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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
How has contemporary literature responded to, helped mitigate, or Received 6 October 2025
exacerbated the climate and nature crises? To begin answering this Accepted 15 June 2026
question systematically, we developed the Strategic Environmental
Narratives codebook and applied it to 474 short stories published L

. . Quantitative content
between 2014 and 2023 in The New Yorker, the most prestigious analysis; Climate fiction;
Anglophone literary magazine. We find that climate change exists in Ecocriticism: The New Yorker;
just 10.1% of these stories and freshwater pollution, marine pollution, Contemporary short fiction
air pollution, deforestation, species extinction / biodiversity loss, or toxic
waste exists in 15.6%. When present, these environmental problems are
mostly marginalized and minimized; structural culprits - governments,
corporations, and the wealthy - are rarely assigned responsibility; and
pro-environmental actions and behaviors are rarely modeled.
Synthesizing these results with recent data on popular films suggests
an unspoken “cultural climate consensus” across contemporary media
on how often climate change can or should be included in fictional
narratives. Through a typology of “strategic environmental narratives” —
including  “eco-lite  narratives”, “normalizing  narratives”, and
“symptomatic climate fiction” - we discuss how fiction can pursue its
time-honored goal of both delighting and instructing readers in an era
of planetary polycrisis.

KEYWORDS

In the Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Overstory, Richard Powers writes that “the best arguments
in the world won’t change a person’s mind. The only thing that can do that is a good story” (Powers,
2018). As the climate and nature crises become ever more prevalent, severe, and destructive, that
insight has new urgency. Activists (e.g. McKibben, 2005), celebrities (e.g. Fonda, 2025), politicians
(e.g. Roth, 2024), authors (e.g. Atwood, 2022), media consultants (e.g. Hinerfeld et al., 2024), enter-
tainment studios (e.g. Warner Bros., 2025), critics (e.g. Solnit, 2025) and scholars (e.g. Schneider-
Mayerson et al., 2024) have all called for more attention to environmental problems in fictional nar-
ratives. At the same time, researchers in environmental communication and the environmental
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humanities have emphasized the need to analyze the role of fictional narratives in representing and
helping to address these problems.

What qualifies as a “good story” in the midst of these mounting crises? This question, and the
chorus of calls for more environmentally engaged narratives, extend classic debates about the
proper goals of fiction (e.g. Lamarque, 2006). Today, literature is often considered an autonomous
aesthetic pursuit primarily concerned with individual psychological interiority and formal craft (e.g.
Attridge, 2017; McGurl, 2009), but some historical perspective is informative. Beginning in the
Western tradition with the Latin poet Horace, the literary arts have generally been understood to
have dual goals: to both “instruct” and “delight” (Horace, 1926 [c. 19 BCE]). This formula, repeated
with variation in literary theories since (e.g. Sidney, 1891 [1595]; Johnson, 1765; Shelley, 1891
[1840]; Arnold, 1889), was recently reiterated by the renowned novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adi-
chie (2012), who affirmed that “we should read human stories to be instructed and to be delighted”.

Research on literature and the environment has focused almost exclusively on criticism of indi-
vidual novels, short stories, plays, and poems that engage, more or less explicitly, with environ-
mental issues, with some recent research evaluating how they influence readers and audiences
(e.g. Schneider-Mayerson, Weik von Mossner, et al., 2023). However, in an era saturated with nar-
ratives across media, it is the collective presence — or absence - of environmental content that exerts
the most powerful and lasting impact on public attitudes, beliefs, and behavior in relation to climate
change and other environmental challenges. Building on Schneider-Mayerson et al.’s (2025) sys-
tematic analysis of the presence and portrayal of environmental problems in popular films, we
developed the Strategic Environmental NarrativeS (SENS) codebook, which assesses the existence
and depiction of environmental perspectives, problems, responses, and behaviors in fictional nar-
ratives in any medium, and illuminates categories of environmental narratives that have been
almost entirely ignored by researchers. We then applied the SENS codebook to 474 short stories
published from 2014 to 2023 in The New Yorker, the top Anglophone literary magazine.

As climate change disrupts ecological stability and decimates Earth’s biodiversity, we find that
only 10.1% of these stories even include this world-changing process. To achieve the dual purpose
of both delighting and instructing, Adichie (2012) notes, narrative fiction must “illuminate” “the
real world”. Our results suggest that contemporary fiction is failing to do so. In response, we pro-
pose a renegotiation between the entertainment and educational value of fiction which acknowl-
edges the desperate need for strategic environmental narratives (Boykoff, 2019, p. 36) - stories
that support, in any number of ways, the life that exists and is at risk on our fragile planet.

An ecology of stories

Though scholars of environmental communication seem to appreciate the significance of fictional
narratives as forms of communication, films, TV shows, theater, art, and literature remain a minor
area of study (Schneider-Mayerson et al., 2025). There are good reasons for these narratives to
receive more attention.

First, humans live within an ecology of stories. In many countries, people are regularly exposed
to an enormous number of fictional narratives, including but not limited to films, TV and streaming
shows, plays, short stories, poems, novels, graphic novels, video games, and children’s books, as well
as many songs, shareable videos, podcasts, sermons, and advertisements. This ecology of stories has
deep roots in the formation of human culture (Niles, 2010), shaping human thought (Ong, 1982)
and human evolution (Boyd, 2009).

Second, research across several communication traditions has highlighted the unique influence
of narratives on how individuals think, feel, and relate to each other and the world around us. For
example, cultivation theory demonstrates that the world of fictional stories often differs from objec-
tive reality and that the more audiences view this media, the more they are likely to cultivate the
same picture of reality (Gerbner et al., 2002), including about environmental issues (Klinger &
Metag, 2021, p. 41). Social cognitive theory shows that humans can learn and be motivated to
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perform behaviors, including behaviors related to environmental problems (Klinger & Metag, 2021,
pp- 38-40), by observing others, including those they encounter in fiction (Bandura, 2009). Empiri-
cal research in narrative persuasion (McCormack et al., 2021), entertainment-education (Singhal
et al., 2003; Sood et al., 2024), and empirical ecocriticism (Schneider-Mayerson, Weik von Mossner,
et al., 2023) demonstrates that messages embedded within fictional narratives can affect awareness,
knowledge, perceptions, and behaviors. This research helps explain how literature has such a
powerful impact on readers and sometimes on society and politics, from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Reynolds, 2011) to Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead (Freedland, 2017).

Other research has theorized a more fundamental and pervasive influence of stories. For
example, philosophers and cognitive psychologists argue that our identities are “narrative identi-
ties” and that stories influence how we craft our selves (McAdams, 2011); legal scholars note
that lawyers, judges, and policymakers frequently draw on narratives in determining legal outcomes
(Burger, 2013); and cultural ecology contends that imaginative literature operates as an ecological
force connecting humans to the natural world (Zapf, 2016).

Finally, in a period in which news and information feeds are fragmented and polarized (Jurko-
witz & Mitchell, 2020), selective attention gives narratives a unique ability to reach audiences
regardless of demographic and socio-political divides. While audiences with consistent political
beliefs often choose news sources whose biases align with their own values (Mitchell et al.,
2014), stories can have broad appeal and are better at overcoming psychological resistance than
informational messages (Moyer-Gusé, 2008).

Scholars in the environmental humanities commonly assert that storytelling is central to an effective
response to the climate and nature crises (e.g. Ghosh, 2016; Weik von Mossner, 2017; Schneider-
Mayerson, Gustafson, et al., 2023), and the field of ecocriticism is focused on the way that narratives
depict the environment and contemporary socio-environmental challenges (Glotfelty & Fromm,
1996). Tens of thousands of articles and books have conducted close readings of the environmental
messages that are present in environmentally engaged literature, and empirical ecocritics have
begun to analyze the impact of these messages on readers through experiments, surveys, and interviews
(Schneider-Mayerson, Weik von Mossner, et al, 2023). However, there has been no systematic
research on the prevalence of environmentally focused or pro-environmental narratives in contempor-
ary literature, nor whether their content has changed over time. This is a major gap in our understand-
ing of how literature has responded to, helped mitigate, or exacerbated the climate and nature crises.

Aims and methods

We sought to examine the presence of environmental perspectives, problems, responses, and beha-
viors in contemporary fiction. To do so, we employed quantitative content analysis, which has
been widely used in communication research to examine the presence, absence, and quantity of
specific attributes of media messages. It has frequently been applied to fictional media, where
researchers have often found that fictional worlds present a distorted picture of reality (Nitsch,
2022). Researchers have utilized content analysis to examine environmental issues for decades, focus-
ing on areas such as print media, tabloids, TV, film, and social media (Mahl & Guenther, 2022). While
corpus analysis has increasingly been applied to literature (Underwood, 2019), including short stories
(Shalaan, 2022), to enable large-scale analysis, manual content analysis seems to have been applied to
fiction in only two cases (Zerges, 1977; Nitsch, 2011), and never in the English-language scholarship.
As such, this research extends a familiar methodology to literature in a way that might prove fruitful
for scholars of communication studies as well as literary critics and environmental humanists.

Sample selection

We chose to examine short stories because our coding capacity would not allow us to code a
sufficient number of novels to establish reliability between coders. Beyond their readers, short
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stories in a popular and prestigious magazine can be influential, shaping norms and expectations for
writers, editors, publishers, students, and storytellers in general (e.g. Bourdieu, 1993; Crosthwaite,
2019). Additionally, since short stories generally take less time to write than novels, they might
more immediately reflect shifting trends in literature and storytelling.

To select short stories that are both popular and prestigious, we consulted with a number of
authors as well as De Poortere’s (2023) quantitative ranking of English-language literary magazines.
It assigned The New Yorker a score that was two times greater (fifteen standard deviations higher)
than the next journal (Appendix A). This ranking corroborates the consensus of the authors we
consulted: The New Yorker is the most prestigious and widely read literary magazine in the Anglo-
phone world, with stories that are frequently anthologized and assigned in literature and creative
writing courses. Given The New Yorker’s preéminence as a publisher of Anglophone short stories,
and to enable a longitudinal analysis, we focused our analysis on its stories.

For the time period, we chose the decade that preceded our coding process. First, it is the most
recent period and might be most relevant to the study of contemporary trends in narrative fiction.
Second, it is bookended by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Fifth Assessment
Report (Pachauri et al., 2014) and Sixth Assessment Report (Calvin et al., 2023), allowing us to exam-
ine how these reports, which are widely covered by the media, might influence literary trends.
Finally, it overlaps with a similar study that was focused on popular films (Schneider-Mayerson
et al., 2025), enabling a cross-media comparison.

Since we were partially interested in how authors are responding to a changing climate, we
excluded 19 short stories that were completed more than two years before being published, most
of which were previously unpublished stories written decades earlier. This left a sample of 474 stor-
ies, between 45 and 49 per year (Table 1 and Appendix B).

The SENS Codebook

Building upon Schneider-Mayerson et al.’s (2025) codebook, we developed the SENS codebook.
Drawing on scholarship in environmental communication, environmental psychology, and ecocri-
ticism, it contains between 20 and 33 items that collectively evaluate the existence and depiction of
environmental perspectives, problems, responses, and behaviors in fictional narratives. See Appen-
dix D for detailed rationales for and examples of each item.

At the center of the SENS codebook is the presence or absence of environmental problems in
contemporary fiction. The climate crisis, increasingly evident in rising global temperatures, extreme
weather events, and disruptions to ecosystems, livelihoods, and lives, is already having catastrophic
effects around the world and poses a much greater threat in the future. Climate change is widely
acknowledged to be the most consequential and urgent socio-environmental problem today, but
it is hardly the only one. For a thorough analysis of the presence of socio-environmental problems
in contemporary narratives and to enable a comparison, we selected the same six additional pro-
blems as Schneider-Mayerson et al. (2025): freshwater pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs; mar-
ine pollution of oceans and beaches; air pollution; deforestation; species extinction or biodiversity
loss; and toxic waste. See Appendix C for information about them. Table 2 contains examples of the
kind of evidence that led us to code for the existence of each environmental problem in the story
worlds of short stories.

As Figure 1 illustrates, 20 items are answered for each story and 13 items are presented to a coder
only when a specific item is answered positively. For example, only when a coder answers one of the

» o« » o« » o« » o«

“Climate change”, “Freshwater pollution”, “Marine pollution”, “Air pollution”, “Deforestation”,

Table 1. Stories in sample by year.
Year of publication 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Stories in sample 49 49 49 46 47 48 45 47 47 47
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Table 2. Coding examples.

Name Item Code Evidence for Code
Climate change Does climate change exist in the story Yes In “The Gentlemen’s Game” (Jonathan Lethem,
world? 2016), Tira, frustrated by the overwhelming heat

and her sunburn, quips, “The advertising
campaign for this place should be: Too impatient
to wait another hundred years for the global-
warming apocalypse? Try Singapore!”
Freshwater pollution  Does the pollution of freshwater bodies of ~ Yes Looking for a summer swimming spot in “Our Lady

water (rivers, lakes, and reservoirs) exist of the Quarry” (Mariana Enriquez, 2020), Silvia

in the story world? and her friends head to an old quarry called “the
Virgin's Pool” because “she hated public pools
and country-club pools” and “the nearest river

was polluted”.
Marine pollution Does marine pollution exist in the story Yes In “The Secret Source” (Ben Okri, 2022), the “oceans
world? had become so polluted that the fish caught
there poisoned those who ate them”.
Air pollution Does air pollution exist in the story world?  Yes Set during the Vietnam War, the protagonist of “Do

Not Stop” (Salvatore Scibona, 2019) recalls how
Vietnam “had been on fire from the moment he
first landed” for deployment, with “smoke rising
like giant ghost trees from rooftops”.

Deforestation Does deforestation (the purposeful Yes In “The Bog Girl” (Karen Russell, 2016), the narrator
clearing of forested land) exist in the describes how “Neolithic farmers were the first to
story world? clear [Ireland’s] woods”, creating the conditions

for the formation of peat bogs.

Species extinction /  Does species extinction or biodiversity loss ~ Yes In “Pending Vegan” (Jonathan Lethem, 2014), Paul

biodiversity loss exist in the story world? and his wife take their daughters to Sea World so

that they can see the Orcas “before they
disappear from the planet entirely”.

Toxic waste Does toxic waste exist in the story world?  Yes In “Texas” (David Gates, 2018), when Garver goes to
visit his daughter in Denton, she informs him that
the town has “banned fracking”. The
hydrofracking process, by definition, injects
highly toxic chemicals into wells, and the
wastewater contains those chemicals.

“Species extinction / biodiversity loss”, or “Toxic waste” items positively — indicating that at least
one of these environmental problems exists in the story world - do they encounter “Centrality”,
which concerns how central environmental problem(s) are to the story.

We assigned 24.9% of the sample (118 stories) to be coded by two randomly selected coders to
establish interrater reliability. The average Cohen’s Kappa was 0.90, which indicates excellent agree-
ment between coders." See Appendix D for reliability ratings for each item.

Results and discussion

Applying the SENS codebook generates a multitude of insights about any body of narratives. We
have organized the most important results into five subsections. For additional results, see Appen-
dix E.

Climate change and other environmental problems are mostly absent

During a critical period in human history — when the destructive and deadly consequences of the
climate and nature crises were becoming more obvious, when public concern and protests were
growing, when it was still possible to avoid some of the worst impacts - environmental problems
were largely absent in the fiction of The New Yorker, the top venue for short fiction in the Anglo-
sphere and arguably the world. Climate change exists in the story world of 10.1% of all short stories
(N =474) and a different environmental problem is present in 15.6%.” In 79.1% of stories, no
environmental problems exist.
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* Nonhuman characters <

* Type of nonhuman(s)

A\ 4

* Nonhuman agency Yes

No
2

Severe storms
Flooding
Extreme heat <

Drought ii
Other climatic abnormalities

Yes

No T

:

g

Figure 1. ltems and workflow for the SENS codebook.
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As Figure 2 shows, climate change is the most common environmental problem, followed by
species extinction / biodiversity loss and air pollution.

The absence of environmental problems is particularly striking in light of the apparent editorial
priorities and readership of The New Yorker. The New Yorker has long been a leading venue for
nonfiction reporting about climate change (Romm, 2009), having recently published a compen-
dium of its climate reporting (Remnick & Finder, 2020) as well as numerous articles about the
transformative potential of climate fiction (Schulz, 2015; Waldman, 2018; Rothman, 2022). Unlike
most media gatekeepers, one might expect that The New Yorker’s fiction editors operate primarily
under an aesthetic logic (Bourdieu, 1984; Crosthwaite, 2019) in which the editors decide, based on
self-determined aesthetic grounds, which stories deserve inclusion in the magazine.” Since its read-
ers are largely educated and liberal (Pew, 2012), there is little apparent potential for negative repu-
tational or financial repercussions for climate inclusion. If there were a popular venue for literary
fiction that might be expected to include and even center the climate and nature crises, it might be
The New Yorker.

Surprisingly, there was no rising trend over the decade we examined. As Figure 3 shows, the per-
centage of stories with environmental problems, climate change specifically, and no environmental
problems in their story world is relatively constant during this decade, with 2014 and 2018 as
notable exceptions.

The above-average frequency of stories that include and center climate change and other
environmental problems in 2014 and 2018 might reflect the enthusiasm about climate fiction
as the category emerged in 2013 (Schneider-Mayerson, 2017) and then the public coverage of
disasters such as Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria in 2017, as well as the political climate
at the time. * But this is speculative. The short stories that are published in a magazine are
the product of the stories that authors submit, the composition of the editorial team, the
decisions they make, and the notes they provide to authors. None of that information is public.
In this context, future research might focus on the role of editors in selecting environmentally
engaged narratives for publication and encouraging or discouraging the inclusion of environ-
mental themes and mentions.

10.1

57

% of total stories

A

o
p =3
N
:.\‘ \
_—
S
T
o
=

ATy R

Climate Species  Air pollution Freshwater Deforestation =~ Marine Toxic waste
change extinction / pollution pollution
biodiversity
loss

Figure 2. Percentage of stories (N = 474) that include specific environmental problems in their story worlds.
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Figure 3. Presence of environmental problems and climate change over time.

As the theory of “cultivation in reverse” suggests, the absence of environmental problems in
these fictional narratives is likely to diminish the salience of climate change and other environ-
mental issues (Besley & Shanahan, 2004) by focusing readers’ “finite pool of attention” (Sisco
et al., 2023) on other topics.

Marginalized and minimized

As noted in Schneider-Mayerson et al. (2025), the common binary categorization by which a text is
“environmental literature” (Buell, 1995) or not might be useful for marketing or pedagogical pur-
poses but has the potential to conceal the shades of green that are present in contemporary fiction.
The development of the SENS codebook identified several categories of literature (Table 3) that

Table 3. The strategic environmental narratives typology.

Category of
environmental
storytelling

Codebook item(s) to identify it

Explanation

Environmental
literature (eco lit)

Eco-lite narratives

Eco-slight narratives

Amplifying narratives

Minimizing narratives

Normalizing narratives

Climate fiction
Symptomatic climate
fiction

Centrality'
Centrality
Centrality

Centrality and Severity

Severity

Mass transportation, Bicycling, or Vegetarianism
/ veganism

Climate change and Centrality

Severe storms, Flooding, Extreme heat, Drought,
or Other climatic abnormalities and absence
of Climate change

An environmental problem (or problems) is (are)
central to the story

An environmental problem (or problems) is (are)
important but not central to the story

An environmental problem (or problems) is (are)
only mentioned in passing

Environmental literature or eco-lite in which an
environmental problem (or problems) is (are)
portrayed as a major problem

An environmental problem (or problems) is (are)
portrayed as a minor problem(s) or not a
problem(s) at all

The story contains (a) high-impact pro-
environmental behavior(s)

Climate change is central to the story

The story contains a common climate impact (or
impacts) but does not connect it (them) to
climate change
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have been almost entirely ignored by research on environmental narratives in both the humanities
and social sciences.

Building on the work of narrative theorists (e.g. Chatman, 1978), we classified narratives based
on the structural centrality of an environmental problem that exists in the story world. When an
environmental problem is a causal driver of the plot instead of a peripheral mention, it is likely
to heighten narrative persuasion (Dahlstrom, 2012). This structural centrality prompts more inten-
sive narrative processing, leading to deeper cognitive elaboration and stronger message retention
(Dahlstrom, 2012; Bilandzic & Kalch, 2021). Table 4 demonstrates how common some of these
novel categories are. See Table D4 in Appendix D for examples.

As Figure 4 demonstrates, many (36%) of the stories in which an environmental problem is a
“central part of the story” were published in the first year of our sample.

Clearly, when environmental problems are present in the story worlds of these short stories, they
are rarely central. These are the stories that critics have labeled “environmental literature” (Buell,
1995) or, when climate change is central, “climate fiction” (Ghosh, 2016; Schneider-Mayerson,
2017), which the overwhelming majority of ecocritical scholarship has focused on. They constitute
just 2% of the stories in this sample.’

As climate change becomes more obvious and destructive, eco-lite and eco-slight narratives
might become more common over time. Due to selective attention, it is likely that the people
who choose to read environmental literature already view climate change and other environmental
problems as significant and salient (Schneider-Mayerson, Gustafson, et al., 2023). As such, not only
are ecocritics and other researchers neglecting the majority of narratives that include environmental
problems, which are therefore likely to reach more readers, but they are missing the narratives that
reach those who tend to see environmental problems as less urgent, and therefore those who may be
most positively influenced by them.

In addition to centrality, assessing the severity of environmental problems in fictional narratives
provides insight into the way that these narratives might be influencing beliefs and attitudes about
the gravity and urgency of contemporary environmental challenges. Table 5 contains the portrayal
of the severity of environmental problems and climate change. See Table D4 in Appendix D for
examples.

These results can be understood within the social amplification of risk theory (SARF), which
describes the social processes by which some hazards become a focus of concern and activity
(risk amplification) while more serious hazards receive less attention and activity (risk attenuation)
(Kasperson et al., 1988). The scholarship on cultural “signals” about risk tends to focus on news
media (e.g. Binder et al., 2014), but fictional narratives might also function as “social amplification
stations” (Kasperson et al., 1988). If most narratives that contain environmental problems are mini-
mizing narratives, in which environmental problems are portrayed as having a low “signal value”
(Kasperson et al., 1988), this seems likely to attenuate readers’ risk perceptions and prioritization
of those problems. For example, regular environmental mentions® that minimize climate change
might encourage or confirm a shared understanding that while climate change is occurring, it is
a low-priority issue, not a “major problem that readers should be extremely concerned about”.
In recent years this has become a common position among opponents of climate action (e.g. Ken-
nedy & Tyson, 2024). As such, future research might explore the relationship between the quantity

Table 4. Categories of environmental literature by centrality.

Stories in which an environmental problem exists Stories in which climate change exists
Category (N=199) (N=48)
Environmental 11.1% 20.8%
literature
Eco-lite narratives 20.2% 27.1%

Eco-slight narratives 68.7% 52.1%
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Figure 4. The centrality of environmental problems by year.

Table 5. Portrayal of the severity of environmental problems and climate change.

Stories in which an environmental Stories in which climate
Portrayal of environmental problem (or problems) problem exists (N =99) change exists (N =48)
A major problem (or problems) that readers should 21.2% 39.6%
be extremely concerned about
A minor problem (or problems) that readers should 38.4% 45.8%
be somewhat concerned about
Not a problem (or problems) at all 40.4% 14.6%

and severity of environmental mentions and their impacts on readers’ attitudes, beliefs, and
behavior.

Overall, the pro-environmental messages embedded in amplifying narratives (3% of total stories)
are likely to be buried (e.g. Besley & Shanahan, 2004) by the stories in which the environmental
problems that are shaping the present and future either do not exist (79%) or are portrayed as
not a problem at all (8%).

Governments, corporations, and the wealthy are not held responsible

Assigning responsibility for ongoing environmental problems is an important step in addressing
them (e.g. Solnit, 2025). But in the stories in which environmental problems exist (N=99),
62.6% do not attribute any responsibility for them, either explicitly or implicitly. In the stories in
which climate change exists (N =48), 66.7% do not attribute any responsibility for the environ-
mental problems in the story world. In these stories, collectively, environmental problems exist
ex nihilo, with no responsible parties represented. While this might be a reflection of primarily rea-
list narratives that largely contain environmental mentions, they collectively expunge responsibility
for present and future catastrophes and do not offer individuals a way to channel a desire to ame-
liorate the situation into action.

Different groups might be held responsible for environmental problems. Given the scale of the
climate and nature crises, governments have the greatest potential to bring about major changes in
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the near future. Individuals are not capable of single-handedly effecting change through individual
choices, though they can help pressure or elect different governments and push for more systemic
changes (Maniates, 2001). Blaming humanity as a whole might encourage doomism (Mayer &
Smith, 2019) by making failure seem inevitable. In contrast, readers might be more encouraged
to act when an environmental problem is portrayed as the result of collective inaction, since this
implies that taking action might produce positive outcomes.

Table 6 contains the attribution of responsibility for environmental problems. See Table D4 in
Appendix D for examples.

In the 99 stories in which environmental problems exist, just 18% blame governments, corpor-
ations, or the extremely wealthy - the groups that bear the most responsibility for these problems
(e.g. Speth, 2021; Dembicki et al., 2025; Schongart et al., 2025) and have the most capacity to lead an
effective global effort to mitigate and adapt to them.

Effective responses and pro-environmental behaviors are rarely modeled

Awareness of an environmental problem does not necessarily lead to action. As “exemplification
theory” suggests, specific examples of individual actors grappling with issues such as climate change
can influence individuals’ inclination to act by diminishing the psychological barriers to engage-
ment (Boykoff, 2019). The reverse can also be true: fictional characters who are aware of environ-
mental problems but do not take action might contribute to a bystander effect, normalizing inaction
(Schneider-Mayerson et al., 2025).

Table 7 contains the percentage of characters who are affected by an environmental problem that
engage in different types of mitigatory actions.” See Table D4 in Appendix D for examples.

Three-quarters of the mitigatory actions are social and most of these are conversations. Talking
to others about environmental problems is valuable (Ettinger & Painter, 2023) and has recently
been highlighted by prominent climate communicators (e.g. Hayhoe, 2019). However, given the
urgent need to change the systems that perpetuate and exacerbate environmental problems, action
is desperately needed and engaging narratives of collective action might make audiences more likely
to participate in such actions (Solnit, 2019; Skiveren, 2025). Just one story in our sample includes
collective action in response to an environmental problem, and it is telling that the character who

Table 6. Assignment of responsibility for environmental problems and climate change.

Assignment of Stories that assign responsibility for an Stories that include climate change and assign
responsibility environmental problem (N =37) responsibility for an environmental problem (N =16)
Individuals 54.1% 50.0%
Corporations or 29.7% 18.8%
corporate leaders
Governments or 21.6% 18.8%
government leaders
Collective inaction 10.8% 18.8%
Humanity as a whole 8.1% 18.8%
High-impact individuals 2.7% 0.0%
Multiple entities 21.6% 25.0%

Table 7. Affected characters’ actions to mitigate environmental problems and climate change.

Actions to mitigate Characters affected by an Characters affected by an environmental problem in a
environmental problems environmental problem (N = 49) story that includes climate change (N = 34)

No action taken 67.3% 47.1%

Individual 8.2% 11.8%

Social 30.6% 38.2%

Collective 2.0% 2.9%

Governmental 0% 0%
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participates in it becomes less engaged in responding to an environmental problem over the course
of the narrative.®

Since fictional stories often function as a means of entertainment or escape (Katz et al., 1973), not
all stories can or should contain environmental problems. In those that do not, the actions of fictio-
nal characters still matter. Figure 5 contains the percentage of total stories that include a character
who engages in an individual behavior that is widely viewed as pro-environmental (e.g. Wynes &
Nicholas, 2017) or anti-environmental (e.g. Wynes & Nicholas, 2017; Torgler et al., 2009). See Table
D5 in Appendix D for rationales and examples.

These portrayals may reflect common experiences in the places and social spaces in which these
stories are set,” but they are likely to influence readers’ perceptions of norms, which can shape
beliefs, attitudes, and behavior. As Stoknes (2015) notes, “The more people see happy others con-
serve energy, install solar rooftops, recycle, shop green, and drive electric cars, the more they are
inclined to support ambitious climate policies on local, state and national levels.” Just 40.1% of stor-
ies are normalizing narratives, containing characters who use mass transportation, bicycle, or are
identified as vegetarian or vegan, which are considered the most effective individual actions that
people in high-consumption countries can take to minimize their carbon footprints (e.g. Wynes
& Nicholas, 2017).

The climate of fiction is changing

This methodology enabled us to evaluate what we call the climate of fiction: the aggregate, long-
term pattern of common climate impacts that individuals encounter in fictional worlds. This is
valuable because it allows researchers to examine whether fiction is mirroring the real-world
climate or falsely portraying the environment as a “mute and reliable backdrop to human
drama” (Schneider-Mayerson, 2017). Since the human experience will increasingly be shaped
by climate impacts - from less predictable agricultural yields due to drought (Calvin et al.,
2023) to the loss of property and lives due to flooding (United Nations, 2025) - ignoring

A character...
50.2%
w
0,
8 37.1%
2 34.0%
w
|
=]
G
o
X
6.3%
3.8% 4.2%
Fliesonan Eats meat Litters Uses mass Bicycles Is identified as
airplane transportation vegetarian or

vegan

Figure 5. Percentage of stories (N=474) that include a character who engages in pro- and anti-environmental individual
behaviors.
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their growing presence would miss an increasingly prominent aspect of contemporary human
drama (Ghosh, 2016).

To examine the climate of fiction we coded for the most common and often consequential
impacts of climate change: severe storms, flooding, extreme heat, and drought. We also included
an additional category of “other examples of abnormal weather patterns or phenomena”, such as
unseasonable temperatures. Severe storms were depicted or mentioned in 6.5% of total stories
(N=474), followed by flooding (5.3%), extreme heat (3.2%), drought (2.1%), and other examples
of abnormal weather patterns or phenomena (1.7%). See Table D3 in Appendix D for examples.

As Figure 6 shows, the presence of common climate impacts changed over time, rising from
2014-2015 to 2020-2021 and then decreasing in the last two years of our sample. In other
words, during the first eight years of our sample, the climate of fiction mirrored the actual climate
- with severe storms, flooding, extreme heat, drought, and other examples of abnormal weather pat-
terns or phenomena becoming more common. In the last two years of our sample, it diverged. This
could reflect authors’ or editors’ attention shifting to the COVID-19 pandemic and away from the
impacts of climate change.

64% of the stories that contain common climate impacts (N =70) were symptomatic climate
fiction, in which common climate impacts are mentioned or depicted but they are not connected
to climate change. From a communication perspective, such stories are missed opportunities, in
which storytellers who are concerned about climate change could highlight the connection between
climate change and its effects. This is important because researchers have found that many people
do not attribute climate impacts to climate change (Zanocco et al., 2024), and that extreme weather
attribution - not exposure to extreme weather — predicts support for climate policies (Cologna
et al., 2025).

Intersections

42.2% of the total stories (N =474) do not contain an environmental problem, a nonhuman char-
acter or a nonhuman with subjectivity (see Appendix E), or any of the three pro-environmental
behaviors we coded for. Figures 7 and 8 show some of the intersections between different items
in the codebook.

~~~~~~~~ Severe storms Flooding
— — Extreme heat —— = Drought
-------- Other abnormal weather patterns or phenomena = = Any climate impact

20

19.6

PR

17.9

—
w

(=]

9.8

% of stories by two year intervals

w

2 — 0.1

1.0 \
0 0.0 ]
2014-2015 2016-2017 2018-2019 2020-2021 2022-2023

Figure 6. The presence of common climate impacts by two year intervals.
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A nonhuman
is a character,
has subjectivity,

A character is
vegetarian or

No environmental problems
exist; no characters bicycle,
use mass transportation, or

A character uses
mass transportation

An environmental
problem exists

are vegan or vegetarian; and
no nonhumans are characters
or have subjectivity

A character
bicycles

Figure 7. Overlap between problems, pro-environmental behaviors, and nonhuman characters and subjects.

Cross-media comparison
Comparing our results with systematic analyses of popular films (Schneider-Mayerson et al., 2025)
and journalism (Boykoff et al., 2025) leads to three observations.

First, the overall percentage of climate and environmental inclusion in The New Yorker is
remarkably similar to the popular films that were analyzed.'” This is surprising. Unlike the
fiction editors in an established literary magazine, Hollywood films operate primarily under
a market logic (Bourdieu, 1984; Crosthwaite, 2019), and the low percentage of films that
include climate change might be explained by studios’ fear that conservative audiences will
avoid films that reference climate change, which will lead to financial losses (Hinerfeld
et al,, 2024). As such, the similarity could reflect an unspoken cultural climate consensus
about how often climate change can or should be included in fictional narratives - that climate
change deserves approximately 10% of our cultural attention. More research would be needed
to confirm or reject this hypothesis.

Second, as Figure 9 illustrates, the rate of climate inclusion in the fiction of The New Yorker did
not rise over time, in contrast to popular films and journalism (Boykoft et al., 2025).

Third, the presence of climate change declines after 2021 in New Yorker fiction, popular
films, and newspaper articles. While the drop in 2020 likely reflects attention to the COVID-
19 pandemic, the more recent decline in climate inclusion or coverage is concerning. Future
research might examine whether this trend continues, especially in light of the Trump admin-
istration’s all-of-government effort to cripple environmental science and policy (Climate Action
Campaign, 2025) and its consolidation of and attempts to control the media in the US (e.g. Paul,
2025).

Methodological possibilities

As the first English-language publication to apply content analysis to literature, this research was
able to generate new information and insights by adapting a methodology from communication
studies to the literary critical toolbox. Content analysis has the potential to be useful to any ecocritic,
literary critic, or cultural critic who is interested in the social impact of narratives or systematically
examining any collection of narratives. While it might be more labor-intensive than corpus ana-
lytics aided by generative Al, which some literary critics will be more familiar with, it requires
less statistical training and is arguably more ethical, given the significant energy and water demands
(O’Donnell & Crownhart, 2025) of machine-assisted analysis.
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Figure 9. The presence of climate change in the top five national newspapers, popular films, and the short stories of The
New Yorker.

Strategic narratives in an era of polycrisis

Climate change and the other environmental problems we coded for are far more than “environ-
mental”. For example, the ecological and geophysical impacts of climate change exacerbate econ-
omic, political, and social problems (e.g. Otto, 2025). Contemporary domestic and global
concerns — rising fascism, economic inequality, mass migration, and more - rightly draw the atten-
tion of the media, storytellers, and people around the world. Yet the climate crisis will amplify these
challenges and make it more difficult to respond to them (e.g. Laybourn et al., 2023). Avoiding,
marginalizing, and minimizing the climate and nature crises in popular storytelling makes unim-
aginably catastrophic futures more likely.

With this possibility on the horizon, and with climate change and other environmental problems
already reshaping the geography of the planet and every aspect of human society, what qualifies as a
“good story”, to return to Powers’ phrase? How can narratives truly “illuminate” the “real world”
(Adichie, 2012) while ignoring these crises? Should critics, authors, editors, and publishers evaluate
fiction exclusively according to familiar aesthetic criteria, such as whether stories are original, well-
written, and emotionally compelling? Or should we also expect that our stories acknowledge - at
the very least — the ongoing climate and nature crises?

Even posing these questions could be interpreted as a call for literature as environmental propa-
ganda. But “art for art’s sake” and “propaganda” are not binary options. They are poles on a spec-
trum. Between them are gradations of “strategic narratives” — narratives that are “consciously
developed to achieve specific aims” (Bushell et al., 2015). In this case that aim is maintaining a liva-
ble planet, a bedrock goal for all living beings. To pursue it, storytellers have at their disposal the
“multifarious” (Boykoff, 2019, p. 36) possibilities identified in the SENS codebook, from normaliz-
ing narratives to amplifying narratives that model effective collective action.

Limitations and future research

The limitations of this study fall into three categories: the methodology, the SENS codebook, and
the data set.

Our application of content analysis emphasized relatively explicit depictions and mentions of
environmental problems, which means that allegorical stories might not be identified
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(Schneider-Mayerson et al., 2025)."" While environmental allegories can be meaningful and
impactful, recent research (Thulin et al., 2024) suggests that without paratextual material that guides
viewers’ interpretation, they may not be as influential as some critics and authors might hope.

The valence of characters who are concerned with or act in response to environmental problems
is surely an important aspect of contemporary narratives. In “Under the Sign of the Moon” (Hadley,
2014), for example, the protagonist is annoyed that her daughter’s boyfriend “refused to fly”
“because of climate change”. It is possible that such portrayals will lead readers to develop negative
associations with environmental concern or action. We were not able to include this in the SENS
codebook, but future research might examine the portrayal of environmentalism and environmen-
talists in fictional narratives.

Additionally, the SENS codebook does not code for stories that address the root causes of
environmental problems but do not mention those problems. For example, many scholars, scien-
tists, and activists argue that contemporary environmental problems are caused primarily by capit-
alism and/or colonialism (e.g. Kimmerer, 2015), and one might argue that productive stories, at this
point in the nature and climate crisis, could or should critique these systems and highlight paths
beyond them. Future research might code for this kind of attention to systemic causes and
responses.

As for the data set, some might argue that strategic environmental narratives in The New Yorker
are “preaching to the choir”. However, not all readers of this magazine are likely to be as concerned
about environmental problems as they could be. Even for those who are, there is no shortage of
competing topics that they might choose to focus their attention and resources on, and research
in both cultivation (e.g. Gerbner et al., 2002; Klinger & Metag, 2021) and agenda setting (e.g.
McCombs, 2014) suggests that if climate change and the environment are not present in the stories
and messages we experience, they are likely to be seen as less salient, and therefore less of a priority.
Moreover, even among the most concerned readers, not all are likely to be engaged in climate-
related activism (e.g. Goldberg et al., 2021).

Finally, The New Yorker may not be representative of all contemporary short stories or other
forms of literature, from theater to poetry. Environmental problems and responses might be
more common in novels, for example, due to their greater length. Additionally, due to the unusually
partisan nature of environmental concern and politics in the United States during this period, stor-
ies published in the United States might differ from stories published elsewhere. As such, applying
the SENS codebook to other literary magazines and to literature published outside of the US is an
important area of future research.

Conclusion

We live within an ecology of stories, and both history and empirical research demonstrate that
fictional narratives play an important role in shaping attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. Our results
suggest that contemporary literature has yet to strike an appropriate balance between its time-
honored goals of both delighting and instructing. If it continues to avoid, marginalize, and mini-
mize the climate and nature crises even as they degrade our planet’s ability to support human
life, it is, at best, distracting readers from the “real world” (Adichie, 2012) and, at worst, misinstruct-
ing them about it.

Notes

1. A Cohen’s Kappa value of 1.00 indicates perfect reliability (100% agreement). Scores between 0.81 and 1.00
indicate almost perfect agreement, scores between 0.60 and 0.80 substantial agreement, and scores between
0.41 and 0.60 indicate moderate agreement.

2. In 4.8% of stories, both climate change and another environmental problem existed in the story world.

3. As such, changes over time could reflect a change in editorship. In this case, The New Yorker had the same
Fiction Editor (Deborah Treisman) and Editor (David Remnick) throughout this period.
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4. In other words, authors or editors might have been including or highlighting environmental problems as a
(conscious or unconscious) response to the rhetoric and actions of a denialist Trump administration.

5. Climate change existed in the story world of all but one of the stories in which an environmental problem was
a central part of the story.

6. This term extends the phrase “climate mentions,” which was coined by the climate consultancy Good Energy
(Good Energy, 2026).

7. The SENS codebook assesses whether affected characters take any action to prepare for or adapt to environ-
mental problems, and whether such actions are individual or collective. See Appendix E for results.

8. In “Unread Messages” by Sally Rooney, a character named Simon is described at one point as “living in Paris
that summer, working for a climate-emergency group” (Rooney, 2021). The phrasing suggests this was the
only time that Simon worked for this group. The story spans a number of years, and Simon later returns,
but there is nothing else in the story about him being engaged in responding to climate change in any way.

9. In particular, public transit is common in New York City, where many New Yorker stories are set.

10. During the overlapping period of these two content analyses (2014-2022), climate change was present in
13.5% of popular films and 10.8% of New Yorker stories. However, Schneider-Mayerson et al.’s (2025) data
set excluded films that were “high fantasy, set before 2006 or after 2100, and/or not set on Earth” (p. 12),
which were nearly 40% of the most popular films. We did not exclude such narratives. Most of the excluded
films were set in the past (before 2006), in which the inclusion of climate change is unlikely. If all the excluded
films did not include climate change, then the rate of climate inclusion in popular films would be 9.6%.

11. We did not code for allegories primarily because it is difficult to do so and meet the threshold of reliability that
this methodology requires. This is not solely a methodological challenge but reflects the possibility that even
the allegories that some critics see as obvious will not be noticed by many readers and will not affect them in
the way that critics imagine.

12. As noted previously, the “Centrality” and “Severity” items are presented to a coder only when an environ-
mental problem is coded as existing in the story world.
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