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Over the last 40 years, scientific research on environmental issues has become a well-
established field worldwide. These environmental issues, on the one hand, have provoked a 
series of novel questions in a variety of scientific disciplines. Simultaneously, they have led to 
a series of controversies over political, technological, economic and related issues with and 
between public authorities, industries and civil society. Communication is a quintessential 
part of these questioning and debating, and a precondition for scientific, societal and political 
responses to environmental challenges at large. 

This special issue envisages a better understanding of ‘communication’ on environmental 
issues. We would like to pay attention to the specific features of communication over 
environmental issues, to its role in the controversies about them, to their mediatisation, to 
their role in public and political debates, and in negotiation and policy making. What role 
does ‘communication’ play in all this? What forms and functions does it take? What are the 
implications thereof when it comes to societal and political action? And under what 
conditions can communication contribute to the gradual institutionalisation of these 
environmental responses? 

Making the environmental issue into a challenge for collective action affects every single 
societal sphere: the world of science and technology as well as the associative world of 
citizens, communities and non-governmental associations; the sphere of public authorities as 
well as market representatives; employers as well as employees, and farmers as well as banks; 
agencies at local as well as at global level. Within each of these spheres and between them, 
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‘environment’ not only has become a discourse, it also created new discursive spaces for 
concern and mobilisation, it contributed to novel platforms for debate and decision making, 
resulting into new practices and new standards. While one has to study their mechanisms and 
effects in more detail, environmental concern in general made citizens to adopt new daily 
practices - and to conquer other practices -, market agencies developed their ‘social 
responsibility’ and sustainability standards - either con amore or as green washing -, while 
public authorities engaged in the development and implementation of environmental policies. 
In comparable ways, ‘the environment’ informs certain technological options, while 
challenging others. And above all, communication over the environment created novel ways 
for these spheres to interact, through a variety of multi-actor and multi-sector arrangements, 
covering a series of environmental topics, and ranging from the local to the global.  

In brief, we regard ‘communication’ to be the link between discourse and action, between 
discourse and institution, and - under conditions still to be more precisely unravelled and 
understood - as a motor for societal change. 

Within this approach, we call for contributions that could cover four complementary 
perspectives. 

First: the emergence of environmental issues or particular sub-issues thereof, such as GMOs, 
the nuclear, climate change, biodiversity and others. What are the factors that drive and 
further their mediatisation and their politicisation, and what are the factors that block or 
hinder these processes? What is the role of scientific information in this emergence of 
environmental issues, and what role does citizen science or societal expertise play? How get 
these different sources of information articulated into different discourses and problem 
definitions? And how then do the latter enter in confrontation and debate, and eventually 
result in negotiation and collective decision making? 

Second: the institutionalization of environmental discourses. When concern and mobilisation 
over environmental issues results in successful agenda-setting, these discourses 
institutionalise into concrete practices, into new ways of interaction, into novel strategies of 
intervention, either within or among public authorities, market agencies and civil society 
representatives. What processes do generate successful institutionalisation? What hinders it? 
To what extent and through what mechanisms this institutionalisation then actually affects the 
day to day practices of public authorities, of market enterprises, of citizens and the 
interactions between these stakeholders? Is ‘environmentalism’ indeed a catalyst of 
institutional change? And how does, within and beyond the well-known mechanisms of 
‘implementation’, institutionalisation at one level of governance trigger institutionalisation at 
other levels? 

Third: co-operative arrangements for negotiation and decision-making on environmental 
issues. As stated above, ‘environmentalism’ has led to the set up of a whole series of new 
ways of interaction, negotiation and decision-making. While initially environmental impact 
statements, risk assessments and cost-benefit analyses reflected a technocratic discourse, they 
all adopted, albeit in various ways, a ‘participatory’ variant. Moreover, environmental issues 
induced the coming into being of new arena’s and platforms for negotiation and decision-



 

making, their stakes ranging from the location of hazardous activities at local level up to the 
gradual institutionalisation of some global environmental governance. The recent ‘Grenelle de 
l’environnement’ in France reflects a trend that encompasses a whole bunch of participatory 
and interactive initiatives, including the IPCC and, more recently, IPBES. While some of 
these platforms link the public, the economic and the societal sphere, others relate science to 
policy, and still others can be regarded as private governance initiatives. Here again, questions 
arise as to what extent these newly institutionalised arrangements echo certain discourses 
while, in turn, they facilitate some definitions of the problem and might hinder other forms of 
communication. 

Fourth: the role of sensitizing events and crises. Under normal circumstances, 
communication, also environmental communication tends to be business as usual. Yet the 
very character of environmental communication changes dramatically when sensitizing events 
occur, let alone in times of crisis. While the first pictures of ‘planet Earth’- the blue marble - 
created such a sensitizing moment in the late 1960s, creating sensitizing moments seems part 
of any environmental communication strategy, with logo’s and icons - from the panda to the 
ice bear – in a prominent role. Yet environmental catastrophes and crises in particular, such as 
Seveso, Erika, Chernobyl, AZF and Fukushima, do generate specific patterns of 
communication. Parts of these communications regard the people and the region directly 
affected, while other parts regard the amplification and multiplication of the scientific, moral 
and political messages  that (should) go with this particular crisis. Sensitizing events and 
crises, therefore, make environmental communication more visible, yet it remains to be seen 
what their long term impact is, whether they give rise to the institutionalisation of new 
practices and new rules. And, of course, while public media and social media do play a role in 
whatever environmental communication, their role is even more accentuated under conditions 
of crises. The latter raises questions as to how they take up their ‘societal responsibility’, be it 
here and now or in a wider frame of time and space. 
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