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This article examines the role and effectiveness of the media relations system in
Copyright © 2026 European International covering environmental problems in the contemporary information environment. The
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explain how media relations influence public understanding, agenda formation, and
institutional legitimacy in the coverage of environmental problems. The study is
theoretical and analytical in design and is based on conceptual analysis, comparative
interpretation, and synthesis of academic research in environmental communication,
journalism, and public relations, as well as selected institutional sources from
international organizations. The results show that media relations in the environmental
sphere operate not merely as a channel for publicity but as a strategic interface
between scientific expertise, public institutions, civil society, and journalism. Their
effectiveness depends on newsworthiness, credibility, evidence quality, issue framing,
continuity of communication, and the ability to connect scientific complexity with public
relevance. The analysis demonstrates that effective media relations can raise salience
of environmental risks, improve issue comprehension, support public debate, and
strengthen accountability; however, weak or instrumentalized media relations may
produce superficial visibility, selective framing, or reputational communication
detached from environmental substance. It is concluded that the most effective media
relations systems in environmental coverage are those that combine evidence-based
communication, access to expert knowledge, journalistic autonomy, and sustained
public-interest framing.
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental problems have become one of the defining change, biodiversity loss, pollution, water stress, industrial
communication challenges of the twenty-first century. Climate hazards, and waste management are no longer specialized
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concerns confined to scientific or administrative discourse.
They increasingly shape everyday life, public policy, economic
The United Nations
Environment Programme explicitty frames the current

planning, and social expectations.
situation around the “triple planetary crisis” of climate change,
nature and biodiversity loss, and pollution and waste,
interconnectedness  of

underlining the scale and

environmental threats.

Under these conditions, the media relations system becomes

a central institutional mechanism for translating
environmental information into public communication. Media
relations can be understood here as the organized interaction
between institutions and journalists through press offices,
media briefings, information subsidies, expert access, crisis
communication channels, reports, and ongoing issue
management. In environmental communication research,
journalism and media are treated as major arenas through
which environmental issues enter the public sphere, are
framed for citizens, and become politically and socially
Environmental

consequential. communication scholarship

likewise emphasizes that public understanding of
environmental problems is mediated not only by science itself
but by communication processes, media narratives, and public

debate.

The scholarly importance of media relations in this area is
twofold. First, environmental issues are often scientifically
complex, temporally extended, and unevenly visible. Many
environmental harms are not immediately observable, and
their significance depends on interpretation, evidence, and
explanation. Second, journalism operates under time
pressure, news values, and resource constraints, which means
that institutional communication often plays a substantial role
in determining what becomes visible, how quickly it becomes
visible, and under which interpretive frame it is reported.
Research on agenda building in environmental reporting has
shown that public relations materials and journalistic sources

interact in shaping the environmental news agenda.

The purpose of this article is to analyze the role and
effectiveness of the media relations system in covering
environmental problems.

This study is theoretical and analytical. Its material consists of

academic works on environmental communication,
environmental journalism, climate coverage, agenda building,
and public relations, as well as selected institutional sources

from the IPCC, UNESCO, and UNEP. These sources were

chosen because they represent the main domains that
structure environmental media relations in practice: scientific
assessment, journalistic mediation, and institutional
communication. The IPCC provides authoritative, policy-
relevant scientific assessments of climate change; UNESCO
has produced journalist-focused guidance and initiatives on
climate and environmental reporting; UNEP offers institutional
evidence of how environmental organizations build media

interfaces and public outreach.

The principal methods were conceptual analysis, comparative
interpretation, and synthesis. Conceptual analysis was used to
clarify the meaning of “media relations system” in relation to
environmental communication. Comparative interpretation
was applied to connect public relations research with
journalism studies and environmental communication theory.
Synthesis was used to formulate a model of effectiveness that
integrates agenda building, credibility, public
comprehension, and accountability. Because the purpose of

framing,

the study is explanatory rather than empirical measurement
of a single campaign or institution, a theoretical design is
appropriate.

The analysis shows that the role of the media relations system
in environmental coverage is broader than the conventional
understanding of public relations as message distribution. In
the environmental field, media relations function as a
mediating system that links scientific knowledge, institutional
priorities, journalists’ professional routines, and public
understanding. Environmental journalism is commonly defined
as news coverage related to the health of environments and
ecosystems, and scholarship on environmental journalism
stresses that journalists influence how environmental topics
are made visible in the public sphere and how audiences

understand their significance.

A first major role of media relations is agenda activation.
Environmental problems compete with political conflict,
economic news, emergencies, and entertainment for public
attention. Media relations offices, expert spokespeople,
advocacy campaigns, and institutional reports help place
ecological issues into news circulation by creating accessible
entry points for journalistic coverage. Agenda-building
research in public relations has shown that information
subsidies can shape what receives media attention and how
In the

environmental field, Curtin and Rhodenbaugh demonstrated

issues are introduced into the news stream.

that public relations materials and journalistic tipsheets can
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influence the construction of the environmental news agenda.

A second role is interpretive mediation. Environmental issues
often require journalists to translate scientific uncertainty,
long-term risk, and systems-level causation into narratives
that are understandable to non-specialist audiences. Here,
media relations become effective when they provide not just
claims but contextualized evidence, expert accessibility, visual
explanation, and relevance to public life. Research on
transnational climate reporting shows that journalists’
interpretive practices shape whether climate change is
presented as a harmful human-induced risk and how
contrarian or misleading voices are handled. This means that
media relations do not operate in a vacuum; their influence is
filtered through journalistic norms, editorial judgment, and the

wider communication environment.

A third role is credibility
communication is highly sensitive to trust because audiences

transfer.  Environmental
cannot usually verify complex ecological claims directly. The
effectiveness of media relations therefore depends on whether
institutions can connect their messages with credible
expertise, transparent data, and recognizable public interest.
The IPCC's mandate is to assess the state of knowledge on
climate change through comprehensive reports, while
UNESCO’s current climate information integrity initiative
explicitly links accurate climate information with stronger
public trust, better policy responses, and support for free and
independent journalism. These institutional patterns show
that effective media relations in the environmental sphere are

inseparable from epistemic credibility.

A fourth role is problem framing. Media relations systems
influence whether environmental issues are framed as isolated
accidents, regulatory failures, public health problems,
technological challenges, justice questions, or long-term
governance issues. This is significant because the frame used
in news coverage affects whether the audience sees an issue
as personal or distant, solvable or overwhelming, structural or
accidental. Research on climate media indicates that frames
shape emotional responses, risk salience, and behavioral
orientations. Studies also show that media coverage is
associated with pro-environmental behaviors and eco-anxiety,
confirming that coverage effects are not merely informational

but affective and behavioral as well.

A fifth role is facilitation.  Effective

environmental media relations should not be equated with

accountability

reputational management alone. In democratic terms, their

higher value lies in enabling scrutiny, responsiveness, and
evidence-based public debate. Recent journalism research
describes journalists as ‘“visibility agents” who uncover
wrongdoing, moderate false or inadequate information,
explain complexity, and popularize difficult issues. UNESCQO'’s
recent work on protecting journalism in relation to climate and
environmental reporting similarly argues that journalism must
be protected in order to protect the planet, particularly
because coverage needs to reach the economic and political

roots of environmental breakdown.

The results of the analysis further indicate that the
effectiveness of media relations in covering environmental
problems depends on several interrelated conditions. One is
continuity. Environmental issues usually develop over long
periods, so one-off press releases rarely generate durable
public understanding. Cross-national research on climate
change in news media shows that attention varies significantly
over time and is often linked to focusing events such as policy
developments, scientific releases, and major social or
environmental moments. This suggests that effective media
relations require sustained issue cultivation rather than
episodic visibility.

Another condition is accessibility without oversimplification.
UNESCO’s journalist handbook on climate change and
sustainable development emphasizes the need to strengthen
journalists’ ability to
development in ways that enhance public understanding. This

report science, governance, and

is particularly relevant in environmental coverage, where
excessive technicality can alienate audiences, while excessive
simplification can distort the issue. Effective media relations
therefore provide layered communication: concise media
materials for immediate reporting, expert interviews for depth,
and explainers that preserve complexity without losing clarity.

A further condition is compatibility with journalistic autonomy.
Public relations and journalism have a historically tense
relationship, and that tension

remains important in

environmental reporting because institutions may seek

favorable coverage while journalists seek independent
verification. Research revisiting journalism—PR relations and
earlier work on public relations credibility shows that
journalists remain wary of information that appears
promotional or strategically selective. In the environmental
sphere, this means that media relations are most effective
when they support reporting through evidence, access, and

responsiveness rather than attempting to substitute for
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journalism.

Finally, effectiveness depends on integrating environmental
coverage with public relevance. Environmental communication
scholars have long argued that environmental issues become
socially meaningful in the public sphere through symbolic
action, media discourse, and contestation over what counts as
an environmental problem. If media relations present
environmental topics as abstract and detached from lived
consequences, coverage tends to remain marginal. When
communication links ecological problems to health, livelihood,
infrastructure, inequality, or local vulnerability, the likelihood

of sustained coverage and public engagement rises.

The results suggest that the media relations system is most
effective in covering environmental problems when it is
conceived as a public-interest communication infrastructure
rather than as a narrow promotional tool. This distinction is
crucial. Environmental issues differ from many other
communication domains because the core social task is not
simply visibility but intelligible visibility. The issue must be
made visible in a way that supports understanding of
causation, responsibility,  and possible  response.
Environmental communication theory treats the public sphere
as the discursive space in which such meanings are
negotiated, and environmental journalism research confirms
that the media have strong influence over how those

negotiations occur.

From this perspective, effectiveness should be assessed not
only through conventional media metrics such as volume of
coverage, number of press pickups, or audience reach. Those
but they do not by

coverage

measures indicate dissemination,

themselves demonstrate whether improved
understanding or accountability. In environmental contexts, a
more adequate conception of effectiveness includes issue
salience, explanatory depth, accuracy of scientific
representation, continuity of attention, diversity of sources,
and the extent to which coverage enables citizens to connect
environmental problems with policy choices and institutional
responsibility. The recent literature on impact in
environmental media also shows that practitioners themselves
increasingly understand impact as more than visibility,
emphasizing engagement strategies and varied forms of

influence.

At the same time, the analysis reveals a persistent tension.
Media relations can increase environmental attention, but they
can also narrow issues into institution-friendly narratives. This

risk is especially high when organizations use environmental
communication primarily for reputational management or
symbolic legitimacy. Earlier public relations research on
environmental problems already recognized that the behavior
of public relations practitioners in this field deserves scrutiny,
and later agenda-building work showed how strategically
supplied materials can shape news priorities. Therefore, the
effectiveness of media relations cannot be separated from
normative questions about transparency, evidence, and
independence.

The discussion also points to the need for a stronger bridge
between science communication and media relations. IPCC
reporting demonstrates the scale of the climate challenge, but
public engagement with such assessments requires
intermediary systems capable of translation, localization, and
repetition. UNESCO's attention to climate information integrity
and journalist capacity building reflects recognition that
environmental coverage is threatened not only by scientific
complexity but also by misinformation, uneven expertise, and
pressure on journalism itself. Hence, a robust media relations
system in the environmental domain must support both

communication quality and media freedom.

The study shows that the media relations system plays a

strategic role in covering environmental problems by
activating issue attention, mediating scientific complexity,
transferring credibility,
accountability.

evidence quality, source credibility, public relevance, and

shaping frames, and facilitating

Its effectiveness depends on continuity,

compatibility with journalistic autonomy. In the environmental
sphere, media relations are effective not when they merely
generate publicity, but when they help convert ecological
complexity into accurate, sustained, and socially meaningful
public communication.

The article also demonstrates that environmental coverage
should be understood as a dynamic interaction between
institutions, experts,
environmental risks are often long-term, systemic, and difficult

journalists, and publics. Because
to perceive directly, communication systems carry unusual
responsibility in determining what society notices, how it
interprets risk, and whether institutions are held accountable.
For that reason, the most effective media relations systems
are those that work with, rather than against, the norms of
evidence, transparency, and independent journalism. In
practical terms, this means that environmental media relations

should be evaluated by their contribution to informed public
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debate, not only by their communicative reach.
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