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ABSTRACT

One of the major environmental challenges today is global warming and climate
change, which continue to grow more complex despite expert advice and international
efforts. In Iran, the effectiveness of environmental journalism has been largely
overlooked, particularly in how it shapes societal attitudes toward critical
environmental issues. This study aimed to identify indicators that measure the
effectiveness of Iran’s environmental journalism in promoting sustainable lifestyles
among its audience, thereby enhancing the field’s role in fostering social awareness
and concern for the environment. Using the grounded theory method—a systematic
approach to exploratory qualitative research—the study identified key indicators of
effectiveness in Iranian environmental journalism. These indicators were organized
into two main categories: environmental (external) and functional factors, further
divided into four subcategories: causal, contextual, interventional, and strategic
indicators. To validate the findings, the researchers shared the results with
interviewees and experts in the field, incorporating their feedback into the final
analysis. The results indicated that performance indicators related to environmental
journalists and press managers are currently weak, suggesting a need for greater focus
on these areas to enhance the impact of environmental journalism in Iran. By
addressing these gaps, the study emphasizes the importance of improving media
efforts to effectively highlight sustainable living and environmental preservation.
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Introduction

Contemporary environmental crises, particularly
climate change and global warming, are becoming
increasingly complex despite international efforts
and expert recommendations. While population
growth and unsustainable production and
consumption patterns are recognized as primary
drivers of this crisis, the full cycle of its impacts
remains not yet fully understood. This complexity
extends beyond classical economic models that
focus solely on supply-and-demand dynamics.

In this context, the media—especially print
journalism—plays an irreplaceable role in
communicating environmental issues through its
unique capabilities, including in-depth analysis,
comprehensive event coverage, archival data
utilization, and diverse content presentation.
Environmental journalism has emerged as an
interdisciplinary ~ field,  bridging  scientific
knowledge, policy considerations, socioeconomic
factors, and cultural dimensions.

However, this field faces significant
communication challenges, such as effectively
conveying complex, long-term issues like climate
change, balancing tangible local concerns with
global perspectives, and navigating intersecting
political and economic influences. In developing
countries like Iran, these challenges are
compounded by additional barriers, including the
prioritization ~ of  economic  growth  over
environmental sustainability, entrenched
unsustainable values, and limited protections for
environmental journalists.

Theoretical ~ frameworks such as  the
Knowledge—Attitude—Behavior (KAB) model and
Hines’ Model of Responsible Environmental
Behavior emphasize the direct relationship
between awareness and behavioral change.
Considering all these dimensions, this study seeks
to establish measurable criteria for assessing the
effectiveness of environmental journalism by
identifying key indicators, analyzing contextual
factors, and developing a practical evaluation
framework.

Methodology

To identify the effectiveness indicators of
environmental journalism on audience lifestyle
sustainability, this study employed the Grounded
Theory method — a systematic approach for
exploratory qualitative research first developed in
the 1960s by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss.
This method aims to develop theories directly
derived from empirical data. The determination of
sample size in this method continued until
conducting semi-structured interviews reached the
point where no new propositions emerged from

additional conversations — achieving what is
termed “data saturation.”

Participant selection in Grounded Theory
follows emerging theoretical needs rather than
random sampling. Accordingly, the expert
interview panel was purposefully selected through
consultation with relevant specialists, comprising:
(1) veteran environmental journalists, (2)
experienced  environmental  activists  and
specialists, and (3) environmental institution
experts with extensive media and public
communication experience.

After approximately 20 one-hour telephone
interviews (the duration was adjusted based on
response adequacy) focusing on the central theme
of “Effectiveness Indicators and Barriers of
Environmental Journalism in Iran” — framed
through five subsidiary questions developed with
research advisors — responses reached theoretical
saturation. All conversations were recorded with
participants’ informed consent and subsequently
transcribed verbatim into Word documents by the
researcher.

For data analysis and coding, MAXQDA 2020
software was utilized — specifically designed for
Grounded Theory research and particularly
suitable for Persian-language studies. To ensure
data validity per Grounded Theory principles,
findings were shared with interviewees and
relevant professors for verification, and their
expert feedback was incorporated into the final
analysis.

For reliability assessment, the Process Audit
Study method was implemented, meaning all
research steps and researcher decisions were
verified by other scholars. Specifically, raw and
analyzed data, coding processes, and the complete
study trajectory from initiation to results were
reviewed, modified, and approved by two
Grounded Theory specialists and one research
advisor professor. This comprehensive validation
process ensured methodological rigor throughout
the investigation.

Result

Descriptive findings of the interviewees - A total
of 20 interviewees were selected, 19 of whom
participated in the conversations. Although data
saturation was reached after 16 interviews, all
interviews were conducted to ensure data
adequacy. Of these, 45% were female and 55%
were male; 25% held a Ph.D., 25% held a Master's
degree, and 50% had a Bachelor's degree.
Furthermore, 65% of the interviewees were
environmental journalists with over 15 years of
experience, and the other participants were
selected from among academic specialists,



managers, and prominent environmental activists

Open coding findings - At this stage, the

with media involvement. initial codes and their frequencies were
considerable, as shown in Table 1:
Table 1. Open Coding Findings
Speech evidence Frequency Initial code Row
Because they lack judicial backing, environmental journalists
are frequently summoned to court, making it difficult for 4 Legal and judicial support 1
them to maintain steady professional continuity in their work.
True effectiveness is achieved when civil institutions are
strong and capable of demanding more powerful awareness 12 Strengthening civil institutions 2
tools.
Freedom of expression matters — being able to confront
those in power, who are the primary causes of environmental 6 Freedom of expression 3
crises.
A key shortcoming affecting the effectiveness of
environmental journalism is the lack of specialized training .
o 4 Education 4
programs that could enhance their skills and keep them up to
date.
Media effectiveness depends on the accuracy of news and
information. Yet, we frequently lack access to reliable data 3 Information flow 5
when trying to follow up on an issue.
A key factor behind the shortage of specialized journalists is
the instability—not knowing whether I'll still be employed 8 Job stability and security 6
tomorrow or if my newspaper will continue operating.
Like it or not, environmental work has a masculine
dimension. In our country s environmental journalism scene, 3 Proportional gender distribution 7
the key players are essentially a group of 10 to 12 women,
with very few men active in this field.
One of the key responsibilities of environmental journalists is
to track a challenge over time, showing the public how an 3 Continuity 8
event, trend, or issue evolves and where it ultimately leads.
The greater the experience, the greater the mastery and 6 Experience and work history 9
ability to analyze.
We need to incorporate university professors into our
articles, news reports, and investigations. Academics 5 Effective communication with 10
typically provide the most accurate insights, as their input is universities
research-based.
There are systemic issues society overlooks—from timber
_ trafﬁckmg to clapdest}ne mountalnlland.selggres.. 5 Addressing neglected issues 1
Environmental journalism, in essence, brings invisible issues
to light
Citizens engage most when your claims are evidence-based,
research-driven, and data-backed. General statements are 4 Fact-Founded Drafting 12
ineffective.
An environmental journalist must be able to read and analyze Skills in analyzing scientific
tables, maps, and charts. 7 documents (maps, charts, and 13
tables)
Only two or three newspapers have dedicated environmental
desks. At best, others place environmental news to their 4 Allocate a separate news service 14
general society sections.
On EIA-related issues, reporters must interview both 8 Preparing reports from reliable, 15
environmental assessors and the affected project teams. relevant and specialized experts
Iranian media are often extensions of either state bodies or
partisan groups. Iq the 19905720095, reform}st papersile.d Financial and political
by party-aligned editors—systematically avoided scrutinizing 7 independence of the press 16
water diversion projects because of their stakeholders' p P
political and financial interests.
In the realm of environmental issues, we simultaneously
rapple with both objective an jective dimensions of S
[%rogﬁtrils M}}) gers(;}rjljjlcvalfle i;i tiuzjejlcerafe (\tve:h}? t(‘)roinoa Ma}mtf_nmng a balgncg between
) 8 objective and subjective values 17

forest—to me, a tree is merely a few meters of sellable
timber. Your personal value, however, is that a forest
represents something vital, sacred, and identity-defining for
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Speech evidence Frequency Initial code Row
you.
Investigating, researching, consulting diverse sources,
exargining varied reference.s, and analyzing different 6 Tnvestigative Approach 18
experiences can all play a pivotal role in enhancing an
environmental journalist's reporting effectiveness.
Qood joymalism—and the effectiveness qf environmental Raising awareness among the
journalism—depends on how much you inform society. 6 community about the fundamentals 19
and main problems
Writing all topics with a uniform style diminishes their
effectiveness. Each subject demands its own distinct 2 Using topic-appropriate language 20
language and tone.
The environment is not an isolated issue unique to Iran.
Climate change, dust storms, and bird migration are global
challenges—you must forge connections with peers 3 Global Outlook 21
worldwide to understand their perspectives on these shared
crises.
Environmental journalism must embrace new media. The
public's language has evolved—therefore, journalists should 4 Keeping reporting techniques up to 2
communicate through modern platforms like social media, date
using language that resonates with today’s audiences.
Environmental journalism isn't limited to natural aspects—it
actively incorporates human and social dimensions into its .
. . o . A comprehensive and
critique of issues. Marginalized groups, rural communities, 53 1 . . 23
A . multidimensional view
indigenous populations, women, and other vulnerable
segments are all vital facets of this discourse.
Most Irani i tal It ’t 1 th . .
ost Iranian environmental reporters <'10'n unde.rs and the Understanding the duties and
power structure. When the Energy Ministry denies water > .
. . . . . 14 structures of decision-making and 24
rights, they can’t identify the influencing actors—be they L
. . . . . . executive institutions
industrial lobbies, security agencies, or other vested interests.
Iran faces devastating forest fires every year—yet not a
single natural resources journalist investigates their patterns 30 Analyzing trends, histories, and 25
over the past 40-50 years, analyzes their root causes, or consequences
exposes the flawed policies behind them.
A journalist's duty is to fact-check. As reporters, we cannot
publish every piece of information that comes our way. News 10 Validation 26
gatekeeping must be practiced.
Environmental journalism must reflect all stakeholders' . .
. . Impartiality and use of the opinions
perspectives—proponents, opponents, and affected parties— 53 27
. . of all groups and stakeholders
to achieve true impact.
No matter how thorough your research or technical expertise,
you must ultimately translate the information into plain 49 Attractive, simple, and 28
language for the public—turning complex concepts into ethnographic writing
clear, relatable storytelling.
A i i i 1 ion isn' . .
A genum.e'commltment.to env1ronmentg prote.ctlon 1sn.t Meta-Professional Perspective &
optional—it's a core requirement for any journalist covering 19 29
. Engaged Concern
this field.
An environmental journalist must have the discernment to
determine which issues demand immediate coverage, which U
. . . 5 News prioritization 30
require sustained advocacy, and which call only for factual
reporting.
Our core problep} is absolutist crlt.1c1sr‘n—fa111ng to Avoiding Exaggerated Pessimism
acknowledge positive aspects and viewing every issue 7 and Onptimism 31
through black-and-white extremes. P
Without expertise, one doesn’t know how to ask the right
questions. An environmental journalist must read 20-30 2 Environmental Literacy of 1
times more than they write to approach professional Journalists
standards.
Environmental journalism demands specialized reporters—
rts wh \ t ifi ins lik . .
experts who deeply understand specific domains like 17 Beat-Specialized Reporting 33

wildlife, water systems, energy, and other critical ecological
sectors.
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Speech evidence Frequency Initial code Row
The moment an environmental incident occurs in our
country; we must document its impact through both written 7 News Timeliness 34
reports and expert interviews.
An environmental journalist must not only sound the alarm . .
about ecological challenges and diagnose problems—they 11 Introdl'lcmg' an glternatlve and 35
feasible livelihood model

must also pursue and propose concrete solutions.
An environmental journalist must set aside personal
judgments and biases, grounding their reporting in the

perspectives of experts, advocates, critics, and 6 Reporting without bias or judgment 36
policymakers—while leaving the final interpretation to the
audience.

Table 2. Categories Classified in Secondary Coding

Repetition Main categories Repetition Subcategories Indlca.tors t?ken from
interviews
Legal & judicial support

. Strengthening civil institutions
Environmental Factors 25 Governance & g .
Freedom of expression

Information flow
Financial and political
independence
84 . .
Exclusive news service
Press Proportional gender distribution
Administrators Keeping reporting techniques up
to date
Education
Job stability & security
Expertise
Experience
Up-to-date Knowledge
Niche Journalism
Continuity
Scientific Literature Analysis
Skills
Multidimensional Approach
Credibility Assessment
Impartiality
Understanding the Structure and
Functional Factors Functions of Policy-Making &
Executive Bodies
Environmental Commitment
Beyond Professional Duties
News Judgment
Fact-Founded Drafting
Academic Engagement
Global Outlook
Trend Analysis
Engaging and Simple Writing
Adopting Context-Appropriate
Language
Avoiding Exaggerated
Pessimism and Optimism
Introducing an alternative
livelihood model
Maintaining a balance between
objective and subjective values
Addressing neglected issues
Investigative approach

59

Environmental

254 254 Journalist

At the end of the secondary coding phase, 33 and two main categories were extracted. Based on
conceptual codes (indicators), three sub-categories, the statistical analysis performed in
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MAXQDA2020 software, the most important of
these indicators, which had the most frequent
emphasis in the verbal evidence, were identified.
Furthermore, according to this analysis, the
share of functional factors (pertaining to the
journalists and press managers themselves) was
assessed to be more than double the share of

environmental factors (related to the necessary
groundwork provided by governance).

Axial coding - In the final stage, based on the
results of the MAXQDA2020 software analysis
and the researcher's synthesis of the interview
transcripts, the conceptual model of effectiveness
indicators for Iranian environmental journalism
was developed (Figure 1).

Environmental journalists Governance .
1. Trend Analysis 1.Freedom of expression
2. Impartiality 2.Establishing an  Open
3.Multidimensional Information Flow
Approach Framework _ .
4.Academic Engagement 3 Strengthening civil
5.Niche Journalism mstitutions
6.Global outlook ‘4.Legal and judicial support
7.Introducing  sustainable En.vironm.ental
livelihood models ' journalists
8. Raising Public Awareness 1.Env1r0mpenta1
of Environmental Stewardship Beyond
Fundamentals and Professional Duties
1.  Audience Challenges ' 2. ' Up-to-Date
Sensitization Efficacy of Iranian Environmental
and Press Administrators Environmental Journalism Knowledge and
Engagement 9.Gender Distribution Awareness
2. Promoting Proportional to Job Hardship 3.Experience
Consumption independence Press Adm{nlstrators
and 11. Dedicated Environmental ‘I;Ul_lderstan(tilil% .
i News Service Press Administrators( nvironmental Issues an
Hifestyles - = Sustainable Development
1 .Educatlpn . Principles
2.Journalist's Economic
Security

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Effectiveness Indicators for Environmental Journalism in Iran (Based on Bazrgan, 2018)

Based on a Grounded Theory analysis, the
study identified causal and strategic indicators
essential for effective environmental journalism in
Iran. Causal indicators are the foundational
attributes journalists and managers must possess,
such as commitment, expertise, and understanding
of environmental issues, for the field to even exist.
Strategic indicators represent areas in practice that
need establishment or improvement. As shown in
Chart 4, interviewees placed significantly greater
emphasis on these causal and strategic factors,
which pertain directly to the journalists and
managers themselves, than on external factors.

Conclusions

The present study, by examining the effectiveness
indicators of environmental journalism in Iran,
reveals that evaluating this field faces significant
challenges. As demonstrated by Salamat’s research
(2015), the qualitative nature of many aspects of
this profession and the lack of specific

measurement indicators have led to its neglect in
precise performance evaluation. The findings of
this study indicate that the proposed model and
extracted indicators are designed according to
Iran's specific cultural, social, economic, and
political conditions, and as noted by researchers
such as Dankaza (2017) and Biscainsin-Jinior et
al. (2020), cannot be generalized to other geo-
cultural contexts.

In the Iranian context, indicators such as
journalists' personal commitment to environmental
issues and four contextual factors, including job
security, legal and judicial support, and economic
stability, are particularly important. Meanwhile,
global  indicators such as  specialized
environmental knowledge and professional
experience are applicable across all societies.

To enhance the quality of environmental
journalism in Iran, two fundamental solutions are
proposed: specialized training and ensuring
economic security. Adequate income (a minimum
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equivalent to USD 45,000 annually) can prevent
journalists from gravitating toward corporate
public relations, a phenomenon also confirmed by
Williams (2015) and Salis and Wagner (2020).

At the strategic level, trend analysis of issues
(consistent with findings by Mukata (2015) and
Bush (2019)), maintaining professional neutrality,
adopting a comprehensive and multidimensional
perspective, effective collaboration with academia,
specialization in reporting topics, and introducing
sustainable livelihood models (as supported by
Ogunbode et al., 2022) are among the key factors
for improving effectiveness.

From a governance perspective, establishing
supportive legal frameworks, clarifying classified
information criteria, and ensuring the full
implementation of the Free Access to Information
Law (2009) are essential. As Trionfi (2024) has

shown, defamation laws should not become tools
for restricting journalists.

This research faced limitations, including the
scarcity of scholarly resources on environmental
journalism in Iran and the constraints of qualitative
methodology. Given the inherent dynamism of
grounded theory, it is recommended that each
identified indicator be examined more deeply in
future research. Additionally, similar studies in
environmental education and activism could help
complete this framework.

Ultimately, completing and  properly
implementing Chapter Three of Iran's Press Law
(1985, amended in 2009) and its executive bylaw
(2016), with emphasis on legal and material
support for journalists, could provide a suitable
foundation for enhancing the quality of
environmental journalism in Iran.
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Table 1. Open Coding Findings
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Because they lack judicial backing, environmental journalists are
frequently summoned to court, making it difficult for them to
maintain steady professional continuity in their work.
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True effectiveness is achieved when civil institutions are strong
and capable of demanding more powerful awareness tools.
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Freedom of expression matters — being able to confront those in
power, who are the primary causes of environmental crises.
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A key shortcoming affecting the effectiveness of environmental
journalism is the lack of specialized training programs that could
enhance their skills and keep them up to date.
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Media effectiveness depends on the accuracy of news and 3 Information flow 5
information. Yet, we frequently lack access to reliable data when
trying to follow up on an issue.
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.A key factor behind the shortage of sp§c1allzed journalists is the Job stability and security
instability—not knowing whether I'll still be employed tomorrow
or if my newspaper will continue operating.
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Like it or not, environmental work has a masculine dimension. In
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3 Proportional gender 7
our country’s environmental journalism scene, the key players are distribution
essentially a group of 10 to 12 women, with very few men active in
this field.
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One of the key responsibilities of environmental journalists is to
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track a challenge over time, showing the public how an event,

8
Continuity
trend, or issue evolves and where it ultimately leads.
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The greater the experience, the greater the mastery and ability to 6 Experience and work 9
analyze. history
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We need to incorporate university professors into our articles, 5 Effective communication 10
news reports, and investigations. Academics typically provide the with universities
most accurate insights, as their input is research-based.
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o i ) 5 Addressing neglected 11
There are systemic issues society overlooks—from timber issues
trafficking to clandestine mountain land seizures. Environmental
journalism, in essence, brings invisible issues to light
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Citizens engage most when your claims are evidence-based, Fact-Founded Drafting
research-driven, and data-backed. General statements are
ineffective.
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An environmental journalist must be able to read and analyze 7 Skills in analyzing 13
tables, maps, and charts. scientific documents
(maps, charts, and tables)
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Only two or three newspapers have dedicated environmental desks. news service
At best, others place environmental news to their general society
sections.
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On ElA-related issues, reporters must interview both Pre[.)armg reports from
environmental assessors and the affected project teams. reliable, relevant and
specialized experts
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Iranian media are often extensions of either state bodies or partisan . Financial and political
groups. In the 1990s-2000s, reformist papers—Iled by party- independence of the press
aligned editors—systematically avoided scrutinizing water
diversion projects because of their stakeholders' political and
financial interests.
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In 'the realm Qf er}Vlronmentgl issues, we s1multane0usly grapple 8 Maintaining a balance 17
with both objgctlve and subjective dimensions of problems. My. between objective and
personal value is to generate Wealth. from a forest—to me, a tree is subjective values
merely a few meters of sellable timber. Your personal value,
however, is that a forest represents something vital, sacred, and
identity-defining for you.
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Investigating, researching, consulting diverse sources, examining 6 e 2,559, 18
varied references, and analyzing different experiences can all play Investigative Approach
a pivotal role in enhancing an environmental journalist's reporting
effectiveness.
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S o) axely 6 Raising awareness among 19
Good journalism—and the effectiveness of environmental the community about the
journalism—depends on how much you inform society. fundamentals and main
problems
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Writing all topics with a uniform style diminishes their 2 Using topic-appropriate 20
effectiveness. Each subject demands its own distinct language and language
tone.
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Lol Global Outlook

The environment is not an isolated issue unique to Iran. Climate
change, dust storms, and bird migration are global challenges—
you must forge connections with peers worldwide to understand
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their perspectives on these shared crises.
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Environmental journalism must embrace new media. The public's 4 Sy s 22
language has evolved—therefore, journalists should communicate Keeping reporting
through modern platforms like social media, using language that techniques up to date
resonates with today’s audiences.
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Environmental journalism isn't limited to natural aspects—it 53 A comprehensive and 23
actively incorporates human and social dimensions into its critique multidimensional view
of issues. Marginalized groups, rural communities, indigenous
populations, women, and other vulnerable segments are all vital
facets of this discourse.
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Most Iranian environmental reporters don’t map the power 14 Understanding the duties 24
ecosystem. When the Energy Ministry denies water rights, they and structures of decision-
can’t identify the influencing actors—be they industrial lobbies, making and executive
security agencies, or other vested interests. institutions
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Iran faces devastating forest fires every year—yet not a single Analyzing trends,
natural resources journalist investigates their patterns over the past histories, and
40-50 years, analyzes their root causes, or exposes the flawed consequences
policies behind them.
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A journalist's duty is to fact-check. As reporters, we cannot publish 10 V;ﬂi dation 26
every piece of information that comes our way. News gatekeeping
must be practiced.
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Environmental journalism must reflect all stakeholders' 53 Impartiality and use of the 27
perspectives—proponents, opponents, and affected parties—to opinions of all groups and
achieve true impact. stakeholders
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No matter how thorough your research or technical expertise, you . .
. . . . Attractive, simple, and
must ultimately translate the information into plain language for . o
. . . ethnographic writing
the public—turning complex concepts into clear, relatable
storytelling.
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A . ment ¢ . tal protection isn't 19 Meta-Professional 29
A genuine commitment to environmental protection isn't Perspective & Engaged
optional—it's a core requirement for any journalist covering this Concern
field.
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News prioritization
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An environmental journalist must have the discernment to
determine which issues demand immediate coverage, which
require sustained advocacy, and which call only for factual

reporting.
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Our core problem is absolutist criticism—tfailing to acknowledge
positive aspects and viewing every issue through black-and-white
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Avoiding Exaggerated
Pessimism and Optimism

extremes.
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Without expertise, one doesn’t know how to ask the right Environmental Literacy of
questions. An environmental journalist must read 20-30 times Journalists
more than they write to approach professional standards.
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Environmental journalism demands specialized reporters—experts 2 o
who deeply understand specific domains like wildlife, water Beat—Specl_allzed
systems, energy, and other critical ecological sectors. Reporting
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The moment an environmental incident occurs in our country, we 7 News Timeliness 34
must document its impact through both written reports and expert
interviews.
Chrog 5 g jlae Sl 3)90 5 b e IS ) Cujlame IS5 Cudenro (o5 (8 p20
il ol ol 81 5 loiy Jlo> & b S sl g o3l
An environmental journalist must not only sound the alarm about 11 Introducing an alternative 35
ecological challenges and diagnose problems—they must also and feasible livelihood
pursue and propose concrete solutions. model
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An environmental journalist must set aside personal judgments and . . .
. . . . ) Reporting without bias or
biases, grounding their reporting in the perspectives of experts, .
. . . . judgment
advocates, critics, and policymakers—while leaving the final
interpretation to the audience.
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Table 2. Categories Classified in Secondary Coding
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Repetition Main categories Repetition Subcategories Indicators taken from interviews
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Legal & judicial support
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