep in mind while collecting and recording data for your story: 

6.​ It’s a collaboration—not just a story you are telling.​
Let the voice of the story come from the person or organization trying to solve the 

sustainability-related issue. It is your responsibility to help people, organizations, and 

initiatives tell their stories. Representing diverse voices on the topic can make your 

story more inclusive and enriched with multiple perspectives. Remember, you're a 

facilitator—you’re there to help them as a communication expert. 

7.​ Frame the story correctly​
You are actively shaping the narrative of sustainability through your work. Some 

things to keep in mind while framing your story: 

○​ Use frames that are public-centric and designed with public welfare in mind. 

○​ Use simple language so the information is accessible to the majority of your 

audience. 

○​ Sustainability is also a social issue—treat your story as a social one. 

8.​ Local and cultural context matters.​
Report on local communities, organizations, initiatives, and people who are making a 

difference with their sustainable actions that are relevant to your audience. 

While editing the story: 

9.​ Use storytelling as a tool.​
Communication for sustainability should not rely solely on complex factual 

information—it should reflect the emotional impact of the issue. Storytelling has been 

used as a communication tool since the dawn of time. Media has used storytelling to 

address numerous complex social issues and has successfully changed the narrative 

around oppressive practices. Use a storytelling style that resonates best with you and 

with the story. Your perspective on sustainability matters, and your audience will be 

impacted by it.  
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10.​Consider how your stories will be perceived by the audience—and how they will 
affect them.​
Remember: your goal is to empower and equip the audience. Research suggests that 

development goals (e.g. the Millennium Development Goals and Agenda 2030) are 

based on the perceived participation of civil society members who have the necessary 

knowledge, willingness, and skills to take part in the sustainable transformation of our 

society. Understanding your audience’s perception will help you define the long-term 

objective of your journalistic practice. 

 

Learn, unlearn, and repeat. 

Sustainability is a constantly evolving ecosystem. To keep up with a sustainable future, 

we—as journalists—need to continuously re-evaluate our journalistic practices and norms 

alongside our understanding of sustainability. Learning, unlearning, and relearning should be 

part of your regular practice. Your understanding of the subject will define the journalistic 

practice style you choose.  
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