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Media’s role in pro-environmental practice changes – proposing an ANT 
perspective 
 
Lars Kjerulf Petersen, PhD, Department of Environmental Science, Aarhus University 
Environmental Sociology, published online 16 September 2019 
 
Abstract 

The content of media texts should be considered as a critical factor in the constitution, 
maintenance and transition of practices. That is the outset and basic point of this article, 
which suggests an actor-network theoretical approach in order to provide a better 
understanding of the role media can play in pro-environmental practice changes. There is an 
exchange between articulations in media texts and performances of social practice, and the 
study of meaning content in media texts and media-practice interactions is therefore useful in 
the analysis of societal transitions processes. From a critical discussion of conventional media 
effects theories leading the article proceeds to its main objective of presenting ANT as a 
useful approach in the analysis of media-practice interactions. It is suggested that texts and 
the meaning units within them can be conceived as actors, which connect to other human and 
non-human actors in and beyond media texts.  
 
Keywords 
Actor-network theory, media effects, transition, practices, environmental concern 
 
 
Introduction 

Inasmuch as any transition towards more sustainable societies will comprise changes in 

everyday practices, there is a need to understand the processes through which pro-

environmental practice changes are prompted and developed (and through which not so 

sustainable practices are maintained). It is the contention and outset of this article that media – 

i.e. the meaning content of media texts on whichever platform they occur – play a significant 

role in processes of pro-environmental practice change, and it is the article’s objective to 

suggest actor-network theory (ANT) as a useful approach in comprehending the roles media 

can play in such processes.  

 To focus on media’s role is relevant for several reasons. Firstly, some of the gravest 

environmental hazards are mostly inaccessible to everyday experience. Knowledge about 

global warming and climate change responses, or about other environmental issues, is 

distributed in and acquired from public media or from educational forums rather than attained 

by personal experience. As for instance Su et al. (2015) have found, once formal education is 

over, media are the most common if not only available source of information about scientific 

findings (such as climate change knowledge). Further elaboration on this insight can be found 
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in for instance Doyle 2007; Howe et al. 2013; O’Neill and Hulme 2009. Even if incidents of 

changing climate or decreasing wildlife can be experienced first-hand, the connection 

between such experiences and everyday practices – for instance the connection between meat 

consumption and GHG emissions – are still unavailable as personal, tangible, first-hand 

experiences. Hence, integration of environmental concern into everyday practice must be 

inspired, informed or prompted by knowledge and meaning from sources outside everyday 

experience, including various forms of societal communication through public media.  

 Secondly, mitigation of climate change and other environmental hazards requires social 

and cultural transitions as part of and in addition to technological innovation, infrastructural 

transitions and political actions. For instance, transition to a more energy efficient and less 

GHG emitting transport system is not just a matter of technological substitution but also of 

changing modes of mobility, and less meat consumption is in essence an exercise in social 

and cultural change. Socio-cultural transitions comprise changes in worldviews and the ways 

things are understood, as well as changes in practical knowledge and the ways things are 

done. Practical knowledge and general worldviews are conveyed and apprehended through 

multiple channels; not just through formalised teaching and face to face interaction, but also 

via media like television, radio, on-line platforms and print media – the use of which are 

integrated with other forms of interaction. Consequently, media have an important role to play 

in sustainability transitions, and conversely, non-integration, negligence or even dismissal of 

environmental concern in everyday practices are also connected to and mirrored in media 

representations. 

 There is of course no simple relation between the knowledge, knowhow and meanings 

that are communicated in public media and the actions and beliefs of human actors. Thus, the 

notion that populations and individuals will act accordingly and change their harmful actions 

once they are properly informed about scientific facts has been widely criticised. As Irwin & 

Michael (2003) argue, neither dissemination of scientific knowledge, nor audiences’ uses of 

and reactions to mediated scientific information work in that way. Rather the communication 

and uses of scientific knowledge is embedded in complex power struggles and processes of 

discursive domination and marginalisation. Similarly, Shove (2010) argues that practice 

change cannot be reduced to the so-called ABC model, where change is thought to depend 

upon values and attitudes, which in turn drive individuals’ choice to apply new behaviour. 

Contrary to this assumption, Shove argues that social practices are constituted, maintained 

and altered by many factors, such as cultural values and material infrastructures, which reach 

far beyond the individual’s attitude adjustment. 
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 Nevertheless, we need to acknowledge that articulations in media can prompt and inspire 

changes in practice and instigate new differences in lived life. Current media effects theories 

do, however, not provide the best approach for understanding media’s role in pro-

environmental practice changes. They either focus on the maintenance of dominant cultural 

paradigms rather than on processes of practice change, or they are mainly concerned with 

what people do with media as artefacts and platforms, but seem reluctant to acknowledge the 

significance of meaning content in media texts and how this content is appropriated and 

integrated into processes of socio-material transition.  

 As an alternative, I will present an ANT-based approach, which provides a better 

understanding of how media content interacts with everyday practice. The ambition is to 

further our understanding of how meaning content in media texts has effects on changing 

practices by analysing how these meanings interact with other human and non-human actors. 

To get there, I will start with an account of some classical positions in media effects theories 

followed by a discussion of the shortcomings of these positions, which leads to the core of 

this article: a presentation of an ANT-based approach to media-practice interactions and a 

demonstration of the approach through reference to some examples of media-practice 

interactions, drawn from empirical research conducted in 2016-2017.  

 

Media effects in theory 

Effects of media content on audiences have been theorized and investigated for decades 

sprouting a broad spectrum of different understandings of how much and in which ways 

media influence people’s beliefs and behaviour. Without presenting a full examination of the 

entire field of media effects studies, two main positions shall be highlighted for the purposes 

of this article.  

 On one hand, the classic approach of cultivation theory argues that media and especially 

television have significant, long-term and cumulative effects on audiences. Television 

cultivates viewers’ conceptions of social reality, their attitudes and their values, thereby 

reinforcing dominant societal paradigms. Prolonged exposure to television messages 

establishes and maintains cultural paradigms on two distinct levels: (a) general belief about 

the world, especially the perception of what everyone else believes; and (b) specific attitudes 

and behaviours (Gerbner et al. 2002; Potter 1993). A somewhat less pervasive effect of media 

is argued in agenda setting theory, its main point being that media can and often do define the 

topics and issues, which occupy people’s attention, but cannot and do not define people’s 

assessments regarding these topics and issues (Dearing & Rogers 1996).  
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 On the other hand, Paul Lazarsfeld’s equally classic limited effects theory (Katz 2001; 

Katz & Lazarsfeld 2009/1955) argues that media content does not have any direct effect on 

people’s beliefs and actions. Rather, people pay attention to media messages that reinforce or 

legitimate their already established behaviours and beliefs, although media can have indirect 

effects, which are facilitated by opinion leaders, who capture, interpret and disseminate the 

content of media messages in their social networks.  

 According to Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther’s review article (2016), media effects are 

increasingly being conceptualised as embedded in complex reciprocal interactions. Thus, in 

what they call “transactional media effects theories” it is argued that there is a reciprocal 

influence between producers and receivers of media content. Even though media users follow 

pre-held beliefs and cognitive schemata when choosing the media content to which they want 

to be exposed, they can nonetheless change as an effect of these selective media choices – 

although, as Slater (2007) would argue, such changes follow paths that are in accordance with 

the pre-held beliefs and mirrored in the choice of media outlets, thereby contributing to a 

spiral of reinforcement. At the same time, media effects also flow from audiences to content 

producers, who can change “because they learn from or cater to, what they perceive to be 

audience needs and preferences” (Valkenburg, Peter, & Walther 2016, 327).  

 Different points of criticism can be raised against these media effects theories. An 

immediate reservation that could be raised against the notions of limited effects and 

reinforcing media use consists in this question: Where do they come from, the already 

established behaviours and beliefs that guide the media use and content selection of 

audiences? Could media not be a source, even one of the main sources, in cultivating pre-held 

conceptions and values? Another reservation, which could be raised against cultivation 

theory, consists in its focus on the maintenance of dominant cultural paradigms and its 

ensuing inadequacy to grasp the kind of media inspired changes in practice and dwelling that 

were recounted in the examples above.  

 Moreover, it seems to be an ambition in some media effects studies to isolate and predict 

which variables in media content will have which effects on audiences under which 

contextual circumstance. Thus, in their update of framing theory Cacciatore, Scheufele, & 

Iyengar (2016) focus on what they call “framing effects”. These are defined as the effects that 

salient attributes of a message have on the activation of cultural and cognitive schemata in the 

reader and thereby on the reader’s interpretation of the message. They ask if it is possible “to 

increase the effectiveness of a message by changing the way the information is presented” and 

consequently affecting the cognitive schemata audiences use when making sense of 
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information (quoted text, 20). The somewhat intrusive and manipulative character of the 

research goal notwithstanding, there is in this approach a peculiar disinterest in the actual 

meaning content of media messages. There is also no interest in how meaning content is 

incorporated in social processes beyond the reader’s interpretation.  

 In contrast to the media effects studies discussed above, there are sociological 

approaches, which offer completely different – and differing – conceptions of the role and 

effects of media. Thus, in discourse analytical approaches the question of media effects is 

reversed. Discourse analyses do not investigate the effects of media texts on audiences; rather 

they analyse media texts as effects or traces of social dynamics. It is a cornerstone in 

discourse analytical approaches that power relations and social dynamics in general are 

located in the articulation, maintenance and development of discourses. The social world is 

constituted and constructed through what is knowable and meaningful, i.e. through 

discourses, and these are fixated and diffused by a broad range of communicative actions and 

communicative formats, including public media (Dryzek 1997; Fairclough 2010; Foucault 

1972; Petersen 2007). The point of analysing a corpus of media texts is to identify what sort 

of discourse is at work in these texts and hence are at work in society at large. Consequently, 

it does not make sense to separate media texts and media effects from the broader societal 

context. Media texts and audiences are all part of the same social dynamics and power 

struggles, the traces and effects of which are discovered in discourse analysis. 

 While discourse analyses focus on systems of knowledge and their articulations, practice 

theory focuses on patterns of action in everyday life. Practices are defined as the routinized 

ways in which bodies are moved, objects are handled, and the world is understood in different 

fields of everyday life (Reckwitz 2002; Warde 2005). Practice theoretical approaches have 

been widely used in environmental sociology over the past 10-20 years (see for instance 

Andersen 2011; Bartiaux 2008; Gram-Hanssen 2009; Hand, Shove, & Southerton 2005; 

Petersen 2013a; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson 2012), but have also found their way into media 

studies.  

 With the application of practice theory in media studies, focus is on audiences as 

practitioners and on how media users integrate media in their everyday life, how routines and 

social interactions revolve around and make use of media appliances and programs, how 

audiences personalize media contents and how they contribute to content production 

(Bräuchler & Postill 2010; Couldry 2004, 2012; Hasebrink & Hepp 2017). In other words, 

focus is on “what people do with media” rather than “what media do to people” – as was the 
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doctrine of limited effects theory already in the 1950s (Katz 1959, 2 quoted from Valkenburg, 

Peter, & Walther 2016, 320).  

 Mediatization theories apply a similar approach, when they argue that media are an 

integral part of everyday life and that the use of media should be understood as a process of 

prosumption rather than consumption, in the sense that users produce meaning out of media 

content rather than just receive it (Hjarvard 2012, Witschge 2014). Furthermore, audiences 

use media content for orienting the practices of everyday life. Media content feeds into and 

guides numerous everyday life activities, and audiences-as-prosumers normalise and use this 

media input as reality maintenance tools (Altheide 2011). However, the meaning content of 

media texts is oddly absent from the practice theoretical as well as the mediatization 

approach. Media as practice seem to be about everything else than the meanings that are 

disseminated on various platforms and appropriated by media users. And the role of audiences 

in processes of societal change, i.e. in processes of interaction between media and practice 

changes, remains rather implicit in mediatization studies (Witschge 2014). The focus is on the 

integration of media prosumption in everyday life, not on the role media content and media 

content prosumption plays in wider societal processes. 

 The approaches outlined in this section do have important, albeit conflicting, insights to 

offer regarding the relationship between media, media users and general society, but they 

have less to offer regarding media’s role in socio-material changes and transitions. Cultivation 

theory and discourse analysis seem mainly concerned with the maintenance of dominant 

worldviews rather than with processes of practice change. Limited effects theory and practice 

theoretical approaches to media studies are mainly concerned with what people do with 

media, but seem reluctant to acknowledge the significance of meaning content in media texts 

and how this content is appropriated and integrated into processes of practice change and 

socio-material transition. None of the approaches offers sufficient understandings of how 

media narrations are involved in changes in dwelling and everyday life by introducing new 

meanings, new competences and even new materialities into people’s lives – even when they 

are not looking for them.  

 

Actor-network theory 

It is my suggestion that actor-network theory (ANT) can help us understand and analyse the 

connections between media discourse and practice, simply by viewing texts and the meaning 

units of which they consist as actors. One of the defining traits of ANT is that social agency is 

related not only to human actors but also to “non-human” objects, i.e. technologies, 
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infrastructures and artefacts. Social relations are inscribed into material objects, and material 

objects shape the practices in which they are involved, so in that sense material objects are 

actors in the construction, maintenance and alteration of social order. In Bruno Latour’s 

understanding non-human actors are intertwined with and constitutive elements in social 

activity (Latour 1991). An actor, human or non-human, is anything that modifies a state of 

affairs by making a difference (Latour 2005). 

 An equally defining trait of ANT is that entities, whether human or non-human, become 

actors through networks of connections. It is in these networks that actors make the 

differences they make. An actor will always be attached to, made of, influenced by, or made 

to act by other actors around it, so an actor is always an actor-network. For instance, a person 

who eats a steak connects to the materials and infrastructures of agricultural production, food 

retailers, kitchen utensils and fast food vendors, restaurant staff and household members who 

influence food choices, and many more. All these actors make a difference in the action of 

food provision and eating or rather, they make a difference in the actor-network of food. It 

should be emphasized that ‘making a difference’ does not necessarily entail constant change. 

Differences are – usually – made in more or less the same, stable ways every time an actor-

network is set in motion. In fact, social orders – or to use a more ANT-compatible 

terminology: socio-material ordering – are constituted in the stability of actor-networks 

producing the same differences over and over again.  

 My suggestion is now that we consider media texts and their meaning units as an 

additional type of actors, which are involved in the making of differences in actor networks.  

 Latour already uses the concept of inscriptions to signify the outcome of any process 

through which substances and dynamics are transformed into signs: numbers, graphs, maps, 

charts, accounts, etc. (Latour 1986, 1990). For instance, the substances and dynamics of 

climate change are transformed into graphs and maps, which thereby are instrumental in co-

creating climate change as a political and practical reality. Likewise, the substances and flows 

of economic activity are transformed into and co-created through the sign of the Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP), and the calculations and publications of GDP-numbers are an 

integral part of economic activity. Such inscriptions can be conceived as knowledge artefacts 

manufactured in “centres of calculation” (Latour 2005; Miller 2005), which collect and 

process them, e.g. the OECD and EUROSTAT or universities, national banks, ministries, etc. 

Through the involvement of a network of human and non-human actors – e.g. measuring 

instruments, the biophysical or socio-economic phenomena that are registered, clerks that 

report measurements, calculation models, the scientists who developed the calculation models 
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and many more – all these interactions are cascading into, and all the information they carry is 

condensed into an inscription: a graph, table, or number. The distinctive quality of 

inscriptions is that they remain the same over distance and time, or as Gershon & Malitsky 

(2010) phrase it: they travel into other contexts with their “truth-value” intact. Once a 

complex web of knowledge processes has been condensed into an inscription, it becomes an 

actor in its own right and enters as such into further network dynamics.  

 It is my suggestion, that in addition to indicators and other inscriptions also other 

meaning units could be included in a category of what might be labelled in-text, non-human 

actors. Prior (2008) as well as Gershon & Malitsky (2010) also draw on ANT as a tool in 

media and document studies. Prior argues and demonstrates that documents serve as active 

agents in everyday interactions and social organization. She refers to an example of an 

interaction between medical professionals, where documents with a computer-drawn pedigree 

(family history) and a calculation of cancer risk make a difference in the network of 

interactions by instigating the interaction and influencing treatment recommendations. Prior 

seems, however, to insist that it is the document itself rather than its content that serves as an 

actor, whereas this article argues that it is the text and the meaning units within it that serve as 

actors in everyday interactions. After all, in Prior’s example it is not just the piece of paper 

with a computer-drawn diagram but also the diagram itself, i.e. the document’s meaning 

content, the pedigree and the risk calculation – its content of inscriptions – that makes the 

difference. 

 In-text, non-human actors may include depictions of technologies (e.g. solar panels or 

wood burning stoves), iconic images (for instance of plastic pollution in marine areas or 

starving polar bears), maps, diagrams and charts (for instance of land use for and GHG gas 

emissions from beef production), depictions of specific practices (taking the train or the car, 

eating meat), specific tropes (“get the growth going” or “we are using more than one Earth”) 

and various other discursive framings. In a sense, such in-text actors have a non-material 

character inasmuch as the differences they make are related, not to the material screen or 

paper on which they are depicted, but to their non-material properties such as the rhetorical 

claims inherent in standard tropes or the sentiments inherent in iconic images. But the term 

‘non-material’ may also be misleading, because these meaning units, like the iconic image of 

stranded polar bears and indicators refer, through more or less extensive networks of 

connections, to various material occurrences.  

 The point is that we should conceive and analyse actor-networks as comprising not only 

human people and non-human objects, but also in-text (non-material) actors such as 
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indicators, tropes, icons and other meaning units. The point is furthermore that in-text actors 

connect to other in-text actors as well as to humans and material objects outside the text. An 

actor-network analysis can in other words be applied both as a method for textual analysis and 

as a method for combining textual analysis with the broader network in which the text is 

included.  

 An analysis of in-text actors and their connections, both within and outside the media text 

in which they are articulated, would involve yet another key concept in ANT, the concept of 

actant, which originally was developed in structural semantics, most notably in the work of 

Greimas (1983), but has been adopted in actor-network theory. An actant is, in the linguistic 

tradition, defined as a function in a narrative, for instance the function of pursuing the object 

of truth, and these functions are performed by various actors in the narrative, for instance the 

scientist or the journalist who strives to find and report truth. One function can be performed 

by several actors, and the same actor can carry more than one function.  

 In ANT-studies, the concept of actant is defined as a function in the agency of actor-

networks, a function that may be performed by several different actors, human and non-

human (Latour 2005) – and also inside and outside media texts. For instance, a depiction of 

images and graphic illustrations of plastic pollution in the oceans in a television news 

programme may serve the function of sounding an alarm, and a depiction of favourable resale 

rates for electricity from domestic solar panels serve the function of appealing to economic 

benefits. These functions are performed by images, diagrams and storylines, which are 

connected in-text to expert and policy actors who are reported to call for action. The functions 

are furthermore performed by scientists, photographers, NGO personnel who have discovered 

and documented the issue, policy actors who refer to it and journalists who write about it. 

 It should be emphasized that this ANT-version of an actant analysis of media texts differs 

from Greimas’s original narrative analysis in several ways (see Petersen 2013b). Firstly, 

whereas the model proposed by Greimas consists of a finite number of well-defined actants – 

namely subject, object, helper, opponent, sender, and receiver – neither Latour’s nor this 

article’s understanding of actants is quite as stringent. Actants can be defined and named in 

any way that is relevant for the analysis. The point of identifying actants is to find functions 

performed by actors in social – including textual – interaction.  

 Secondly, while there is an element of narrative in many media stories, this narrative 

element is sometimes completely absent or at least of a rudimentary character. An actant 

analysis should be able to identify actant functions even when they are not immersed in an 

elaborate narrative. Thirdly, while the original actant model tends to emphasize the structural 
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aspect in a narrative, the chronological aspect should receive equal attention. Narratives may 

in general be defined as a chronological ordering of a course of events combined with a 

logical ordering of meaning categories. Chronology refers here to the ordering of events into a 

beginning that sets off events, a middle where they unfold, and an ending that results from 

these events. The logic ordering of a narrative refers to how the narrative’s actors and other 

elements are arranged in relation to each other around this chronology (Silverstone 1981). 

 Construction of meaning through narrative ordering of a text is tied to both the 

chronology and the structural ordering of meaning categories, but the original actant model 

leans towards an emphasis on the structural aspect. A modified version of the actant analysis 

should allow for more attention towards the dynamic element; i.e. an analysis that in its 

identification of actant functions and actor-network connections look for the course of 

consequences or course of differences that are outlined in the analysed texts as well as the 

course of interactions, differences and consequences that reach outside the text. The course of 

differences could be summarized in the relation M → P, which signifies a connection of 

actors, M (media content) and P (practitioner), as well as the trajectory of the connection, i.e. 

the difference made and thereby the actant function enacted and the movement from one state 

of affairs to another (→). This attention to the dynamic element of narratives corresponds 

very well with Latour’s focus on the differences that are made in actor-network connections. 

When actors – such as in-text meaning units – connect to other actors and perform actant 

functions, states of affairs are changed. 

 

Actors out of text and into practice 

To qualify further the connections between in-text meaning units and lived lives outside the 

text, I would like to suggest the analytical distinction in practice theory between different 

factors through which practices are constituted. Shove et al. (2012) distinguish between (a) 

embodied competences involved in performing all practices, (b) the meanings, i.e. norms, 

engagements, worldviews, and orientations that saturate and guide them, and (c) the 

materials, i.e. artefacts, infrastructures and technologies as well as landscapes and organisms 

that are used in, and constitute the environment for, all practices. Others add to this distinction 

a separate element of formalised rules at all levels of society (Gram-Hanssen 2009; Petersen 

2013a). Hence, an analysis should seek to identify how meanings of media texts connect to 

competences, orientations, values, materials, regulations and to alterations in these.  
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Figure 1 outlines a model of the course of differences from in-text meaning content to 

practice changes. It is implied in the model that socio-material actor-networks translate into 

media texts and their meaning units. Thus, the actor-networks of fossil fuel based energy 

systems and beef based diets through which GHG emissions and consequently climate change 

effects are produced translate into various images, for instance of starving polar bears, 

smoking chimneys and red coloured temperature maps. It is furthermore indicated in the 

model that content of media stories enter into the usual practices of everyday life, where a 

stable actor-network perform the same actant functions over and over again. The usual 

practices are disturbed, gradually or more abruptly, by the media content, which connects and 

translates into altered meanings, competences, materials etc. leading to the development of an 

altered practice.  

 Below, I will present a few examples in order to concretise the model and demonstrate 

how media content in fact does contribute to changing practices. The examples are drawn 

from empirical studies conducted in Denmark in 2016-2017. The studies included semi-

structured interviews, media analyses, and questionnaire surveys. Interviewees were recruited 

by an opinion-research institute asking respondents if they had made recent changes in their 

household, by reducing meet consumption, by reducing car driving and/or by installing solar 

panels in their house. Respondents were asked what had inspired them to change, and 

subsequently they were also asked about their media habits. The questionnaire was circulated 

by e-mail containing a link to an online form. Questions revolved around current habits and 
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recent changes regarding diet, transport and dwelling plus perceptions and opinions regarding 

environment and climate. The purpose of presenting these examples is not to give a full 

account of the empirical study but to show how media content influences real life practice.  

 Lessons from these examples and the theoretical reflections will be elaborated in the 

ensuing conclusion. 

 

1. From plastic pollution to knitting  

First example is a woman in her fifties who had become a vegan in recent year. During the 

conversation about diet change, she suddenly started telling how she from various media had 

heard stories about plastic pollution in the oceans, and how that had alarmed and terrified her. 

In the same stories it had transpired that one source of micro plastic in the oceans is synthetic 

dishcloths, which emit microfibers to the environment. This specific information had made 

her substitute the synthetic ones with dishcloths of degradable fibres that she knitted herself, 

and she also started to teach her daughter to knit.  

 The respondent could not pinpoint any specific news item or any specific publication, 

station or website from where she had heard these stories, but her overall media habits 

included stories from newspapers and magazines accessed on-line (also via Facebook), some 

national broadcast talk radio, and infrequent national broadcast television. A media archive 

search in the relevant period reveals stories on the issue in several outlets, including leading 

daily newspapers and the two Danish public service broadcasting stations, DR and TV2 (their 

websites as well as their news and infotainment shows). Without going into detail, a summary 

of the textual analysis reveals some recurring elements:  

• Depictions and images 

- Dense and vast plastic accumulation in marine environments. 

- Animals trapped in or having swallowed plastic. 

- Sources of plastic pollution. 

• Inscriptions 

- Maps and graphs of size and location of plastic accumulations + comparison of 

size to known geographical entities. 

• Tropes 

- “The problem must be solved on land” + information about how (micro) 

plastic can be avoided in daily household. 

- “We don’t know what happens when micro-plastic enters our body”.  
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The key approach in ANT-analyses is to follow the actor or rather to identify the network of 

actor-connections and actant functions that are significant in the processes under scrutiny and 

in this case: to identify the new differences that are made and the actors which activate them.  

 In the hitherto usual kitchen practices in this practitioner’s household, a synthetic 

dishcloth was used to clean surfaces; it continuously made the difference of removing dirt, 

involving the kitchen’s user, hot water, cleaning liquid and frequent purchase of dishcloth, but 

also involving at an earlier stage all the actors who have developed and marketed synthetic 

dishcloth. A new actor entered abruptly into this stable actor-network in the shape of media 

items and meaning units – which in turn had been generated through a network of scientists, 

activists and media producers.  

 The key course of difference and the key actant function is constituted by the relationship 

between M (media images/narrations about plastic pollution), which activate alarm and desire 

to act, resulting in P (new fabric and reactivated skills). See also figure 2. The in-text actors 

constituted by images and accounts of plastic pollution connect to the practitioner’s 

worldviews and norms regarding animal protection and health. The in-text trope of “solving 

the problem on land” and depictions of synthetic dishcloth as one of those problems on land 

connect to the substitution of one fabric with another and to the reactivation of the vegan 

lady’s latent knitting competences, which are further connected further to the daughter. And 

within a short time span, a new fabric, a new practice and a new stable network of actors is 

established.  
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2. Less meat  

In the questionnaire, we posed questions about respondents’ meat consumption, its current 

level, and if it had increased or decreased during the past five years. Those who had reduced 

their meat consumption and those who already had maintained non-meat diets for more than 

five years were in addition asked why they had changed diet/why they did not eat meat, and 

they were invited to give open answers to the question “From where have you acquired 

knowledge and inspiration to eat less meat or no meat at all”. There were 349 replies to that 

question. Almost half of them (168) mentioned media in one form or the other, either media 

in general and/or one of the classical push media such as newspapers, television, and radio 

and/or the internet, blogs, and social media. In comparison, 50 respondents mentioned their 

social network in one form or the other: friends, family, wife, children etc.  

 One of the interviewees elaborated further on his dietary transition. He told that he had 

reduced his meat consumption significantly. The impetus for these changes had come from 

two sources: a friend from karate training had inspired him to diet change for more spiritual 

reasons, and he had become increasingly aware of media stories about climate change, 

greenhouse gas emissions from meat production, environmental problems in general and 

stories about animal welfare in conventional meat production. He related that he had heard 

“it” – i.e. stories about climate change – from “the media” without being more precise except 

for the climate change film, Before the Flood, and the UN speech made by actor Leonardo 

DiCaprio as well as Arnold Schwarzenegger’s YouTube videos on various environmental 

issues, and this had inspired a gradual change in his general worldviews placing 

environmental and climate concern as a central norm. It had furthermore inspired an 

enactment of this norm in the new, meat reduced food practices he gradually adopted. The 

change of orientations and actual doings were furthermore supported by exchange of recipes 

with his flatmate, membership of Facebook-groups for vegetarians and on-line search for 

media content that could assist him in his personal transition and its practical implications. On 

the other hand, the respondent did not enact his non-meat diet when in company with his old 

friends or his family, and he did not want to advocate his new orientations to that part of his 

social network. He only enacted his new practices when alone or in company of his flatmate 

and other friends who shared his new orientations.  

 So into a stable actor-network, where meat held a strong position entered – in a gradual 

process and over an extended period of time – the influence of in-text actors disseminated by 

push media combined with the influence of human actors in shape of a karate friend and a flat 

mate. See also figure 3. According to the respondent, there is not one single in-text actor that 
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has been the determining factor, but rather the piling up of climate change stories and how 

they resonated with other input, although the media representation of celebrities di Caprio and 

Schwarzenegger may hold a more weighty position than other in-text actors (and yes, I would 

argue that media representations of celebrities constitute in-text actors, just as pictures of 

starving polar bears do). The key course of difference is thus constituted by the relationship 

between M (continuous media stories about climate change) + H (human actors: karate friend 

and flatmate), which activate concern and sense of personal responsibility, leading to P 

(gradual change of worldviews and diet), involving M2 (Facebook groups). The gradual piling 

up of media stories about climate change, meat consumption and animal welfare together with 

celebrity endorsement and the bodily and spiritual orientation of the karate milieu connected 

to the practitioner’s reorientation of worldviews towards strong environmental concern. These 

in-text and human actors furthermore connected to the development of new competences.   

 
 

3. Solar panels  

Several interviewees told about the installation of solar panels in their homes. When asked, 

they mentioned different reasons for installing these facilities including economic benefits 

due to favourable rates for resale of excess electricity to the grid, but also environmental 

concern and a sense of autonomy. They all mentioned “the media” as one of the main sources 

when asked how they were inspired to install solar panels. From media stories – again 

respondents did not specify exactly where they had picked up this information – they had 

learned about the favourable resale rates, introduced by the Danish government, as well as 
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other favourable conditions such as tax deductions for construction costs. It was furthermore 

from the media that they learned about the government’s subsequent decision to cancel the 

favourable resale rates; a decision which had prompted all of the respondents, along with 

thousands of other Danish home owners to take the step and have the panels installed before it 

was too late. The inspiration from media stories was followed by discussions in face-to-face 

social networks and investigations on the internet before the final decision was made. 

 So into the stable actor-network constituted by energy supply and production in single-

family houses entered media stories about the approaching abandonment of favourable 

conditions for solar panels in private homes – stories, which in turn were generated by the 

network of actors in energy policies. See figure 4. While government decisions of course are a 

crucial element in this development, the media reporting of government decision were almost 

equally important in connecting decisions to homeowners. The key course of difference is 

thus constituted by the relationship between G (government decisions) connecting to M 

(media stories about the pending stop for extra favourable conditions for solar panels), which 

connect to existing orientations towards economic benefit, environmental concern and sense 

of autonomy, leading to P (renovation of dwelling), involving H (human actors such as 

bankers to finance the work, social network for advice, craftspeople).  
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Conclusion 

This article has presented an ANT-based approach to the exchanges between media discourse 

and everyday practice. It is the author’s hope that some useful insights have been established 

including the following.  

 Firstly, meaning content of media texts have concrete effects in media users’ everyday 

life on their competences, dwellings, worldviews and use of materials; effects that can be 

determined and analysed. Social scientists and media researchers alike tend to be sceptical of 

the postulation of causalities and have long since – and rightly so – rejected injection (or 

hypodermic needle) theories of media effects. But the complexity of media-social interactions 

and the fallacy of simplistic understandings should not keep us from acknowledging and 

exploring media effects when we encounter them. Quite the contrary, when faced with 

empirical indications that practitioners explicitly mention “the media” as a main source of 

inspiration for practice changes, then we should take such indications seriously and follow the 

effects. 

 Secondly, it benefits the understanding of practices and especially practice changes to 

include analyses of media content. Such analyses help our understanding of the orientations 

and meanings that are enacted in and shape practices and our understanding of how and 

through which channels new meanings are disseminated. They help our understanding of the 

competences and materials that are at work in practices and how new competences and 

materials are disseminated. And they are even instrumental in revealing natural and 

technological phenomena, including new phenomena, as they are included in and shape social 

practices.  

 Thirdly, ANT provides a useful approach to the analysis of media-social interactions. By 

perceiving media texts and the meaning units within them as actors, the analyst can map 

connections between in-text, human and non-human actors. Textual analysis is acknowledged 

as an important element in this approach, but is not sufficient. When the task is to uncover the 

differences – or indeed the new differences – that are prompted through the connections 

between in-text and extra-textual actors, it is useful to combine text and practice analyses. 

 However, as we saw in the examples above, it is not always possible to identify the 

specific media texts that have inspired practice changes, and which consequently can be 

subjected to a textual analysis in order to identify the operative in-text actors. But that does 

constitute an insurmountable problem. Unlike framing effects theory, we are not interested in 

exactly how a specific textual element can be tweaked in order to generate certain cognitive 

responses in audiences, and we do therefore not need to study the precise reactions of human 
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actors to a specific meaning unit. Instead, we want to identify the various actors and actant 

functions that are at work in the possible connections between media and household. To this 

end, we simply need to analyse a relevant corpus of media texts and compare the meanings 

and actors that reach out of the texts with the meanings and inspirations that are articulated by 

household actors. A corpus of texts is relevant when it constitutes an extract of the media that 

usually are involved in the investigated population’s life and routines.  

 From the perspective of environmental sociology, the ANT approach offers some 

advantages. It adds to the well-established understanding in environmental sociology of 

materialilties and socio-material interaction by including also non-material inscriptions and 

meaning units in this understanding. As the examples hopefully have indicated, this approach 

allows analyses to identify how media content connects to the materials, competences and 

orientations of everyday practices. Furthermore, analyses are not focused on media and media 

effects per se, but on actual, concrete practice changes and the role media contents play in 

such changes. Analyses are focused on how media elements interact with other actors to 

produce (or block) pro-environmental transitions.  

 Lastly, an obvious objection to these points should be acknowledged. When we observe a 

particular movement in media representations, it is reasonable to see it is as a trace of wider 

changes, i.e. as a trace of changes in the actor-networks that reach into and out of media texts. 

But we cannot infer from media content to practice change. In the questionnaire study referred 

to in this article, it was a minority who had changed to more pro-environmental practices. It 

was in other words a minor fraction rather than a majority of practitioners who responded to 

media content regarding environmental concern and who as a consequence adopted pro-

environmental practice changes in their household. In-text meaning units of environmental 

concern do not connect universally to pro-environmental competences and orientations, and 

this limited reach has many reasons. As noted earlier, practices are constituted and shaped by 

many factors including technological infrastructures, which may strongly impede any practice 

change (although people did do something as drastic as change their house to allow for more 

sustainable energy prosumption). Similarly, other orientations of everyday life, for instance 

the joys of traveling and maintaining family networks across distances, or the pleasures of 

meat may be much stronger than any environmental concern.  

 However, the maintenance of less sustainable everyday practices is also connected to 

media representations, for instance stories about the pleasures of traveling or the benefits of 

increased car sales. The analytical approach presented in this article is also relevant for the 

investigation of how and why unsustainable practices endure. The identification of media 
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content that prompts pro-environmental practice changes can be complemented by analyses of 

the relative scope of pro-environmental media content compared to other framings devoid of 

environmental concern. After all, the more networks an actor is involved in – the more it even 

becomes an obligatory passing point such as the trope of ‘get the growth going’ has become – 

the more powerful it is.  
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