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The Roles Performed by  Polish Journalists 
Covering the 26th UN  Climate Change 
Conference

Role pełnione przez polskich dziennikarzy podczas 
relacjonowania 26.  Konferencji Klimatycznej ONZ

A B S T R A C T 

Covering most important topics, journalists may perform several roles. One of the main 
global issues, due to its global reach and multidimensionality, is climate change. This has 
been confirmed by the President of the 26. UN Climate Change Conference, who described 
it as ‘the most important issue of our time’ (COP26, 2021). The aim of this study was to perform 
a qualitative content analysis on the roles performed by Polish journalists covering COP26. The 
research sample included news published during the event by six Polish media outlets. To the 
six journalistic roles proposed by Mellado (2015), one was added, namely Educator. The study 
shows that indicators of each role were found in five out of six analysed media outlets. Only 
in TVP1 (public service broadcaster) no indicators related to Educator journalistic role were 
found. The most performed role was Interventionist, which manifested through presenting 
journalist’s own opinion or using evaluative adjectives.
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A B S T R A K T

Dziennikarze przekazujący informacje na temat najbardziej istotnych kwestii mogą pełnić 
wiele ról. Jednym z takich problemów, ze względu na jego globalny zasięg oraz wielowy-
miarowość, jest zmiana klimatu. Potwierdził to Prezydent 26. Konferencji Klimatycznej ONZ, 
który określił go jako „najważniejszą kwestię naszych czasów” (COP26, 2021). Celem badania 
było przeprowadzenie ilościowej analizy zawartości mediów dotyczącej ról pełnionych przez 
polskich dziennikarzy w trakcie relacjonowania COP26. Próbę badawczą stanowiły materiały 
dziennikarskie opublikowane w sześciu wybranych organizacjach medialnych podczas 
trwania wydarzenia. Do sześciu ról zaproponowanych przez Claudię Mellado (2015) została 
dodana jeszcze jedna – Edukator. Wyniki badania wykazały, że wskaźniki opisujące każdą 
z ról zostały odnotowane w pięciu z sześciu analizowanych organizacji medialnych. Tylko 
w TVP1 (kanale nadawcy publicznego) nie został odnotowany ani jeden wskaźnik opisujący 
Edukatora. Najczęściej pełnioną rolą był Interwencjonizm polegający m.in. na prezentowaniu 
opinii dziennikarza lub stosowaniu przymiotników wartościujących.
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INTRODUCTION

The era of global warming has ended; the era of global boiling has 

arrived. Leaders must lead. No more hesitancy. No more excuses. 

No more waiting for others to move first. There is simply no more time 

for that. It is still possible to limit global temperature rise to 1.5 degrees 

Celsius and avoid the very worst of climate change. But only with 

dramatic, immediate climate action (United Nations, 2023).

Those words show how serious the threat to the Earth and its inhabitants 
from climate change is. This problem is defined as “a change of climate 
which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the 
composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural 
climate variability observed over comparable time periods” (United Nations, 
1992, p. 7). The growing interest in the problem results from the most vis-
ible and severe climate change effects such as extreme weather events and 
ecological disasters such as fires in the Mediterranean countries of Europe 
in 2023 (Szymczak, 2023).

To stop this phenomenon, or at least slow it down to let people adapt 
to new challenges, not just scientists or pro-environmental organizations must 
take action; citizens must as well. These actions may include demonstrations 
(organized, for example, by Fridays for Future or Youth Strike), educational 
campaigns, or popularization of pro-environmental lifestyle (UNESCO & 
MECCE, 2024). To achieve climate goals, changes are necessary in all spheres 
of people’s lives—for example, politics, economics, energy consumption, 
or social interactions. They can be introduced by power elite representatives 
such as the governments of the countries (Greenpeace, n. d). One of the 
ways to solve climate problems may be UN Climate Change Conferences, 
in which the power elite participate. The 26th occurrence of this event was 
in 2021. Delaying the conference for a year (because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic) and the increasingly visible effects of climate change heightened the 
world’s expectations of the outcomes included in the final agreement of the 
Conference of the Parties (COP) 26.
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MEDIA COVERAGE ON  CLIMATE CHANGE

Because the media is one of the most important sources of information, 
it may serve several functions, such as education or mobilization (McBride, 
1980; McQuail, 2007). According to agenda-setting theory, it also affects 
public opinion by priming and framing. McCombs (2004) indicated that the 
media not only increases interest and gives meaning to the issues it informs, 
but it may also trigger certain actions in its recipients (e.g., the fuel crisis 
in Germany in 19731). The media is especially important in the context 
of dealing with issues like climate change. The media can indicate that such 
a problem exists and how it affects common people’s lives, explaining what 
it encompasses or what actions people can take. However, including people 
who represent a different point of view than the scientific one may cause 
people to devalue it, believing that science and the threat of climate change 
are not certain. Ultimately such media postings may cause people to deny 
the problem: Donald Trump’s statement “climate change is a hoax” was 
quite popular (Beattie & McGuire, 2019). However, journalists represent-
ing individual media outlets also transmit information related to climate 
change, such as floods and fires or events during which those problems are 
discussed—like mentioning the UN Climate Change Conferences. Claudia 
Mellado (2015) indicated six journalistic roles: watchdog, loyal facilitator, 
service, infotainment, civic, and disseminator-interventionist.

Previous COPs grabbed media attention (both traditional media and 
online, including social media) because of their news value (Galtung & Ruge, 
1965; Harcup & O’Neil, 2016). Not only can debate be sparked in left-wing 
or liberal media (COP15), but the same news can appear in the conservative 
press. Sajna (2012) noted that even if media outlets presented different per-
spectives (“serious problem” or “scientists’ conspiracy”), none questioned 
the idea of fighting the threats caused by climate change. Moreover, scien-
tists can not only participate in the COP as an expert, but they can also use 
social media to publish their opinions. Those who participate in the COPs 
can use their social media accounts for live reports during the conference 

1 In the autumn of 1973, German media outlets published an increased number 
of negative opinions about the fuel supply and those who evaluate a situation 
as a crisis (due to price increase in Arab countries or boycotts against the 
US and the Netherlands). In November the federal government forbade using 
cars during specified periods and changed the speed limit on highways. News 
in German media outlets led to fear of a possible lack of fuel in the country. 
Consequently, people wanted to ensure supplies and bought more fuel than 
before. Those actions created a fuel crisis and a real situation in which access 
to fuel was limited (McCombs, 2004).
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just as journalists do, by posting photos or updates. Those who do not attend 
can focus on disseminating information, like scientists have traditionally 
done (Walter et al., 2017).

UN  CLIMATE CHANGE CONFERENCES

The threats resulting from climate change and its potential scenarios for 
the future are indicated in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) reports. Although this phenomenon can be the result of several causes, 
such as “natural internal processes or external forcings such as modulations 
of the solar cycles, volcanic eruptions” (IPCC, 2018, p. 544), the current climate 
change is caused predominantly by human actions. Scientists agreed with 
this statement in a scientific consensus because of the observed warming 
since the mid-20th century (Cook et al., 2016; Stocker et al., 2013). Those 
human actions are related to the emission of greenhouse gases, like what 
results from the combustion of fossil fuels such as coal, oil, and natural gas. 
Fossil fuels are the basis of the modern world. They are used for electricity, 
heating, transportation, and many items in every household. Unfortunately, 
the destruction of ecosystems by polluting, deforestation, or littering accel-
erates the negative effects of climate change.

Such issues are raised during COPs, which themselves are supposed 
to be one of the answers to climate change. During this annual event, partici-
pants discuss problems related to this phenomenon, report their achievements 
and challenges, and try to work out an agreement among delegations, like 
the Paris Agreement in 2015. The first conference was held in Berlin in 1995 
(United Nations Climate Change, n.d.). In 2021, COP was held for the 26th 
time and took place in the United Kingdom in Glasgow. The event raised 
high expectations due to the delay: although COP26 was planned for 2020, 
the COVID-19 pandemic made it impossible to organize it. This caused 
a delay in addressing the more visible problems caused by climate change, 
such as raising sea levels as a threat to such island countries as Tuvalu. The 
minister for foreign affairs of that country, Simon Kofe, recorded his speech 
to COP26 wearing a suit and standing in the seawater in Tuvalu to show 
how real a threat climate change is (Reuters, 2021). COP26 was divided 
into two parts. The first part, from October 31 to November 2, was when 
the power elite participated (the heads of state, ministers). The second part, 
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from November 3 to November 12, was when delegations’ experts discussed 
the problems and worked out an agreement.

During the 26th UN Climate Change Conference, not only did the 
official part of the debate occur, but many activists also arrived in Glasgow 
to show their disagreement with the power elite’s delay in making decisions 
that could mitigate the threats of climate change, such as shifting away from 
using and burning fossil fuels. Other objections to officials were impediments 
to non-governmental organization participation in the conference (Zielona 
Interia, 2021a), the presence of representatives of the fuel lobby in some of the 
state delegations (Zielona Interia, 2021b), and the creation of a traffic jam 
of private jets over Glasgow by COP26 participants (Interia, 2021).

METHODOLOGY

SAMPLE

For the purposes of this study, I conducted a quantitative media content 
analysis of the roles performed by Polish journalists while covering the 26th 
UN Climate Change Conference. The subject of the research was news items 
disseminated by selected Polish news media outlets—TV broadcasters and 
online portals. These two media types are those most often used by Polish 
citizens (Eurobarometer, 2023). The particular media outlets were selected 
using four factors: nationwide reach, frequency of published content (every 
day), popularity (viewing/reading), and type of medium according to fi-
nancing source (public/commercial). Thus, the research material comes from 
three main Polish TV news broadcasts: one public service channel, TVP1 
(Wiadomości [News]), and two commercial ones, TVN (Fakty [Facts] and 
Polsat (Wydarzenia [Events])2. I also analyzed the three main Polish news 

2 The television news items chosen for analysis (published in Wiadomości, 
Fakty, and Wydarzenia) were collected by Content Analysis System for 
Television (CAST) functioning at the Faculty of Political Sciences and 
Journalism at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań (Poland).
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portal websites: Interia, Onet, and Wirtualna Polska (WP)3. These three 
online media outlets have special subpages dedicated to climate change and 
environmental protection issues, which is why they were added to the research. 
Those subpages are Zielona Interia (Green Interia), Niech żyje planeta (Long 
Live the Planet), and WP naturalnie (WP naturally). For the purposes of this 
study, I selected news items published during COP26 (October 31–November 
12, 2021) in the six aforementioned media outlets. For a selection of the items, 
I used the following key words: cop26, climate, conference, summit, Glasgow, 
and UN4. Of all the news items published during the period of study, the 
following categories were excluded: announcements of programs broadcast 
by a television station (e.g., entertainment), materials of the portal’s partners, 
ads, games, links to films on VOD, culinary recipes, or content of recipients 
(e.g., Internet forum, links to accounts on the photo portal).

RESEARCH TOOL

The research tool used in this study was a codebook. It was based on the 
theory of journalistic role performance by Claudia Mellado (2015). Some 
of the categories used in this study were original categories from the code-
book developed for the Journalistic Role Performance Project (second wave) 
initiated and coordinated by Mellado. However, I specifically modified and 
adapted some original categories for the purposes of this study. The code-
book consisted of three parts: general information, sources, and journalistic 
roles. The first part used categories such as date, headline, importance of the 
news, geographic frame, topics, and news values. The second part focused 
on sources, for example, type of source, the presence of an expert, identi-
fication of the expert, and compatibility or incompatibility with scientific 
consensus. The last part was dedicated to the examination of the performance 
of the journalistic role.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

For the purposes of this study, I formulated three research questions.

3 The online news items were collected by web plugin available in Google 
Chrome. For the purposes of the study, twice a day (between 11:00–
11:30 a.m. and 11:00–11.30 p.m.) main websites of Interia¸ Onet, and 
WP (as well as their subpages dedicated to climate change and environmental 
protection issues) were scanned and saved with links to each item. It should 
be noted that those websites might be a little bit different for each user due 
to algorithms.

4 Because of the specificity of the Polish language, all forms of these keywords 
were considered in the research, for example, “climate” as a verb klimat 
or “climate” as the adjective “klimatyczny”.
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• RQ 1: Which of the roles performed by journalists appeared most 
often in the analyzed news?

Based on Mellado’s theory of journalistic role performance (2015), the 
codebook distinguished categories related to the six roles she recognized, 
watchdog, loyal facilitator, service, infotainment and civic, as well as in-
terventionist versus detached reporting. In an analyzed news item, at least 
one indicator describing the selected role had to be coded to consider the 
role as present (e.g., the presence of a call to action category as one of the 
interventionist indicators meant that in this news item an interventionist 
role was present).

• RQ 2: Was the educator role performed by journalists during COP26?
Because of the topic discussed in this study—climate change—and its 

educational potential, I added educator to the six roles proposed by Mellado 
(2015). Among the roles that media may play, the educational function 
could be significant in such a topic. Moreover, one of the tasks of the Polish 
public service media (such as TVP1) is to “serve the development of culture, 
science, and education, with particular emphasis on Polish intellectual and 
artistic achievements,” what is mentioned in the Broadcasting Act (Ustawa 
o radiofonii i telewizji, 2022, p. 36).

The educator role is related to such aspects as presenting scientific pub-
lications (e.g., reports, research results), explaining phenomena occurring 
in the environment, or informing and educating about laws and regulations. 
In this study I applied all these indicators to the problem of climate change.

• RQ 3: What sources did journalists cite in the analyzed news?
The last issue in this study refers to the sources cited by journalists. The 

aim was to establish a type of source and examine statements made by that 
source to determine the extent to which they were compatible with scien-
tific consensus. Another goal was to trace which sources were recognized 
as experts and whether they were real experts or only people journalists 
wanted to present as experts. Finally, I explored what types of experts were 
cited most often.
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FINDINGS

PRESENCE OF  THE COP26 
IN  THE NEWS MEDIA

During the research period, 19,412 news items were published in the six 
selected Polish media outlets (395 TV news items and 19,017 online news 
items). After selection using the key words “cop26”, “climate”, “conference”, 

“summit”, “Glasgow”, and “UN”, I analyzed 167 COP26-related items with 
the use of the codebook; 16 items came from TV news (4% of all TV news 
items), and 151 items came from online media (1% of all online news items). 
Moreover, about 42% of the COP26 items were published between October 
31 and November 2, the days during which the power elite (heads of state, 
prime ministers, etc.) participated in the event. That is 75% of all the COP26 
TV items (12) and 39% of all the COP26 online media items (58).

Although the total number of items does not show strong media attention 
being paid to the COP26 issue, the media outlets took some “extra” actions 
regarding this event. First, all three TV broadcasters under study sent jour-
nalists to Glasgow, so they were able to provide their reports right from the 
field. Second, online information websites showed their engagement too. 
Polish media outlets Onet and WP cooperated with Greenpeace’s action 
and aired an appeal to sign a petition and a countdown timer designating 
the last moment to stop using coal. However, from October 31 to November 
12, 2021, some important domestic events grabbed much of the Polish me-
dia attention. There was a migration crisis on the Polish -Belarusian border, 
protests against the anti-abortion law in Poland after the death of a preg-
nant woman in a hospital in Pszczyna (protest participants considered the 
anti-abortion law to be the cause of the woman’s death), an increase in the 
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incidence of COVID-19 in Poland, All Saints Day5, and the dispute over the 
Independence March6.

JOURNALISTIC ROLES IN  THE 
MEDIA COVERAGE OF  COP26

The first research question was related to roles performed by journalists. 
Six of the roles included in the codebook used in the study were presented 
by Claudia Mellado (2015). Some of the categories in this research tool 
concerned one role; some combined several. For the purposes of this study, 
if at least one of the indicators assigned to the role is coded, then the role 
is present in particular news item.

All six journalistic roles were represented in the news that was analyzed, 
both on television and online. In the TV news the clearest role was inter-
ventionist, whose indicators were coded in all COP26 news items (100%). 
Those journalists made their presence known in these news stories mostly 
by presenting their opinions next to information about the discussed topic 
(approximately 81%), using qualifying (evaluative) adjectives (approximately 
69%), and calling the elite to action (approximately 44%). Other roles often 
performed by journalists were service (approximately 94%) and infotainment 
(75%). The service role grew from the impact on everyday life of information 
presented in the news. Infotainment appeared mostly while presenting current 
or potential consequences of climate change (as well as people’s reactions 
to included examples of catastrophes) or people’s emotions during protests. 
Next, the roles of watchdog (50%) and civic (31%) were identified. The loyal 
facilitator role was the least frequently coded (25%). Figure 1 illustrates the 
occurrence of individual journalistic roles in the television coverage of COP26.

5 All Saints Day is celebrated on November 1st, and it is a day off in Poland. 
Each year many Poles visit their relatives’ graves in many parts of the country. 
On that day the news in the Polish media is related to holiday celebrations, 
road traffic, so-called “cemetery candle action” (along with information 
on the number of drunk drivers or road accidents), and memories of famous 
people who died in the past year.

6 The Independence March is a cyclical event organized for Polish 
Independence Day (November 11). This march is controversial because 
of the behavior of some participants (vandalism or burning the EU flag), and 
it is associated with the nationalist movement. Each year leads to a debate 
between supporters and opponents of the event. In 2021 a court in Warsaw 
initially prohibited the march, but it ultimately took place as a state event.
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Figure 1. Roles performed by journalists while covering COP26 in the television 
media outlets, from October 31 to November 12, 2021 (TVP1, TVN, Polsat).

Source: Own calculations

The online media outlets (Figure 2) were in a similar situation to the TVs. 
An interventionist role’s indicators were coded most often (62%). Next were 
service (38%) and infotainment (approximately 36%). Then came watchdog 
(21%) and loyal facilitator (approximately 16%). The civic role was identified 
least frequently in media online news (approximately 7%). In two news items, 
no indicator related to any role was encoded.

Figure 2. Roles performed by journalists while covering COP26 in the online media 
outlets, from October 31 to November 12, 2021 (Interia, Onet, WP).

Source: Own calculations

EDUCATOR ROLE PERFORMED 
BY  JOURNALISTS

For the purposes of this study, I added educator to the roles indicated 
by Claudia Mellado (2015). This role is related to presenting information 
from scientific publications, explaining phenomena related to climate 
change and the environment, or informing their audience about changes 
in laws related to climate change and the environment. Such indicators were 
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encoded in the COP26 news items published by five media outlets: TVN, 
Polsat, Interia, Onet, and WP (Table 1). Educator was not noted in TVP1, 
which is one of the public service media outlets in Poland, so the presence 
of educational information could be expected. The educator’s indicators were 
coded in 31% of TV news items (Figure 1) and approximately 23% of online 
news items (Figure 2). It was identified most often in Interia with 14 items, 
but the largest percentage share was noted in Polsat—50% (Table 1).

Table 1. The presence of the educator role in the media coverage on COP26, from 
October 31 to November 12, 2021 (TVP1, TVN, Polsat, Interia, Onet, WP)

Source: Own calculations

To determine the presence of the educator role, I selected two indicators. 
The first was presenting information from scientific publications. An example 
is from Onet:

The latest comprehensive research report by the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) – the highest scientific authority 

on the subject – outlined only one scenario in which 1.5 is possi-

ble. According to it, global CO2 emissions will fall this decade and 

reach net zero around mid-century. But even then, the world will 

exceed the 1.5-degree threshold before sinking below again with 

the help of large-scale efforts to suck carbon from the atmosphere 

(Broniatowski, 2021)7.

This example contains a reference to one of the most important documents 
on climate change, the IPCC’s report.

Another indicator, explaining phenomena related to climate change and 
the environment, was coded in the Interia, specifically in the Zielona Interia. 
The journalist was indicating why methane is such a dangerous gas and how 

7 Own translation.
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it impacts the greenhouse effect. The news item contains information about 
an agreement related to methane by COP26 participants:

Methane is the second most important greenhouse gas, after carbon 

dioxide, contributing to global warming. Although it has a higher po-

tential to retain heat in the Earth’s atmosphere, it decomposes faster, 

so reducing its emissions could have a quick impact on stopping 

global warming (Zielona Interia, 2021c)8.

SOURCES CITED IN  THE COP26 NEWS

The sources that appeared in news related to COP26 were also analyzed. 
Because of the event’s multifaceted significance (environmental, political, 
societal, economic, and energy-related), I considered numerous types 
of sources. The sources appeared in almost all of the COP26 news items 
(approximately 96%). Representatives of the power elite were most frequently 
cited by journalists in both TV and online media outlets: 75% of TV news 
and 54% of online news. The second most frequently cited type of source was 
directly related to the media. For television, it was a journalist who was at the 
scene (50%), but in online news it was a foreign media outlet (33%). The most 
common TV sources included an expert (50%) and an activist (approximately 
44%). But apart from what was mentioned earlier, the sources cited most 
frequently in online media were an NGO’s representative (approximately 
14%) and an activist (approximately 10%).

An important part of this research was identifying the presence of experts 
and who they were. According to the findings, in the case of television, the 
following experts were coded: scientists, journalists, activists/NGOs, and 
politicians (three times “other” was chosen). In the media online news, sci-
entists, activists/NGOs, and economists appeared as experts (“other” was 
chosen two times).

8 Own translation.
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CONCLUSIONS

The 26th UN Climate Change Conference was a global event during which 
participants reported on their country’s climate politics (achievements and 
failures), discussed problems, planned new actions, and attempted to reach 
an agreement. COPs are usually held once a year, but COP26 was postponed 
due to COVID-19 (it was planned for 2020). Because of this and because 
scientists and activists have stated that the 2020s are a critical decade for 
the future of the Earth, the event was eagerly anticipated by people from all 
over the world as well as being deemed media-worthy.

The analysis of the media content led to several conclusions although from 
a qualitative perspective, it can be said that the media paid little to no at-
tention to this event. News related to COP26 included only 4% of TV news 
and 1% of online news. The UN Climate Change Conference was mentioned 
in the period under study in all surveyed media outlets. In addition, all six 
media outlets highlighted COP26 in some way. In the case of television, 
each station dispatched a reporter to Glasgow, the location of the event. 
I have indicated examples of standups or live reporting. Furthermore, all 
information websites exposed environmental protection issues, such as the 
promotion of the Greenpeace action in which they participated.

Second, the results of the study showed that all journalistic roles proposed 
by Claudia Mellado (2015) and the addition of educator were performed 
in both television news and online media news. Only in one media outlet, 
TVP1 (television), was the educator role not coded. This was unexpected 
because of the public service nature of this Polish media outlet. Furthermore, 
three of the most frequently coded roles were the same in TV and online 
media—interventionist, service, and infotainment. I identified an interven-
tionist role in all television COP26 news (for online media it was 62%). The 
presence of the educator in five of six analyzed media outlets showed that 
there is indeed educational potential in the climate change topic and that 
journalists can be an important voice in climate and environmental education.

Finally, the sources appeared in approximately 96% of analyzed news 
related to the event. Among the most cited sources were the power elite: 
75% of TV news and 54% of the online news. This indicates the importance 
of the political meaning of the event and the role of power elite representatives 
in making decisions related to addressing the global threat of climate change.
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