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1. Introduction 

It is increasingly clear that microplastics, commonly defined as plastic particles smaller than 5 mm 

in length, occur in major natural compartments, such as soil, air, and water, resulting from production, 

consumption, and inadequate waste management (WHO, 2019; Rist & Hartmann, 2018). Although 

there is limited scientific knowledge on the toxicological effects of microplastic pollution, the issue 

spurs concern among various societal stakeholders, scientists, and publics, because of the potential 

harmful effects on the environment and humans (Bergmann et al., 2019; Hartley et al., 2018; Sanchez-

Vidal et al., 2018; Vince & Hardesty, 2018; Koelmans et al., 2017).  

 

In 2015, the European Commission presented a plan for the circular economy, focusing on 

minimizing waste in production and consumption processes. The plan (COM, 2015) outlines plastics 

as a priority area, stressing the need for the international society to take action. Although plastic 

possesses functionalities that benefit societies in numerous fashions, the ways in which plastic is 

produced and discarded of present huge challenges to the environment; for example, with millions of 

tons of plastic litter ending up in the oceans, where it eventually degrades to microplastic particles 

(ibid.). Consequently, microplastic pollution can be characterized as a “wicked issue,” meaning that 
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it is a complex problem involving many actors and stakes, and to which there is no obvious solution 

(Rist et al., 2018, Hulme, 2009).  

 

Microplastic is becoming an increasingly salient subject of enquiry in the natural sciences, where 

knowledge of, for instance, the impacts of microplastics on humans, animals and the environment is 

pursued (Rist et al., 2018; Koelmans et al. 2017). Yet, insights into social aspects of microplastics, 

including media framings and public perceptions of, engagement with and responses to the issue, are 

scarce and almost non-existent (cf. Syberg et al., 2018; Backhaus & Wagner, 2018; Hartley et al., 

2018; Pahl & Wyles, 2017; Anderson et al., 2016). The notion that environmental issues exist as 

socially constructed phenomena points to the need to explore and understand the ways in which we 

construct, and subsequently respond to such issues (cf. Hulme, 2009).  

 

In response to the paucity of literature on microplastics in the social sphere, this study serves the 

purpose of initiating a conversation about microplastics as a socially constructed phenomenon. More 

specifically, it aims to empirically analyse how the environmental issue of microplastic pollution is 

constructed in Danish news media, utilizing dialectical theory as a theoretical entry point (cf. Berniker 

& NcNabb 2006; Baxter & Montgomery, 1996).  Acknowledging that news media constitute only 

one of several voices in the social construction of environmental issues along with the inherent 

complexity of meaning-making processes (cf. Olausson, 2011), news media are nevertheless 

recognized as important actors in the co-construction of environmental issues (Petersen, 2020; 

Boykoff & Boykoff, 2007). Against this background, this study addresses the following research 

questions:  

1) What dialectical themes are salient in the Danish news media coverage of the issue of 

microplastics? 
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2) How can these dialectical themes be conceptualized to explain dynamics of media issue 

constructions? 

 

The dialectical approach is useful when examining processes that involve multiple entities as it 

contains interference of several viewpoints and voices among and between actors (Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996). With this approach, we seek to supplement existing theory on media 

constructions of environmental issues, for example, framing theory (e.g. Entman, 1993, 2007; Nisbet 

& Scheufele, 2009) and agenda-setting (e.g., McCombs & Shaw, 1972). These perspectives will be 

extensively elaborated in section 2.    

 

This study makes two contributions to the environmental communication literature. Firstly, it 

contributes empirically supported knowledge on the construction of a complex, under-researched 

environmental issue, using Danish national print media as a case. Secondly, based on dialectical 

theory and empirical analyses, the article contributes deeper insights into the dynamic features 

associated with media constructions of wicked environmental issues.  

 

2. Framework: Exploring media constructions 

An increasingly central approach to media analysis is framing theory, which has been highlighted as 

a means to explore the construction of environmental issues in mass media (Hansen 2011). In broad 

terms, framing is typically defined as the communicative process of selecting and highlighting certain 

aspects of reality, offering a way to conceptualize “the power of a communicating text” (Entman 

1993:53; Nisbet & Scheufele 2009). Although widely applied in media studies, there are also 

shortcomings to this theory. For instance, Shih et al. (2008) point out that framing analyses do not 

explain whether a framing strategy is related to specifics of the topic or to more general patterns of 
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journalistic practices. Furthermore, Scheufele (2004) raise the point that framing approaches lack 

longitudinal perspectives and analytical attention to more content-related frames. Similarly, although 

the agenda-setting function of the mass media is well known and widely used, agenda-setting focuses 

on the relative salience of news reports, assuming a close link between the degree of media attention 

to a given topic and the degree of importance attributed to it by the audience (McQuail 2010; 

McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Typically, in this theoretical tradition, focus is more on what is covered 

than on how it is covered (Weaver, 2007). On a related note, the Issue-Attention Cycle (Downs, 

1972), which is a theory that explains the process by which the public gains and loses interest in a 

given issue over time, has been criticized for operating at a macrolevel, and not specifying emergent 

meaning structures at a microlevel. Although variations of this approach have been influenced by 

dialectical theory (e.g. Penna & Geels, 2012), the dialectical issue lifecycle model still focuses on 

macrolevel structures, neglecting emergent meaning structures at media content-level.  

 

In contrast to the above theoretical approaches, dialectical theory enables analyses of media 

constructions of complex environmental issues, focusing on the dynamics of meaning structures at 

content level. Media act as a battleground for different views and values and with this study we are 

particularly interested in the dialectics or tensions that emerge in the news coverage of microplastics. 

As argued by Zoonen (1992) in her constructivist approach, media select messages and activities as 

much as they act as transmitters, which gradually polarizes certain views and definitions. Thus, 

applying dialectics as a theoretical framework, enables an exploration of divergent and convergent 

media constructions of microplastics over time, which can provide insights into how meanings are 

constructed.  
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Dialectical theory is a part of critical theory that expanses in theoretical orientation and time from 

scholars in ancient Greece (e.g. Plato) to Kant, Marx and Hegel and later to the members of the 

Frankfurt School (e.g. Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947) and the works of Habermas (1972). Dialectical 

theory deals with a dimension that is currently absent in much mass communication literature (Baxter 

& Montgomery, 1996; Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015), as it explains the processes involved in 

creation, recreation, and dissolvent of meanings related to mass media messages. In this way, 

dialectical theory can help explain the empirical basis of established communication theories such as 

framing and agenda-setting, as it concerns the meaning construction processes of central media 

actors.  

 

The dialectical process begins with a tension between a thesis and an antithesis held by different 

actors, for example, between scientific scholars, politicians and laypeople (Baxter & Montgomery, 

1996). The dialectical process may be described as two or more opposing views that battle for 

dominance. When opposing views and values gain sufficient power, the confrontation evolves into a 

tension between the opposing perspectives as each struggle to predominate the others. This is 

basically a transformation process through which certain views are pushed aside leaving others to 

dominate, but only for a while. The tension that arises creates a process of constant change that is 

never brought to an end. Therefore, meaning is in a continuous state of flux or becoming and thus 

never reaches a final end-state or synthesis (ibid.) Consequently, although media messages can appear 

as fixed, they are in fact only temporary viewpoints and should be seen as a preliminary state of order 

among many voices with no ultimate goal or perfect ending (ibid.). Therefore, a dialectical meaning 

system is in a state of equilibrium when both positive and negative messages are present. 

Consequently, a certain order or consensus is temporarily reached when there is no longer a clear 

opposition in mass media. Then, a certain viewpoint has crystallized and has temporarily won the 
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fight for prevalence, though not the battle, as the process may take off again. According to Babrow 

(1993), applying dialectical themes of opposition to a communication phenomenon may uncover 

important relational processes that lead to theorizing (see also Berniker & McNabb, 2006).  

 

For the purposes of this study, we apply dialectical theory as a theoretical framework for exploring 

media constructions of microplastics in Danish news media. In the following sections, we firstly 

provide a description of the case context and subsequently outline the methodological considerations 

for the study, followed by results, analyses, and discussions. 

 

3. Case context 

Microplastics in the sciences 

Historically, the scientific field of microplastics has been driven by biological research. In 1969, 

Kenyon and Kridler (1969) observed synthetic materials in the stomachs of albatrosses, which turned 

out to be plastics that were not degraded in the digestive process. Soon after, studies documented 

observations of small polystyrene spheres in the sea, sediment, and birds (e.g., Carpenter et al., 1972). 

During the last decade, microplastic research has evolved from simple observational studies to also 

encompass exposure and effect studies, currently involving diverse fields of research, such as 

engineering, chemistry, conservation, and, more recently, medicine. Currently, only limited 

knowledge exists on the toxicological effects of microplastics exposure to higher trophic levels, 

including humans (Rist & Hartmann, 2018). Although scientific work on microplastic particles is not 

novel, research within the field has increased dramatically since 2012, and microplastic pollution is 

now seen as a topic of scientific importance in the natural sciences.  
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Despite increasing concern about the impacts of microplastic pollution, to date no studies have 

presented documentation that microplastics are harmful to humans (WHO, 2019; Rist et al., 2018; Sá 

et al., 2018; Backhaus & Wagner, 2018). Nevertheless, many studies are conducted under the 

assumption that microplastics are a threat to human health or microplastics are presented as 

potentially harmful to humans in scientific publications (Rist et al., 2018). Consequently, a debate 

concerning the impacts of microplastics has unfolded in the scientific literature (cf. Backhaus & 

Wagner, 2018). On the one hand, scholars favouring the precautionary principle maintain that 

although harmful effects of microplastics on humans have not been documented, it is likely that the 

accumulative effects of increasing exposure to microplastics are harmful to humans. On the other 

hand, scientific publications along with public and media debates on microplastics are accused of 

presenting views that amplify the health risks associated with microplastics, leading several scholars 

to point to a misalignment between the scientific reality and public perceptions of microplastics 

(Backhaus & Wagner, 2018; Rist et al., 2018; Syberg et al., 2018; Burton, 2017; Koelmans et al., 

2017). Despite such opposing views, there are only few studies exploring microplastics in the social 

sphere (Syberg et al., 2018; Hartley et al., 2018; Pahl & Wyles, 2017; Anderson et al., 2016). 

 

Microplastics in the context of Denmark 

Denmark and Danish mass media make an interesting case for microplastic research for several 

reasons. Firstly, the geographical location with extensive coastlines surrounding the country 

combined with water-current properties make Denmark a unique case for investigating microplastics 

(Hansen & Gross, 2019). Geologically, the main water basin of Kattegat splits the landmass and 

funnels the water from the Baltic Sea and the North Sea (and subsequently the Atlantic Ocean). The 

inner Danish waters therefore possibly act as “funnels” and deposition zones for marine (micro) 

plastics. In addition, Denmark is a coastal nation with 7,300 km coastline (Skov et al., 2020), one of 
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the longest in Europe. The coastal areas serve important functions as nature areas, commercially and 

recreationally, and most Danes live in close proximity to the sea. With millions of tons of plastic 

waste reaching the Earth’s oceans every year (Jambeck et al., 2015), Denmark is therefore vulnerable 

to the impacts of plastic pollution. In addition, Denmark is characterized by a high degree of public 

awareness of the aquatic environment. This has been the case since the first Danish environmental 

reform came into force in 1974 and was strengthened in 1987 when the Danish Parliament adopted 

the first Aquatic Environment Plan.1 Denmark has very strict requirements on groundwater quality, 

because the water is not purified before usage. It is therefore a high priority to continuously monitor 

the groundwater quality and mitigate threats to the drinking water. Consequently, the aquatic 

environment has been an important topic in the news media for years. 

 

Secondly, plastic production or conversion in Denmark presently accounts for approximately 10 

percent of the Danish manufacturing industry. Plastic exports have risen 50 percent since 2009, and, 

on an industry level, revenue has increased by 26 percent since 2009.2 Hence, the plastics industry, 

represented by the Danish Plastics Federation, is an influential stakeholder in Denmark with respect 

to promoting the positive contributions of plastics in society.  

 

Thirdly, Denmark is placed among the five EU member states with the most efficient pledging 

systems for polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles. Although this could be an indication of positive 

consumer attitudes toward recycling of plastics, Denmark is positioned at or slightly below EU 

average on a range of other indicators, such as recycling of plastic waste (not bottles), packaging 

waste per resident, and avoidance of buying items with too much packaging (Hahn-Pedersen et al. 

2018). This indicates that although Denmark is a country where citizens generally express pro-

                                                 
1 https://dce.au.dk/myndigheder/natur-og-vand/  
2 Danish Plastics Federation: https://plast.dk/en/  

https://dce.au.dk/myndigheder/natur-og-vand/
https://plast.dk/en/
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environmental attitudes, such attitudes are not necessarily translated into pro-environmental 

behaviour in the context of consumer recycling. 

 

Lastly, Denmark is a democracy with a highly educated population, and with a long tradition of public 

education. According to Habermas (1996), mass media play an important role in public sense-making 

and prioritisation of societal issues, such as microplastics.  When it comes to the role of media in the 

context of Denmark, the share of Danes daily using print mass media is 45% (Danske medier 2018). 

 

4. Methodology 

This article takes a qualitative, inductive approach to exploring media coverage of microplastics, 

specifically focusing on how Danish national print news media construct the issue. We apply a single 

instrumental case-study methodology (cf. Harling, 2002; Yin, 1994), which (1) allows for a deep and 

rich description of media communication pertaining to the issue of microplastics, and (2) can be used 

to develop theory (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). A single case-study is especially relevant when it 

represents a unique case (Yin, 1994), for example the Danish context, as described above.  

 

Our primary source of data arrives from archival news media articles. We conducted a database3 

search in all Danish national newspapers (15) and news agencies (9) using the search term 

“microplastic” (we used the truncated Danish term “mikroplast*”). We focused on print media, 

because of access to a broad overview of how presentations of microplastics unfold over time. Online 

distributed news articles were not included in the search, despite the potential limitations of omitting 

online media from the sample material. However, since online news media often mirror the print 

                                                 
3 We used the Infomedia database (https://infomedia.dk/), which contains an archive of articles from all the major 

Danish newspapers and news agencies.  
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versions, we argue that there is only limited selective bias in the collected data. The news articles 

were screened for relevancy to ensure a main focus on microplastics, resulting in a total of 117 articles 

from 10 different outlets (table 1). The first news article focusing on microplastics was published in 

June 2010 and the last article included in the search, was published in December 2019. Figure 1 shows 

the distribution of the published articles over time.  

 

Figure 1: Distribution of Danish news articles focusing on microplastics over time. 

 

Outlet Number 

of articles 

Ritzau 40 

Politiken 26 

Berlingske 11 

Jyllandsposten 10 

BT 10 

Kristeligt Dagblad 9 

Information 4 

Weekendavisen 4 

Ekstra Bladet 2 

Effektivt Landbrug 1 

Table 1: Distribution of Danish news articles focusing on microplastics in different outlets. 

 

4.1 Data analysis 

For the purpose of data analysis, we apply the grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 

which is widely used in qualitative analysis to develop theory from empirical data. The analytical 

1 0 0 2 1
7

13
16

19

59

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

N
o

. o
f 

n
ew

s 
ar

ti
cl

es



 11 

process involves an inductive approach, starting on a descriptive level and gradually organizing the 

data into a coherent pattern. This is done through three phases of coding, i.e. open coding, axial coding 

and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

 

This is an iterative analytical process that bare similarities to a pyramid. The process starts at the 

bottom with an open coding of the broad set of data. Gradually, through constant comparing and 

moving between interpreting meaning patterns and making generalizations for theoretical insights, 

the analytical process moves up the pyramid through stages of axial and selective coding. Table 2 

outlines specifically how the coding process was undertaken for this study.   

 

  Purpose  

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) 

Description of the process of data 

analysis in the present study 

 Step 3: Selective coding Categorizing the axial codes 

(themes).  

 

Identify categories of more general 

character of relevance to the study. 

a) The dialectical themes were 

aggregated to form overall core 

categories of more general character.  

 

Step 2: Axial coding Reassemble data that were fractured 

during open coding.  

 

Identify patterns, relationships and 

structures among open codes. 

a) Tensions/dialectics in the open 

codes were identified and themes 

were formulated and reformulated for 

purposes of clarification.  

 

b) The entire data material was coded 

with the developed dialectical 

themes. 

Step 1: Open coding Generate an overview of the data by 

creating tentative labels that 

summarize content. 

a) Descriptive labels were assigned to 

the news content. What is the focus 

of the paragraph? 

 

b) Increasing reliability through 

intercoder agreement: coders 

compared labels and developed and 

agreed on preliminary codes. 

Table 2: Overview of three phases in coding process  

 

In the open coding process, we started by reading several articles to familiarize ourselves with the 

data, followed by the process of generating initial codes representing recurrent thematic patterns in 
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the data material. The norm for what constituted a theme was its significance as an explanatory factor 

rather than the number of occurrences (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The process of data analysis was 

facilitated by the NVivo software. To ensure a high degree of intercoder agreement (cf. Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2018), two coders initially read and coded ten news articles and subsequently discussed their 

interpretations, by reviewing, refining, and combining preliminary themes. Following this, in the 

axial coding process, the entire body of articles was coded by the same two coders, using the 

inductively derived themes from the open coding. To embrace the richness of the data (Weick, 2007) 

both unifying and diversifying elements were part of developing a theme. This is what we refer to as 

dialectical themes, meaning themes encompassing dialectical elements of opposition (Gamson, 

1988). To flash out oppositional structures, dialectical analysis looks for principles, which account 

for the emergence and dissolution of specific orders. Hence, dialectical analysis focuses on opposites 

rather than on shared meanings (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Benson, 1977). Finally, in order to 

make theoretical generalizations, in the process of selective coding, the dialectical themes were 

aggregated and condensed to form overall core categories of more general character (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  

 

5. Analysis and Results  

This section presents the results of the analysis and is structured according to the dialectical themes 

developed in the analysis. In order to provide structure and overview, table 3 briefly outlines and 

defines the inductively derived themes as the outcome of our data analysis. The following sub-

sections present these themes with inherent dialectics in more detail.  
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Themes Definitions  

Size Relates to the definition of microplastics. What is microplastics?  

Most newspaper articles use size as the defining feature of microplastics.  

Geography The geographic scope of the article.  

In which geographic location is microplastic pollution found? 

Deposition Where can microplastic particles be found?  

Where do they “end up”? Where is it accumulated? 

Drivers What drivers cause microplastic pollution?  

Both tangible and intangible sources of pollution. Why has microplastics become an issue? 

Consequences What are the consequences of microplastic pollution?  

Tangible as well as abstract consequences and impacts on humans, nature, or society at large.  

Solutions How can the problem be solved?  

How can society address the issue of microplastic pollution? 

Responsibility Who is responsible for solving the issue of microplastic pollution?  

Focus on identifying different groups of actors.  

Table 3: Overview of derived themes and definitions in the data analysis  

 

Size 

A recurrent theme in the news articles is size understood as “the size of microplastic particles”. 

Communicatively, this is used to describe and define microplastics to readers and although this theme 

appears in a large majority of the data material, there is a duality in how size is communicated. Some 

articles refer to specific boundary measures when defining microplastics; for example, “plastic pieces 

smaller than 0.3 mm” or “the definition of microplastics is plastic particles, less than 5 mm in size.” 

Despite some variation in defining the threshold size for microplastics, articles using this type of 

definition tend to either support the definition with references to “researchers” or “scientific,” or to 

signify a degree of convention through the form of writing, for instance, “it is called microplastics” 

or “particles that are referred to as microplastics.” In both examples, there is a strong use of ethos, 

because defining features of microplastics are conveyed as given factors supported by science that 

warrant no further discussion or explanation.  

 

In contrast, other articles describe microplastics as “small,” “tiny,” or “microscopic” pieces of plastic 

that cannot be seen with the human eye, or by using comparisons, such as “particles the size of coffee 
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grounds that are invisible to the naked eye” or “microscopic particles that weigh less than a tenth of 

a paper clip.” Here, microplastics are described as (almost) invisible to humans. In these descriptive 

approaches, focus is seemingly on helping readers visualize what microplastics are through the use 

of metaphors, comparisons, or lay-oriented explanations of “smallness.” As such, the theme of size 

is characterized by a dialectical divergence between scientific and lay-oriented explanations of size.  

 

Geography 

Many news articles approach the issue of microplastics from a local (Danish or Scandinavian) 

perspective and write specifically, for example, “the Scandinavian seas,” “the Baltic Sea,” or “the 

Swedish sea.” In addition, some articles also discursively express geographic closeness, by the use 

of the pronoun “our”; for instance, “our streams and seas” or “our marine environment.” The 

construction of microplastics in terms of geographic nearness is countered by a more geographically 

distant focus, with articles focusing on occurrences of microplastics in, for example, “the Indian 

Ocean,” “Indonesia,” “The Great Pacific Garbage Patch,” or “Antarctica.” In addition, many 

articles refer to abstract, unspecific locations, such as “the oceans” or “a global problem,” or to 

microplastic as an omnipresent phenomenon, by emphasizing that “it is everywhere.” The theme 

labelled geography is thus characterized by oppositions of local versus global, signifying that 

microplastic pollution is a global issue that impacts all parts of the world or a local issue that 

directly affects people and environment in Denmark.  

 

Deposition 

A third theme concerns the deposition of microplastics, encompassing descriptions of where 

microplastic particles are eventually deposited. Microplastic is largely presented as an environmental 

pollutant in the data material, primarily associated with water (rivers, seas and oceans) and, to a lesser 
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degree, soil and air, for example "A gigantic swamp of plastic floating around the Pacific Ocean 

between the American mainland and Hawaii”.   Yet recently, several articles also situate microplastics 

inside animals, for example, deer, fishes, and whales, and directly or indirectly inside humans, 

suggesting intake of microplastics through food and drinking water. For instance, “neither are we 

happy about occurrences of microplastics in food, drinking water and childrens’ bodies” and 

”according to a recent study, microplastics have been found in human faeces”. Hence, microplastic 

particles are constructed as pollutants to be found either inside humans and animals or in the external 

environment, for example, in waterways and soil.  

 

Drivers 

A majority of the news articles devotes attention to describing drivers of microplastic pollution. This 

is done in different ways, but a common trait is a focus on tangible drivers, resulting in an almost all-

encompassing focus on a range of consumer products as the main sources of microplastic pollution, 

for example, beauty products, clothing and shoes, and household convenience items. Additionally, 

the data material also contains references to more abstract drivers, for example “tourism,” “throw-

away society,” “excess consumption,” and “increased consumer spending”. A common denominator 

is an overarching emphasis on consumption as the main driver of microplastic pollution. 

 

Notably, the data material contains only few references to alternative drivers of microplastics, for 

example, fisheries or the petrochemical industry. Hence, there is a strong degree of convergence in 

the dialectic between private consumption and industry, positioning microplastics as a problem 

originating from private consumption patterns.  
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Zeroing in on the types of consumer goods frequently mentioned in the news articles, the majority of 

product categories could be characterized as goods consumed for luxury purposes or convenience as 

opposed to necessity. For instance, cosmetics and other beauty products are frequently highlighted as 

problematic in the news articles, as are disposable tableware and plastic bags. In contrast, necessity 

refers to products purchased for their practical uses based on consumer needs rather than consumer 

desires. This type of product is prevalent in the data material. This observation points to a dialectic 

opposition between consumer goods associated with excess or necessity, respectively, with the former 

being the most prominent perspective in the data material.  

 

Consequences 

Most of the news articles discuss potential consequences associated with microplastic pollution. 

These are primarily related to human health, but also to the environment. The consequences of 

microplastic pollution can be described by two sets of dialectics. The first evolves around direct and 

indirect consequences. Direct consequences of microplastic pollution refer to the whole spectra of 

key actor concerns, from elaboration of negative aspects, challenges, and problems to the “worrying” 

and “serious” nature that involves an out-and-out “threat” and “danger” to humans. In opposition to 

the direct consequences, indirect consequences are defined as a “chain” of reactions caused by 

microplastics, which are believed to eventually affect human health. These are much less salient in 

the data material, and appear more speculative; for example, “some of them may even contribute to 

cancer.”  

 

On a related note, the second set of dialectics evolves around the seriousness of microplastic 

pollution. As such, the consequences can be described as ranging from damaging to harmless. For 

example, consequences for human health are low fertility or cancer and consequences for the 
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environment primarily focus on the aquatic environment, with the general perspective that organisms 

in water/oceans suffer due to microplastic pollution.  

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the analysis clearly shows a one-sided and negative approach to the 

consequences of microplastics, in which discomfort among key actors play a major role, and where 

human health and animals in especially the wet environment appear to be victimized by the issue of 

microplastics. It is noteworthy that the consequences of microplastics are presented in an alarmist 

manner, and that different “experts” take central roles in supporting the view of microplastic pollution 

as a serious environmental issue that poses a threat to human health.  

 

Solutions  

A recurrent theme across the news articles concerns ‘solutions to the problem’. Not surprisingly, 

many articles present ideas, theories, inventions or other potentials ways of addressing and solving 

the issue of microplastic pollution. Solutions range from presenting specific initiatives, for example, 

“plastic eating bacteria” or the “Ocean Cleanup project” to other, more vaguely presented solutions 

that point to the need for “immediate action” or “political intervention”. Lastly, some articles almost 

give up, referring to “an impossible challenge” or “it is almost impossible”.  

 

The theme pertaining to solutions contains the dialectic of reaching a solution through either 

regulation or collaboration. Solutions linked to collaboration stress the need for industry 

collaboration; for example, “a dialogue across the value chain” and “a coordinated global strategy is 

needed,” as well as some more imaginative technical solution proposals, such as new devices for 

collecting and catching plastics in oceans, adding plastic-eating bacteria to water, and using new 

alternatives to plastic such as biodegradable materials. Against this is regulation that includes 

legislation and involves prohibition; for example, “there appears to be completely unregulated 
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individual uses, a solution may be prohibition.” The need for political mediations and incentive-based 

solution systems range from introducing a deposit and return system and the labeling of recyclable 

and plastic-free products to investments in sustainability.  

 

Synthesis between regulation and collaboration has arguably not yet been reached in the media 

coverage, however, individual responsibility appears more salient than industry actions, and this 

tendency has only increased over the researched period, as focus on consumer behavior has become 

increasingly prominent. 

 

Responsibility 

Closely linked to the theme of solutions, is the theme labelled responsibility, understood as actors 

responsible for mitigating or solving the problem. This responsibility is placed in the hands of three 

major actors—consumers, politicians, and industry—whereas science & NGOs are much less 

weighty in the media coverage. For instance, consumer responsibility revolves around the demand 

for sustainable participation and behavioral change among consumers, for example, “if we do not 

change our behavior, there will be more and more plastic in the sea”. The responsibilities of industries 

focus on dialogue and coordination among industry stakeholders as a means to address the 

microplastic issue. Although industry is referred to as responsible for mitigating microplastic 

pollution through changed production methods in some news articles, industry is not as dominant an 

actor as politicians and consumers.  

 

In this study, references have mainly been to Danish politicians and the EU and the arguments 

emphasize the necessity for a political system (at national, European, and to a lesser extent, global 

levels) to assume responsibility for addressing microplastic pollution by developing plastic policies 
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that includes plans and prohibitions. Such a “top-down” regulation will normally be a trade-off 

between social, moral, and ethical issues on the one hand and business performance on the other. As 

such, there is a dialectic divergence associated with the theme of responsibility that could be 

characterized as bottom-up versus top-down initiatives. This is much in line with the dialectical theme 

concerning solutions, where media coverage is divided between collaborative versus regulative 

measures to address the issue of microplastic pollution.  

 

Conceptualization 

The above results address RQ1 and focus on identifying salient dialectical themes in the Danish news 

media coverage of microplastics. RQ2 asks how the identified dialectical themes can be 

conceptualized to explain dynamics of media issue constructions in more general terms. This aim was 

addressed through the selective coding process, in which the dialectical themes were translated and 

aggregated into core categories of more general character. The results of this analytical process are 

summarized in table 4 and discussed in the following section.   

 

Themes 

(Case-specific) 
Explanation Category 

(Generalization) 

Size  

Scientific – Layperson  

How are microplastics described?  

What is it? Characteristics, definitions, 

descriptions? 

 

Features 

Geography 

Global – Local 

 

 

 

Where is it? Where can it be found? 

Location, specific or unspecific. 

 

 

Proximity 

Deposition 

Intra-organismal – Extra-organismal 

 

Drivers 

Consumption – Industry 

Necessity – Excess 
 

What are the forces that drive of 

microplastic pollution? Tangible 

sources such as plastic bags, and 

intangible drivers such as 

“consumption”.  

 

Forces 

Consequences 
Direct – Indirect 

Damaging - Harmless  

 

What are the consequences of 

microplastic pollution?  Tangible as 

well as abstract consequences and 

impacts, e.g., “concern”.  

 

Impacts 
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Solutions 
Collaboration – Legislation 

 

 

 

What solutions are required to address 

the problem? And who is responsible 

to act? 

 

 

 

Actions 

 Responsibility 
Bottom-up – Top-down 

 

Table 4: Linking case-specific themes to general categories of media constructions  

 

5.1 Discussion of results 

The dialectical themes outlined above show that the construction of microplastics in Danish news 

media is characterised by convergent and divergent themes. For instance, size is by and large the only 

feature used to define microplastics in the news articles, but the theme is dialectically divided between 

scientific or layperson metaphors. This suggests that there is not yet a shared terminology for 

describing the particles. Different types of metaphors connote different meanings. What is here 

referred to as scientific metaphors could be seen as relatively neutral accounts of defining features of 

microplastics, whereas the layperson metaphors that tend to emphasize microplastics as “almost 

invisible”, could trigger more emotional connotations, because we are dealing with an invisible threat. 

Given that microplastics is a topic, which has only recently gained public and media attention in 

Denmark, the ways in which the issue is presented influence how alarmingly microplastic pollution 

is perceived to be.  

 

On a related note, the intra/extra-organismal dialectics (related to the theme of disposition) are 

unresolved in the data material, and it is as such not a question of either/or, but more an issue of 

microplastics being constituted not only as an external pollutant, but also as something “unnatural” 

that is unavoidably consumed by animals and subsequently humans. The feeling of being 

contaminated as a result of incorporating a foreign element into the body can be seen as a negative. 

With microplastics being constructed as hidden in food and drinking water, resembles the metaphor 

of a trojan horse, because we unknowingly invite a foe into our bodies by eating food. Arguably, 
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more symbolic imaginary needs to be attached to microplastics before it will create dialectical 

convergence in news coverage. 

 

Related to the theme of geography, the dichotomy between global and local is well described in other 

strains of the environmental communication literature, in particular in relation to climate change 

communication (e.g. Lorenzoni et al., 2007), where studies point to issues associated with the 

construction of climate change as a spatially distant issue. For example, focusing on public 

engagement with climate change, Nerlich and Jaspal (2014) show that framings of climate change as 

a global issue can lead to feelings of helplessness and powerlessness among publics, impeding their 

sense of agency, and Stoknes (2014) argues that global framings of environmental issues can make it 

difficult for people to prioritize on a daily basis, because of other, perhaps more locally visible, 

concerns.  

 

The analysis identifies microplastic pollution as stemming from things that are close and familiar to 

us: the clothes that we wear, the lotions and cosmetics we apply to our skin, and the packaging that 

protects our food. This angle could be applied by the news outlets to ensure a sense of relevancy 

among readers or as an attempt to induce a sense of engagement or agency. However, it arguably also 

places the responsibility for microplastic pollution with the individual consumer, rather than with 

industry or society at large. The focus on consumer choices as drivers of microplastic pollution could 

contribute to inducing a sense of agency among publics by emphasizing what individuals can do to 

mitigate the problem. Even so, the focus on individual responsibility could be seen as an 

overwhelming and impossible task, considering the local-global dichotomy of microplastic, as also 

seen in the context of climate change (e.g., Olausson, 2011). Indeed, the global emphasis of the 

microplastic issue could be seen as conflicting with the strong emphasis on the responsibility of 
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individual consumers. Furthermore, the overarching focus on consumer responsibility raises the 

question of why the plastic industry is hardly mentioned as a source of microplastic pollution. 

Considering the Danish context of the study, it is noteworthy that microplastic pollution is closely 

associated with consumer behavior rather than, for example, production processes or the plastic 

industry in general.  

 

Although it has long been known that science plays an important role in shaping perceptions of what 

constitutes an environmental problem (Taylor & Buttel, 1992), it is surprising that the data material 

contains only few references to scientific studies focusing on consequences. This observation 

supports the argument from Koelmans et al. (2017) and others that news media coverage of 

microplastics tends to be one-sided with respect to impacts.  

 

The categories presented in table 4 (features, proximity, forces, impacts and action) broadly resembles 

the sequential order typically used in news media to create a sense of identification and relevance (cf. 

Schultz, 2007). Likewise, the categories also display similarities to framing theory (Entman, 2007) 

with the inbuilt causal logic of the general categories, strengthening the validity of the results.  

Importantly, however, the grounded theory approach to data analysis that has been used in the present 

study, provides more elaborate insights into the constructions and underlying dynamics of such 

general categories at content level.  

 

The categories and inherent dialectics are here conceptualized as the foundation for a process that we 

will refer to as issue crystallization. In chemistry, crystallization is a process by which a substance is 

converted from a liquid into a solid state. Similarly, the term “issue crystallization” is here used to 

signify the meaning-generating processes, in which an issue transforms from a fluid or inconsistent 
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state to a more solid or coherent state of emergence in a specific social context. This process could 

be visualized as the framework in figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2: Framework for process of issue crystallization 

 

We envision the framework in figure 2 as a meaningful refinement of the articulation of media 

constructions of environmental issues, leading to a process of issue crystallization. Starting from the 

bottom, content-specific dialectics are seen as part of the more general categories that together form 

the process of issue crystallization. Essentially, this points to the idea that when media coverage of 

an issue is convergent over time, across mediascapes, the meanings associated with this specific issue 

have stabilized. The analysis submits the important point that each category is defined in relation to 

the degree of tension of the dialectical themes. If the balance within the dialectics change, so will 

eventually the issue crystallization. 

 

The framework presented in figure 2 should be seen as provisional and needs further elaboration and 

refinement through additional empirical analyses from different contexts to strengthen the external 



 24 

validity. Furthermore, empirical analyses of the links between media constructions of microplastics 

and publics’ meaning-making would strengthen our understanding of the roles of media in 

constituting environmental issues. Also, the model should be seen as provisional with respect to the 

dialectics listed under each of the five categories, as the dialectics included here are based solely on 

the case of microplastics in Danish media. It is therefore likely that the model could be further 

elaborated by adding dialectics based on the analyses of different wicked issues in different contexts.  

 

6. Conclusion 

This article set out to initiate a scholarly conversation about the environmental issue of microplastics 

in the social sphere. More specifically, the study aimed to (1) identify salient dialectical themes in 

the Danish news media coverage of microplastics, and (2) explore how such dialectical themes can 

be conceptualized to explain the dynamics of media issue constructions in more general terms.  

 

It is clear from the analysis that Danish news media consistently and across outlets construct 

microplastics as an issue originating from consumer behavior. This, in turn, also means that 

consumers are largely held responsible for mitigating microplastic pollution through changed 

consumption patterns. In addition, microplastic pollution is by and large presented as dangerous to 

both humans and the environment, and only little attention is being paid to the fact that we do not 

know if microplastic is in fact harmful to humans (e.g. WHO, 2019; Rist et al. 2018; Koelmans et al. 

2017). Accordingly, the analysis demonstrates media convergence with respect to the themes of 

drivers and consequences, where themes related to size, geography, deposition, solutions and 

responsibility display divergence in terms of media coverage. This could be explained by the fact that 

microplastics is a novel environmental issue with respect to news media coverage in Denmark.   
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The contribution of this article is critical insights concerning the dialectics associated with different 

themes. In addition to merely discovering different themes of media constructions, the dialectical 

approach illuminates underlying tensions within each theme, identifying thematic areas, where media 

constructions can be characterized as either convergent or divergent. Such insights provide elaborate 

understandings of how meanings are crystallized through news media coverage (Zoonen, 1992; 

Baxter and Montgomery, 1996). This is an important addition to well-established theories within 

mass media communication, for instance, framing theory (Entman, 2007) and agenda-setting 

(McCombs & Shaw, 1972), as it explores dynamic processes of media constructions at content level, 

which drive the issue crystallization process.  
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