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Abstract: Like all sorts of states and developments of the natural and social world are meas-

ured, surveyed and indexed so is environmental sustainability made the object of measure-

ments and inscribed into indicators. This article directs its attention to the media appearance 

of indicators asking the question how indicators of environmental sustainability – and more 

specifically the Ecological Footprint – operate in public media. Following an actor-network 

theoretical approach indicators are perceived and analyzed as knowledge artifacts performing 

a variety of actant functions as they connect to other elements in the media texts where they 

appear. The study suggests that the Ecological Footprints does not give a very strong voice to 

the environment. Its operations in media texts tend to be vague, it speaks in terms of poten-

tials, appeals and urgings, and it does not connect much to policy making or changing practic-

es.  
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Introduction  

The notion of sustainable development has been in operation in international, national and 

local politics for more than two decades, inspiring a need for indicators that can measure sus-

tainability in societal development.  

Indicators can be defined as variables that summarize or otherwise simplify relevant infor-

mation. Indicators make phenomena of interest, for instance economic development, school 

children’s performance or CO2-emissions, visible or perceptible and quantify, measure, and 

communicate information that is perceived to be relevant. Indicators are produced by 

knowledge institutions, governmental bodies, non-governmental organizations, and private 

corporations, and they are employed in formulating, monitoring and evaluating policies at all 

levels from local administrations to EU and UN. Although many indicators remain unknown 

to the greater public some are covered more or less extensively in public media as subjects of 

news stories, summaries of expert knowledge, pieces of background information and ammu-

nition in political struggles. Media reporting may be a central element in how the indicator 

works, the ways in which it feeds into world views, policy actions and social change. 

Media reporting of environmental sustainability indicators could even be perceived as one 

way in which nature and environment obtains a voice in policy processes and in processes of 

socio-cultural change. In Politics of Nature, the French sociologist Bruno Latour (2004) ar-

gues that there is a need for an “assembly of objects” to match the assemblies of humans – of 

political representatives and economic interests – that is at the core of political decision mak-

ing. An assembly of objects would be the forum through which nature and the environment, 

i.e. objects like plants and animals, ground water reservoirs, the ozone layer, the climate, etc., 

obtain a voice and can be connected to assemblies of human actors. Regardless of the philo-

sophical problems in claiming to speak for inarticulate objects, one could say that indicators 

of environmental sustainability are the voices of nature and the environment – or translations 

of nature and environment into voices that can be articulated in relevant forums and assem-

blies. Public media could according to such an approach be perceived as forums where these 

voices are articulated. At the same time public media are forums where the validity and rele-

vance of the voices of nature and environment are negotiated. 

This article investigates the reporting of indicators of environmental sustainability (IES) in 

public media at a transnational level. More specifically it investigates the reporting of the 

Ecological Footprint (EF) in five selected media outlets with a transnational audience profile. 

The theoretical outset for this investigation is based on Actor Network theory and an under-

standing of indicators as knowledge artifacts that operate as actors in networks of activity. 

Indicators are connected to other elements and actors when they appear and are activated in 

media texts – and in other forums – and through these connections they perform specific act-

ant functions. The aim of the investigation is to identify these connections and functions. The 

question is how the ecological footprint operates as an agent of sustainable development as it 

appears in media texts from the selected outlets.  
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The article will proceed with a general discussion seeking to unfold an understanding of indi-

cators as knowledge artifacts performing specific actant functions. This is followed by a 

presentation of the empirical study and an account of its analyses. 

 

Indicators as artifacts 

It is a well-established point in actor-network theory (ANT) that social agency is not only 

related to human actors but also to “non-human” objects, i.e. technologies, infrastructures and 

artifacts. 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 con-

struction and maintenance of social order. In the understanding of Bruno Latour, non-human 

actors are intertwined with and constituent 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: 70-72).   

The point that artifacts are actors also applies for knowledge artifacts like statistical aggre-

gates and indicators which are of a non-physical quality. Latour uses the term “inscription”, 

by which he means any process through which substances and dynamics are transformed into 

signs: numbers, graphs, maps, charts, accounts, etc. (Latour 1990; Blok & Jensen 2009). For 

instance, the substances and dynamics of climate change are transformed into graphs and col-

ored 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). Calculations and pub-

lications of GDP-numbers are an integral part of economic activity. 

It is well established in science and technology studies that knowledge artifacts are carriers of 

agency. They are not just echoes of the agency they report, they modify states of affairs by 

ascribing typologies to them and by communicating how states of affairs should be under-

stood. Thus, Porter (1994) has argued that exercises in quantification go beyond a mere de-

scription of the social and natural world. They reconfigure the world by maintaining the con-

siderable apparatuses that are required to create stable standardized measures and through the 

use of quantifications in systems of administration and government. Callon (2002) has ana-

lyzed management tools used in a company that organizes cruises on the Seine. Input from 

customer questionnaires are used in restructuring cruises, changing the information that is 

communicated on tours, the routes, the recommendations and the marketing strategies. The 

inscriptions help to produce, evaluate and transform rules and prescriptions. Likewise, Barry 

(2002) analyses how attempts to establish measuring standards for pollution have been intro-

duced in the EU; not just to measure a specific portion of the world and to compare these 

measures across borders, but as an element in establishing a unified political and economic 

order beyond the mere measurements of and actions against pollution.  

In the same line of thought indicators of environmental sustainability can also be understood 

as knowledge artifacts. They are agents in socio-technical and socio-ecological processes and 

constituents of socio-technical systems. Following an ANT- approach, indicators should be 

understood as non-material knowledge artifacts through which substances are transformed 

into signs by way of collection, condensation and combination of measures of these substanc-
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es. For instance, an IES may take a series of measures of CO2-emissions, biodiversity, land 

use, etc. – measures that are produced through the aid of statistical calculations, sensor out-

puts, surveys and counts – and pile them together into a single index thereby producing a spe-

cific, “simplified” representation and understanding of the world. The representation is con-

densed into the shape of a specific sign – a number, a map, a graph – and distributed to policy 

actors and the general public. Thus, an inscription is made, one that is claimed to be relevant 

and correct as a representation of some state of affairs and as input to or even impetus for pol-

icy action. 

Indicators may be powerful tools in defining, maintaining and altering social orders, particu-

larly when they obtain a status as standards that are universally used within a – global, re-

gional or local – social context. There is for instance the GDP which as an indicator of eco-

nomic activities is omnipresent and can trigger all sorts of activities: changes in development 

aid, investments, and policy action regarding finance, public spending, taxes, minimum lend-

ing rates, etc. (van den Bergh 2009). 

The force and reach of inscriptions/indicators are related to “centers of calculation” (Latour 

2005) that collect and process them, e.g. international institutions like the IMF, the OECD and 

EUROSTAT or national banks, ministries and statistical departments. In a study of local and 

global sustainability indicators Miller (2005) argues, however, that centers of calculation may 

be of a much less conventional and institutional character. He identifies national and interna-

tional NGOs such as the WWF, local grassroots organizations, politicians and networks of 

researchers and activists as emerging centers for calculating, producing and communicating 

indicators of sustainable development.  

As knowledge artifacts indicators are involved in and connected to various networks of ac-

tion. They connect to those activities that they purport to measure and which they thereby 

constitute as visible and knowledgeable – for instance production of energy, emission of toxic 

substances, or individual transport. They also connect to the activities through which it is de-

fined that some state of affairs needs to be measured and through which the indicator is de-

veloped, produced and institutionalized. And they connect to the agency that is involved in 

reporting the indicator in public media, feeding it into governmental bodies, and referring to it 

in political struggles.  

Indicators can be followed on their entire course through extended networks of action: from 

development and production to communication, policy making and new knowledge produc-

tion. But they may also be analyzed at smaller subdivisions of the extended networks of ac-

tions they are involved in. They can be analyzed at the laboratories, organizations, and centers 

of calculation where they are developed and produced and at the policy institutions where 

they are used (e.g. the previously mentioned works by Porter 1994; Barry 2002; Callon 2002; 

Miller 2005). Such studies seek to uncover the processes through which the indicator is de-

signed and how it thereby constructs reality in specific ways; i.e. the processes through which 

it is determined what an indicator should measure and how various measurements are includ-

ed, weighed and summarized into a single graphical/numerical presentation. Such studies also 

seek to uncover the processes through which indicators prompt, form, assess and legitimate 

policies and are used as weapons in political struggles. 
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This article wants instead to analyze indicators as they are mentioned and reported in media 

texts. They are perceived as non-human, non-material artifacts involved in networks with oth-

er actors and can be analyzed as such, but it is not the connections to actors in other spheres 

that are the center of attention. Focus is instead on how indicators connect to other actors and 

elements within the texts and on the statements the indicators thereby produce.  

Couldry (2008) has discussed the use of actor network theory in media studies. The issue of 

power is central in his discussion. He explains how ANT understands the distribution of pow-

er in networks. Actors – human and non-human – become established as powerful through the 

stability of the networks that pass through them. The actor that is an obligatory passing-point 

in a network has power, and the more networks where that is true, the more power that actor 

has. What Couldry and ANT says about power distribution can also be applied to indicators. 

As non-human and non-material actors they are established as powerful – i.e. powerful in 

defining states of affairs and matters of fact, in focusing knowledge production, and in setting 

the public agenda – through the stability of the networks that pass through them. When policy 

actors almost automatically refer to the GDP in their call for various economic policies, and 

when public awareness regarding societal and economic development almost automatically is 

defined with reference to the GDP then this indicator is established as a powerful (non-

human, non-material) actor. 

This understanding of power is in Couldry’s article mainly related to a discussion of how me-

dia contribute to social experience and social organization and to a discussion of the power of 

media institutions. This article is interested in the content of meaning production within media 

texts rather than the process of meaning production between media institutions and audiences. 

The involvement of an indicator in multiple networks is not just something that takes place in 

and between calculation centers, administrative bodies and policy forums. It is also something 

that takes place within media texts, in the connections that are established within texts be-

tween the indicator and other (textual) actors, in the power distribution that thereby is estab-

lished and in the meaning that is produced.  

A focus on media texts is relevant for at least three reasons. Firstly, it is through media report-

ing and in media texts indicators are involved in the construction of public concerns, public 

reasoning, and collective sentiments. Secondly, an analysis of how an indicator appears in 

media texts does not only have intra-textual relevance; it gives some insight into the activities 

and networks that the indicator is involved in. If, for instance, a news story reports that some 

politician is alarmed over a drop in GDP and wows to take action, the story obviously is no 

empirical evidence of the policy making that will or will not be set in motion, but the story 

does give an account of connections between the GDP-indicator and political activities. The 

connections established within the text tell about connectors that protrude from the indicator; 

they tell about the indicator’s trajectories from and to other networks of action beyond the 

text.  

Thirdly, if we follow Latour’s idea of an assembly of objects where the voices of nature and 

environment can be heard, then public media is one forum where such voices – in the shape of 

environmental indicators – are articulated and negotiated. Indicators could then be perceived 

as knowledge artifacts through which nature obtains a voice, and this voice is articulated in 

public media as well as in other forums. By analyzing media appearances of environmental 
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indicators we analyze how such “voices of nature” are articulated and negotiated in a public 

forum. The question now is how we analyze indicators as they operate in media texts. 

 

Analyzing actants in texts 

This study perceives indicators in ANT terms, as non-human non-material actors, but it dif-

fers from other ANT-studies by following a specific actor (the EF) as it operates within media 

texts rather than performing an ethnographic study of connections between human and non-

human actors in the social-material world. The relevance of focusing on media texts is argued 

above, but such a focus calls for a special methodological approach. This article wants to sug-

gest an adjusted version of actant analysis as a productive way of fusing ANT studies with 

media studies, i.e. actant analysis as developed in structural semantics, most notably in the 

work of Greimas (1983). 

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 who strives to find truth. One function can be per-

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

Greimas narratives are constructed around six actants and five actant functions (see figure 1) 

and can be analyzed accordingly:  

  
 Figure 1: Greimas's actant model 

 

There is a subject that pursues and maybe obtains an object. There are helpers that assist and 

opponents that hinder the subject in this pursuit. There is a sender which prompts the pursuit 

and a receiver which benefits or suffers from the outcome of this pursuit. 

The present study applies narrative analysis and Greimas’s actant model in its analysis of eco-

logical footprints in selected media texts. Thereby it links back to some of the roots of actor 

network theory namely the understanding of ‘actant’ as an analytical category. An actant is in 

ANT-studies defined as a function in the agency of actor-networks; a function that may be 

performed by several different actors, human and non-human, material and non-material 

(Latour 2005). 

Thus, reporting the environmental state of the planet can serve the function of sounding an 

alarm. This function is performed by the indicator itself, by the international NGO that has 

produced it, policy actors who refer to it, journalists who write about it and by other actors in 

the social-material world, but it is also performed through and within the media texts where 

the indicator appears. Furthermore, the indicator may perform several different functions, not 

only the function of sounding an alarm, but perhaps also the function of maintaining political-

ideological divisions or the function of pushing practice changes. An actant analysis of the 

Sender Object Receiver 

Helper Subject Opponent 
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ecological footprint in media texts is in effect an actor-network analysis of a non-material 

knowledge artifact as it operates within media texts. 

This approach also links to a long tradition in media studies to perceive media texts as narra-

tives and to use an actant model when analyzing these narratives. See for instance Silverstone 

(1981), Kozloff (1992) and Franzosi (1998) for both general reflection of the method and its 

application to concrete studies, see Aarva & Tampere (2006) and Andreassen (2005) for the 

use of the actant model in analyses of media constructions of health promotion and ethnicity 

respectively, and see Petersen (1997, 2007) for the use of narrative analysis and actant models 

to investigate environmental discourses in television. However, in the present study the aim is 

not to identify discourses at work in media texts but to identify the role of a specific item: the 

indicator, its connections and trajectories and the ways in which it operates in media texts. 

Merging an ANT-approach with media analysis – through a modified actant model – facili-

tates such a focus on the role of a specific item: the indicator. 

A modification of the actant is useful for several reasons that (may apply to this study as well 

as to others). Firstly, whereas the model proposed by Greimas consists of a finite number of 

well-defined actants, Latour’s understanding of actants is not as stringent. Actants can be de-

fined and named in any number of ways; the point of identifying actants is to find functions 

performed by actors in social, including textual, interaction. It will make the analysis more 

flexible and open if it is possible to identify and designate actant functions that do not fall 

clearly within one of the six functions in the original model. 

Secondly, while there is an element of narrative in most media stories – including the kind of 

news stories that are analyzed here – this narrative element may sometimes be of a more ru-

dimentary character and not quite as elaborate as for instance a folk tale or a documentary 

film. Therefore, a simplified version of the actant model may be called for, one that does not 

need to include and identify all six actant functions of the original model in each text that is 

analyzed. 

Thirdly, while the original actant model tends to emphasize the structural aspect in a narra-

tive, 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 ar-

ranged in relation to each other around this chronology (Silverstone 1981, Petersen 1997). 

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 could therefore 

allow for more attention towards the dynamic element. 

For these reasons and to facilitate an ANT approach to media analysis a modified version of 

the actant model is proposed. It is adopted from a study of messages of environmental aware-

ness in pro-social spots on MTV in the 1990’s (Petersen 1997). The modified model is re-

duced to this relation:  

   S → O 

The relation summarizes three core elements of narratives and of the actant model: (A) In 

every narrative the course of events is more than a succession, it is a course of consequences. 
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Something happens which leads to something else. (B) The core of the actant model is the 

relation between a subject that seeks to achieve or obtain and the object that is sought. This 

relation entails some sort of dynamic or trajectory: an endeavor, a pursuit, a search, maybe 

just in the form of un-realized or failed ambitions, but still as a trajectory in the narrative. The 

functions of helper and opponent are also connected to the subject-object relation and form 

the movements and courses of consequences in this relation. (C) Framing the actant model’s 

core subject-object relation is the relation between a sender/giver and a receiver. The function 

of sender consists in motivating or prompting the pursuit between subject and object, and the 

function of receiver consists in benefiting or suffering from the outcome of this pursuit. Again 

the relation entails a form of trajectory, that of transmitting from sender through subject-

object to receiver. It should be emphasized that the proposed model does not claim to be a 

model of communication. It is solely a model of functions in a narrative. 

In short, the dynamics of a narrative’s course of consequences as well as the dynamics of its 

actant connections are summarized in the relation S → O which signifies a connection be-

tween elements in a narrative; a connection between a sender/subject (S) and an ob-

ject/receiver (O) as well as the trajectory of the connection or the movement from one state of 

affairs to another state of affairs (→).This fits well with Latour’s understanding of actors as 

anything that modifies a state of affairs. When actors – such as non-material knowledge arti-

facts – connect to other actors and perform actant functions states of affairs are changed in 

specific ways.  

With this we move on to the specific study of ecological footprints in selected media texts.  

 

The study 

The study presented in this article was part of a larger study of IES. The larger study looked 

into all three dimensions of sustainability: the environmental, the social, and the economic 

and included a number of indicators covering each of these aspects. The present media study 

focuses on the EF and thereby on the environmental aspect of sustainability.  

The Ecological Footprint is a measure of human demand on the Earth’s ecosystems. Mathis 

Wackernagel and William Rees founded the EF in 1990 at the University of British Columbia 

as a means of measuring and consequently reducing human impact on the environment. It 

measures how much land and water area a human population requires to produce the re-

sources it consumes and to absorb and render harmless the corresponding waste under pre-

vailing technology. The measurements are then converted into ratios in order to calculate the 

sustainability of a given population. (Holmberg et al. 1999, Kitzes & Wackernagel 1999). The 

footprint has been included in The Living Planet report issued regularly by the World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF) and has been developed for use by an array of actors, including the media. It is 

of interest to this study because it has received some media attention, and because some ef-

forts have been made to include it in official sets of indicators in the EU (Best et al. 2008). 

The larger study of sustainability development indicators focused on the European level of 

policy making. Similarly the media study focuses on media outlets aimed at transnational au-

diences, especially, but not exclusively, on media that are aimed at policy makers. Transna-

tionally oriented media are of interest because of the transnational character of environmental 

problems, the UN origin of the concept of sustainable development, the global ambition in the 
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different rhetorics of sustainable development, and the integration of sustainable development 

as a strategic goal in EU policies. As mentioned, this study does not seek to follow the EF on 

its entire course through extended actor-networks including policy making and indicator pro-

duction. It is limited to analyze the indicator’s operations in media texts, but it is still relevant 

to see how the indicator operates in media outlets aimed at audiences of European policy ac-

tors – to see the connectors that are established from the EF in that kind of media. 

Although there are no Europe-wide media feeding into a common European public sphere – 

in the same way that there are national media and national publics – there are a few media 

outlets aimed at audiences who are involved in European policy making. Of these, three were 

chosen: European Voice, EUobserver, and New Europe, because these three are the largest of 

their kind. In addition, The Economist was included in the selection because it also targets a 

transnational audience of decision makers and has a larger audience than any of the three Eu-

ropean outlets. Finally, European policy actors refer to national media as much as to transna-

tional media. It was not possible to include a broad variety of national media, so Reuters.com 

was included in the selection because it as a major newswire feeds into transnational as well 

as national media and national publics.  

EuropeanVoice (EV) is an English language weekly print newspaper and website. It is owned 

by The Economist Group. The newspaper gives an account of the activities of key European 

Union institutions: the European Commission, European Parliament and Council of Ministers. 

The majority of the paper’s articles cover the day-to-day business of the EU and its interac-

tions in domestic and international affairs. According to European Voice’s own readership 

survey it has a circulation of 19-20.000 in 2009 and an additional 16-17.000 registered users 

of its web site. 80-85% of its audience works in the European Commission and other EU in-

stitutions (EuropeanVoice 2009; wikipedia.org/EV).  

EUobserver (EUO) is a Brussels based independent on-line magazine and news service in 

English, which focuses on politics related to the institutions of the European Union. The web-

site is owned by EUobserver.com ASBL which is a non-profit association. Established in 

2000, the EUobserver claims to be the largest online daily news site focused on the EU with 

over 60,000 readers and the second most read EU-related news source used by journalists 

after the Financial Times. According to its own latest “mediakit for advertisers” (euobserver 

2010) its website has more than 3 mi. visits a year and its newsletter has 33,000 subscribers. 

Its audience consists of policy makers from EU institutions, NGOs, lobby organizations, and 

national political institutions. It publishes comment pieces and blogs reflecting opinions from 

across the political spectrum, but has an emphasis on human rights, transparency, anti-

corruption, environmentalism and democratization of EU (euobserver 2010; wikipe-

dia.org/EUO). 

New Europe (NE) is a European weekly, published since 1993, carrying news and analyses 

with a particular emphasis on EU institutions and EU-World relations. Its print edition is, ac-

cording to the journal’s own website, distributed to 66,000 readers in Europe and beyond. In 

addition, New Europe’s website has approximately 150,000 visitors per month (neurope.eu). 

The Economist (Econ.) is an English-language weekly news and international affairs publica-

tion published since 1843. In 2009 it reported an average circulation of just over 1.6 million 
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copies per issue. The yearly subscription rate in Europe is approximately 416,000 people. The 

Economist practices advocacy journalism in taking an editorial stance based on free trade and 

globalization, but also the expansion of government health and education spending. It targets 

highly educated and affluent readers and claims an audience containing many influential ex-

ecutives and policy-makers (wikipedia.org/Econ). 

Reuters is one of the most dominant and subscribed to newswires in the world. Reuters.com 

(R.com) produces content on its website which is republished in the exact same format on 

various transnational and national newspapers and websites such as the International Herald 

Tribune, Environmental News Network, Planet Ark, and msn.com. The news published on 

Reuters.com therefore reaches more than just those visiting the website. In fact according to 

Reuters, over 1 billion people read their news daily. There are over 2,500 journalists around 

the world employed by Reuters, who are often responsible for their own articles (thomsonreu-

ters.com). Reuter’s articles are rather short in length and designed to be easily read. 

A series of searches was conducted in the on-line archives of all the selected media outlets in 

order to find articles mentioning the Ecological Footprint, either as main story or as an ele-

ment in stories about other issues. The searches were carried out in November 2009 using 

“ecological footprint” as search phrase. Broad searches using the phrases “ecological” and 

“footprint” generated huge amounts of irrelevant hits. Using the phrases “WWF report” and 

“Living Planet Report” did not result in any additional articles. Reuters.com was tracked back 

to 2006 whereas the four other media outlets provided access to articles going back to 2002. 

In spite of this difference it was considered relevant not to limit the sample to articles from 

2006 to 2009. Including all articles would give a larger sample and therefore a better basis for 

the study.  

30 articles mentioning the EF was found in the five media outlets put together (10 at Reu-

ters.com, 8 in The Economist, 12 in the European media). All articles were read and analyzed 

using the revised actant model and, when relevant, also the full model. The study was qualita-

tive and exploratory. The aim was to identify various ways in which the EF operates in media 

texts, i.e. various types of actant functions that involve and are performed by the EF. The 

analyses looked for connections between the indicator and other elements in the texts and for 

the actant functions that were performed in these connections. In the following section the 

different types of actant functions will be outlined and discussed. 

 

Media operations of ecological footprints  

The qualitative study identified a handful of different types of actant function performed by 

the EF. The indicator appeared to operate 

 as an alarm 

 by prompting appeals for sustainable development 

 by assessing policies 

 by defining goals for societal development 

 as the object of a search for the best indicator to measure societal development 
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These different functions will be examined in the following.  

 

Sounding an alarm 

There is a kind of basic form of reporting the EF where findings of a report or a study are the 

occasion for the story, and the central knob around which the story revolves is the state of the 

environment at a global, regional or national level. In such news stories it is reported that a 

non-governmental affiliation policy actor, mostly the WWF, have issued a report and calcu-

lated the EF.  

The actant function at work in these stories is the relation between a center of calculation that 

has produced and issued the EF and now sends this object of knowledge about the environ-

mental state of the world to the general public: WWF (S) produces and issues (→) the EF (O). 

The EF is in the narrative construction directly and explicitly connected to the organization 

from where it originates and more vaguely connected to an unspecified receiver: the general 

public.  

In some cases the EF does not just perform the actant function of transmitting knowledge 

about the state of the planet but also the function of casting blame. This comes about in com-

parisons between countries or when individual countries or regions are singled out and 

blamed for over consumption, as indicated in these headlines from Reuters.com: “Australians 

among world’s top resource consumers” (24 Oct 2006), “Africa fast running down resources” 

(9 June 2008), “China using up natural resources fast” (9 June 2008) “Canada’s rich create 

biggest ecological footprint”, (26 June 08). 

The EF is not connected to policy actors, policy suggestions or to recommendations for be-

havioral change in these stories. Rather, it serves as sounding an alarm, and how that should 

continue into new activities is not described in the articles.  

However, the articles use a distinct set of metaphors and formulations when explaining the EF 

and its content of knowledge and blame. This way, the alarm acquires a certain tone or quali-

ty. The central metaphor is that of needing more than one planet. For instance in Reuters.com: 

“The Earth’s natural resources are being depleted so quickly that ‘two planets’ would be re-

quired to sustain current lifestyles within a generation, the conservation group WWF said on 

Wednesday” (29 Oct 2008) and “Humans are stripping nature at an unprecedented rate and 

will need two planets’ worth of natural resource every year by 2050 on current trends, the 

WWF conservation group said on Tuesday” (24 Oct 2006). Other central formulations include 

a vocabulary also known from economics and accounting. For example in New Europe (2-8 

Nov 2008): “The world is heading for an ‘ecological credit crunch’ with demands on natural 

resources exceeding by almost a third what the earth can sustain, conservation groups in Brit-

ain warned” and “’We are increasingly overdrawing on the natural resources which underpin 

all life on Earth’[…], said Chief Emeka Anyaoku, the WWF’s international president.” 
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Prompting sustainable development 

Another type of actant function is performed by the EF when it is linked to suggestions for 

lifestyle changes, perhaps with the aid of technological advances through which the ecologi-

cal footprint of households and societies can be reduced. In these articles the agency of the 

indicator is connected to the agency of consumers, innovators and technologies. Together 

with the experts who produce and interpret it, the EF (S) performs the actant function of send-

ing (→) a message of sustainability (O) addressed to the general public which – in the narra-

tive construction – potentially should be transformed into subjects (S) who pursue (→) the 

object of a sustainable lifestyle (O) thereby reducing footprints and bringing the world into 

balance. The story is thus not one of an endeavor that has been carried out, but of one that 

should be brought into being. Potential connections are established between the EF, ordinary 

consumers and household practices. 

One example is the article “Time to trim Fido’s ‘eco pawprint’, authors say” (Reut., 22 Oct 

2009). The article reports a study on the ecological footprint of keeping pets like dogs and 

cats, comparing these with other widespread consumption practices. The appeal is addressed 

to ordinary consumers, urging them to consider their overall footprint. The article ends with a 

quote from the author of the study: “Once you see where (cats and dogs) fit in your overall 

balance of things – you might decide to have the cat but not also to have the two cars and the 

three bathrooms and be a meat eater yourself.” Another example is an article in the European 

Voice (26 Oct. 2006) reporting that the acquisition of new and more energy efficient domestic 

appliances can reduce the ecological footprint of such appliances. 

A different connection, but similar actant function, is established in an article from the Econ-

omist, “Working miracles. Can technology save the planet?” (4 July 2002). It places the eco-

logical footprint within the context of technological changes to ensure sustainable develop-

ment and, although skeptical of the EF, contends that measures like the EF should inspire 

technological innovation. So here the EF connects to – the need for – technological innova-

tion which is construed as the subject (S) that can achieve (→) the object of sustainability (O). 

A third version of casting the EF as grounds or motivation for sustainable development can be 

seen in an article about the EU Commission’s strategy on sustainable use of natural resources. 

Commissioner for the Environment, Stavros Dimas, makes a case for this strategy by refer-

ring to the EF: “The resource demands of today’s global population of 6.8 billion people – our 

‘ecological footprint’ – already exceed the Earth’s biological capacity by over 25 percent. 

[…] Europe’s footprint surpasses our biological capacity by even more” (NE, 1-7 June 08). 

The EF (S) is again performing the actant function of sending a message and motivating (→) 

action, the EU commission pursues (or claims to pursue) (→) the object of sustainability (O), 

and the European Union will benefit from this pursuit. 

 

Assessing policies 

There is also another type of link to policy actions at work in some of the articles. Here the EF 

is mentioned as a notion rather than as a specific measure, and the articles refer to it as a way 

of assessing policies.  
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For instance, in an article from European Voice about recycling in Finland, the notion of eco-

logical footprint is used to reflect the intricacies of various recycling efforts: “Nonetheless, it 

remains costly to recycle waste that is not paper, biomass or plastics, especially as the cost of 

transporting rubbish could have a heavier ecological footprint than recycling” (EV 2 Oct 

2008). Another article discusses a package of measures to back “eco-friendly products and 

technology”, but the package is criticized by the European Environmental Bureau who states 

that “the package was ‘sadly lacking in vision or ambition and full of contradictions’. The 

measures do ‘not show the way to reducing Europe’s ecological footprint’” (EV, 16 July 

2008). There is also a story about halting the loss of biodiversity in Europe (EV, 24 May 

2006) and one about the need to apply a product lifecycle perspective to European environ-

mental policy (EV, 13 Nov 2003).  

In these articles there is no explicit connection to centers of calculation, and the EF does not 

perform any active function of sounding an alarm or prompting actions. The narrative struc-

ture consists in a pursuit (→) of environmental policies and sustainable development (O) in-

volving various actors in an arena of political discussion and conflict. The concept of ecologi-

cal footprint, emptied of its specific measures, plays a minor role as a tool or a weapon in this 

discussion, determining who is right and wrong, who is helper and opponent in the pursuit of 

sustainability and projecting only implicitly a potential use of the actual indicator, its calcula-

tions and inscriptions, in specific assessments of specific policies.  

 

Defining the goal 

Ecological footprints are also involved as a notion in a number of articles where it is involved 

in formulating the object of an endeavor. These articles are concerned with a range of envi-

ronmental issues. One is about North America’s biggest solar farm: “This is an exciting de-

velopment in Ontario’s quest for cleaner power and in our efforts to minimize our ecological 

footprint” (R.com 26 Apr 2007). There is an article from the Economist (4 July 2002) on sus-

tainable development in general calling for “innovations that reduce the ecological footprint 

of consumption”. And others are about Chinese urban development, and the US Military that 

wants to improve energy efficiency and reduce its ecological footprint (Econ. 21 Aug 2006 & 

24 Nov 2005).  

Again, the core actant function is the pursuit (→) of sustainable development (O). The subject 

(S) of this pursuit is performed – or potentially performed – by different actors, the US Mili-

tary, Ontario’s government, urban planners in China etc. The pursuit is not one that is con-

cluded, but it is set in motion or called for, and the goal is defined by the concept of reducing 

ecological footprints. The EF-indicator does not play any explicit role in these articles, but the 

trajectory of the narratives points to a potential role of qualifying and verifying the goals of 

societal development. 
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On the qualities of indicators 

Finally, the Ecological Footprint appears in discussions on indicator qualities, expressing a 

wide spectrum of opinions about sustainability indicators and measurements of general socie-

tal development.  

At one end of the spectrum there is a comment by Mathis Wackernagel, one of the inventors 

of the EF, who argues the need for better monitoring tools that are sensitive to resource con-

straints and proposes the EF as a central indicator in “making sustainable development opera-

tional” (EV 29 May 2008). Some articles discuss the need for indicators that can measure 

environmental conditions and sustainable development, or they report various efforts to de-

velop new indicators that can serve as alternatives to GDP. For instance, there is an article in 

the EUobserver (08 Sep 2009) which under the headline “Brussels wants greener, happier 

economic yardstick than GDP,” lists a number of shortcomings of the GDP. Another article 

gives an account of various “footprints” – for carbon, nitrogen and water in addition to the EF 

– and concludes that “these metrics bring to light the broad but subtle environmental implica-

tions inherent to various activities” (Econ. 19 May 2008). And at the other end of the spec-

trum there is skepticism towards the EF. It is criticized in The Economist (4 July 2002 & 19 

Sep 2002) for muddling, rather than simplifying, the issue of environmental pressure, and this 

criticism is then linked to a broader questioning of the notion of limits to growth that is inher-

ent to the EF. 

 Despite these differences there are some common features in these articles. The narrative 

drive is that of a search (→) for the most truthful indicator of sustainable and societal devel-

opment (O). The EF performs the actant function of being the object or a potential object of 

this search or of being a discarded object on the way to the real and rightful indicator. Per-

forming the function of opposing or hindering real insight in societal development is then 

either the GDP with its inability to measure important values or the EF with its misleading 

calculations and mistaken perspective. 

Another narrative drive is also at work in these articles: that of sending wisdom and 

knowledge. The producers of the EF (S) give (→) their insights (O) to EU policy makers and 

to a world which is otherwise blind to its unsustainable ways. The Economist (S) gives (→) 

the object of common sense and proper perspective (O) to a world that could be misled by 

irrational environmentalists who are campaigning against growth. Both are performing the 

actant function of pursuing (O) knowledge based governance (O). 

Through these actant functions, the Ecological Footprint is connected to broader ideological 

struggles, fought through the selection and calibration of measurements. Media representa-

tions of the EF connect to a standing conflict between economic and environmental perspec-

tives on general societal development.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

This article argues that indicators can be perceived in actor-network theoretical terms, i.e. as 

knowledge artifacts and as actors performing actant functions in extended networks of action. 
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The agency of indicators is in operation wherever they pop up in the interfaces between 

knowledge production, collective sentiments, and policy making. Appearance in public media 

is one significant arena for the agency of indicators, an arena from where they connect to the 

formation and confirmation of worldviews, to policy actions and ideological struggles, and to 

practices of everyday life. The media where environmental sustainability indicators appear 

may be perceived as forums where the voices of nature and environment are heard and nego-

tiated.  

The focus of this article was the Ecological Footprint and how it operates in media texts from 

five selected transnational media outlets. As a consequence of the study’s ANT-approach the 

media texts were analyzed using a – modified – actant model known from narrative analysis; 

a type of analysis that links ANT studies’ interest in the category of actants back to its roots 

and is especially relevant when the object of analysis is knowledge artifacts which by defini-

tion operate in texts, including media texts. 

Media mention of the EF speaks of an environment in crisis; it contributes to an impression of 

unsustainable development and a need for change. But, based on the analyses of articles from 

five transnational media outlets, it may also be concluded that the EF has a rather weak media 

presence and that – although the indicator connects to many different elements in the media 

texts where it appears – its operations have a tendency to be somewhat vague. The study 

found that the EF performs a number of different actant functions and connects to a variety of 

other actors in the articles where it does appear. It operates  

 as an alarm 

 by prompting or appealing to sustainable development in household practices, technologi-

cal innovation and policy actions 

 by assessing policies 

 by defining goals for societal development 

 as the object, potential or discarded, of a search for the best indicator to measure societal 

development 

It should be noted that it is not the EF-indicator per se – as a knowledge artifact – that oper-

ates in the articles where ecological footprints are involved in assessing policies and defining 

goals. It is merely the notion of footprints without any reference to actual inscriptions or pub-

lished reports and without any links to centers of calculation. It could be argued that this 

transformation of an indicator from an inscription to a metaphorical usage is testimony of its 

strength and its penetration in the public mind. But it could also be argued that the EF as a 

knowledge artifact and thereby as an actor really is not at work in these texts and is reduced to 

a potential and projected involvement – a vague possibility further along the trajectory set out 

in the texts. It could further be argued that its metaphorical strength would be enhanced if the 

EF also operated in other capacities in the media – was a standard element in describing gen-

eral states of affairs, for instance, or was reported to connect to actual policy making. 

There is one story in which the EF is reported to connect to actual policy making; more spe-

cifically to the formulation of an EU strategy for sustainable use of natural resources. Other 
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than that, the EF operates as potentials, appeals and urgings – explicit ones, as in the articles 

suggesting life style changes and technological innovation, or implicit and projected ones as 

in the articles where the EF operates as an alarm. In a selection of media outlets that feed into 

publics of European policy actors and over a period of eight years in the 2000’s the Ecologi-

cal Footprint does not appear to connect to networks of policy activities.  

If the Ecological Footprint is a voice of nature and the environment, and the media are a fo-

rum where this voice can be articulated, then the EF could be likened to a back bencher who 

does not get heard much or gets involved in the proper proceedings where serious differences 

are made. If media reporting of the EF in the selected transnational media outlets gives an 

indication of the connectors that protrude from it, then the EF does not seem to connect very 

much to other actors and other networks except its producers. Its connections seem to be 

blowing in the wind. 
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