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Abstract 

This thesis is concerned with the meaning of using blogs to convey 

knowledge about a consequential but contentious issue and the 

qualities that render blogs a useful tool for the communication of 

science. More precisely, the study concentrates on a group of twelve 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs (weblogs), exploring 

their character and role in the communication of climate science and 

climate change. During a period when terms such as “fake news” and 

“post-truth” are prevalent in public discourses, many of which 

revolve around how such notions may be associated with a declining 

public trust in science, the importance of direct communication 

between scientists and a broader audience is stressed, especially 

with reference to scientific areas such as climate science and climate 

change, that is, areas that people are interested in or concerned 

about. At the same time, the communicative capacity of the internet 

has been emphasized, while there seems to be an increasing 

scholarly interest in the opportunities that blogs provide to users in 

different sociocultural settings of communication, including the 

communication of science. The main argument of my thesis is that 

what could be described as mainstream climate blogging (climate 

blogging undertaken by mainstream scientists) has largely come in 

because of the communicational inefficiency existing in the media 

environment where climate-related information has been ordinarily 

communicated. Following a qualitative multiple-case study research 

method, which involves in-depth interviewing of the bloggers and 

readers of the blogs, as well as the examination of the blogs’ content 

and essential technological characteristics, this thesis looks at the 

history of climate blogging and, primarily, at the bloggers’ and 

readers’ perceptions and experiences of using the blogs. The 

analysis shows that the main purpose that the mainstream scientist-

produced climate blogs appear to have in common consists in filling 
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the information gap existing in the communication of climate 

change and addressing the mis/disinformation disseminated 

through the mainstream media and the internet. The scientist-

bloggers do so not merely by providing some additional 

information, but rather, by contributing their science-based 

knowledge and perspectives. The blogs can be characterized by 

their expert-oriented, authoritative, and trustworthy nature, while 

the knowledge communicated through them has an intermediate 

character, between the media’s arguably superficial, even biased, 

covering of climate-related topics, on the one hand, and the 

specialized technical analysis of climate science provided by the 

peer-reviewed articles, on the other. What was generally described 

by the interviewed readers as the blogs’ proximity to science 

appears to be a distinguishing characteristic of mainstream climate 

blogging. Additionally, the way that the affordances of the blogs (the 

possibilities for action and interaction offered by the blog 

technology) are appropriated by the users of the climate blogs 

contributes to their scientific quality, rendering the specific type of 

climate blogging a legitimate process of climate science 

communication. This thesis constitutes the first, to my knowledge, 

holistic and in-depth analysis of climate blogging undertaken by 

mainstream scientists, describing the mainstream scientist-

produced climate blogs as a distinct, expert-oriented and 

authoritative, niche of climate science communication which appeals 

to the interested public; a niche characterized by the way that the 

blogs are situated within a broader environment of climate 

communication. 

 

 

 



iv 
 

Lay Summary 

Blogs (weblogs) are widely used, usually free, social media platforms 

that can be created and run easily. They are generally praised for 

their independent character and the opportunities they can provide 

to their users to interact with each other and communicate 

information about a variety of subjects. Blogs have been employed 

increasingly by different social groups. During the last fifteen years 

or so, scientists have been using blogs to convey knowledge about 

the scientific areas in which they are involved. One of those areas is 

that of climate science and climate change. This thesis examines 

how twelve climate blogs that belong to mainstream scientists 

(blogs about climate science and climate change run by scientists 

who concur with the overwhelming scientific view that global 

warming and climate change are human-caused and dangerous) 

communicate their knowledge to a broader audience. The thesis is 

based on a series of forty in-depth interviews with bloggers and 

readers, as well as the analysis of material from the twelve blogs. 

The thesis shows that the main reason that the interviewed scientists 

have engaged in the activity of climate blogging is their wish to fill 

the information gap or address the incorrect information existing in 

the public discussions about climate. The scientists do not have to 

rely on mainstream media like newspapers and television, through 

which information about (climate) science is typically presented to 

the public in a superficial way. Instead, the scientists can expand 

more on climate-related subjects they consider to be noteworthy or 

important, infusing, so to speak, their expert knowledge into the 

covering of such topics. At the same time, the readers can be 

informed about climate change directly by experts, acquiring a 

deeper knowledge about a matter that concerns them. In this sense, 

the climate blogs produced by mainstream scientists seem to play 

an intermediate role as communicators of climate science and 
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climate change, being more scientific knowledge sources than the 

mainstream media, but still not too technical for the non-specialised 

audience. That sort of scientific quality that the mainstream 

scientist-produced climate blogs have, along with the 

authoritativeness and trustworthiness that the readers, by and large, 

seem to assign to the scientist-bloggers, distinguishes the blogs 

from the mainstream media and sets them apart from the climate 

communications taking place on the internet which are often 

regarded as unreliable. These blogs are therefore a niche of 

communication of expert information about climate which appeals 

to the interested public. The thesis is also concerned with how the 

bloggers and the readers, by employing different technological 

features of the blogs, more precisely, by utilizing what the 

technology of the blogs affords to its users, contribute to the 

scientific character of the blogs, rendering what could be described 

as mainstream climate blogging a legitimate practice of climate 

science communication. During a period when pubic discussions 

about a declining public trust in science have emerged (discussions 

which are associated with terms such as “fake news” and “post-

truth”, the latter referring to a situation where people often ignore 

factual information), the importance of tools like blogs that enable 

the direct communication between scientists and a wider audience 

is highlighted. 
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CHAPTER 1) INTRODUCTION 

An important part of the online communication platforms that are 

widely used today is constituted by internet sites like Facebook, 

Twitter, Redditt, YouTube, and weblogs (blogs), collectively known 

under the term “social media”, which, arguably, permeate 

considerably people’s behaviours and actions in various 

sociocultural milieus. The opportunities for information reach and 

interchange provided by that type of media, and the role that they 

(can) play in different contexts, has accordingly been a major subject 

of discussion. At the same time, there has been an increasing 

interest in the role that social media can play in discussions about 

science. Considering the utilization of social media for the 

communication of science-related information, conversations 

revolve usually around questions about that media’s dynamics in the 

communication of scientific knowledge, the value that they (can) add 

to already existing modes of communicating science, and generally 

their impact on how people interact on the grounds of science-

related interests. The use of blogs (typically free and relatively easy 

to create and maintain online platforms, generally praised for their 

independent nature and communicative capacity) has attracted the 

attention of those who wish to look at issues of the same or similar 

kind. Such an interest seems to be largely indicative of a general 

focus towards the importance of direct communication between 

scientists and a broader audience. As the historians of science 

Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway (2010) explain, for instance, a large 

body of research within the fields of sociology, anthropology, and 

communication studies is concerned with the ways that individual 

scientists or groups of scientists could communicate with the public 

about science-related issues, especially ones that people are 

interested in or worry about, and which have a contentious nature. 

Such an issue is that of climate change, while scientists have been 
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using blogs for climate-related discussions for the last fifteen years 

(see Chapter 6). This thesis focuses on a selection of twelve 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs, blogs that centre 

around climate science and climate change, investigating the ways 

by which the scientist-bloggers and readers utilize the blogs. The 

overall purpose of the thesis is to critically examine the character of 

the blogs as a relatively new medium of climate communication. 

In the next three sections of the Introduction, I continue by 

providing some background information that I regard as requisite 

for the analysis of the topic at hand. I begin by giving an overview 

of the climate change issue (1.1), which is what essentially 

stimulates people to write and read blogs about climate. I then draw 

on the relevant literature to provide a more complete description of 

blogs, as well as some data regarding the number of blogs online 

(1.2), and to define science blogs and climate blogs (1.3). After that, 

I expand upon the aims of my study (1.4), while I conclude by 

outlining the structure of my thesis (1.5). 

1.1) THE CLIMATE CHANGE ISSUE 

Climate science (or climatology) is a subdiscipline of the 

environmental sciences focusing on the study of the climate 

(National Center for Education Statistics 2000), characterized by the 

integration of complicated subjects from other fields, “such as the 

physics and chemistry of the atmosphere, geophysics, 

geochemistry, geology, biology, ecology, biogeochemistry, 

computer science, paleoclimatology, and others” (Farmer 2015, p. 

vii). The term climate science is usually used interchangeably with 

what is often referred to as “the science of climate change” (e.g. 

Eggleton 2013) or “climate change science” (e.g. Farmer 2015). 

However, Farmer who explains that climate change science is “the 
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study of a changing climate” (p. vii), in other words, the study of 

climate change, argues that climate science is not equivalent to 

climate change science. Traditionally, climate is defined as “the 

description in terms of the mean and variability of relevant 

atmospheric variables such as temperature, precipitation and wind” 

over a thirty-year reference period (Goosse et al. 2010, p. 1). To 

perceive the meaning of climate more clearly, it is important to 

understand the difference between climate and weather. Climate 

and weather are related to each other; however, they differ with 

respect to the time scaling of their changes and the predictability 

thereof (Schmittner n.d.). So, according to Schmittner’s description: 

Weather is the instantaneous state of the atmosphere around us. 

It consists of short-term variations over minutes to days of 

variables such as temperature, precipitation, humidity, air 

pressure, cloudiness, radiation, wind, and visibility. Due to the 

non-linear, chaotic nature of its governing equations, weather 

predictability is limited to days (Chapter 1a: Weather and Climate, 

para. 2). 

Hence, climate can be viewed as “a synthesis or aggregate of 

weather” (Goosse et al. 2010), which varies slowly during longer 

periods of time (Schmittner n.d.). Climate includes statistics about 

possibilities or frequencies of climatic and weather events, including 

extreme events like tornadoes, typhoons, hurricanes, floods and 

droughts, which can often be catastrophic (ibid.). It is important to 

note that the different interacting components that constitute the 

climate system consist of not only the atmosphere but also the 

ocean, the cryosphere (the ice and snow, including sea ice, mountain 

glaciers, and land ice sheets), the land surface, and the biosphere 

(which is constituted by living organisms on land as well as in the 

ocean) (Goosse et al. 2010; Schmittner n.d.). To be able to recognize 

climate change, scientists need to have knowledge of the history of 

the climate “on short (100-year), medium (1000-year) and long 

(100000-year) time scales” (Eggleton 2013, pp. 26−27). The 
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interrelationship between climate and weather as well as the effects 

of climate change are described very briefly by Eggleton when 

stating: “Temperature change drives climate change. If the climate 

changes then the weather changes, and when the weather changes 

our lives change” (p. 49). Human-caused increases in the so-called 

greenhouse gasses, especially in CO2 (carbon dioxide), which have 

been taking place since the Industrial Revolution of the mid-18th 

century, have resulted in the rapid increase in the average surface 

temperature of the Earth, to wit, in global warming (as explained in 

various science textbooks, like e.g. Jacob 1999; Houghton 2004; 

Eggleton 2013). So, even though the terms “global warming” and 

“climate change” are often used interchangeably, the former is in 

fact the cause of the latter: “Greenhouse gases have blocked enough 

heat to cause a rise in global temperature, and that temperature rise 

creates change in oceanic and atmospheric behaviour: climate 

change” (Eggleton 2013, p. 165). The problem of climate change is 

summarized by Houston and Capalbo (n.d.) as follows:  

[…] human induced emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases 

is markedly adding to the naturally occurring greenhouse gases in 

the atmosphere. These activities include such things as the 

burning of fossil fuels, manufacturing, and agricultural 

production. The accelerated accumulation of these greenhouse 

gases is causing our climate to change at rates that are 

unprecedented. These changes are resulting in damages to the 

environment and creating adverse health impacts which 

collectively are imposing costs on society (Economics and the 

climate change challenge: Understanding incentives and policies, 

para. 5). 

Observations pointing to the anthropogenic causes of the increasing 

temperatures were already made by scientists in the 1950s and 

1960s (Hulme 2009), yet the term “global warming” was first put in 

the public domain in 1975 by the US scientist Wallace Broecker with 

his paper “Climate Change: Are We on the Brink of a Pronounced 

Global Warming?”. Even so, the idea of “dangerous climate change” 
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constitutes significant development of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change which took place in 1992 

(Lorenzoni et al. 2005), while scholarly discussions about the risk 

and policy issues resulting from climate change have emerged over 

the past decade or even more (see e.g. Dessai et al. 2004; Lorenzoni 

et al. 2005; Oppenheimer 2005; Bosher et al. 2007; Pidgeon and 

Fischhoff 2011). The concept of climate risk is considerably 

complicated in terms of assessment and definition (Pidgeon and 

Fischhoff 2011) as well as with respect to how climate change-

related risks can be avoided (Dessai et al. 2004; Lorenzoni et al. 

2005). As Michael Oppenheimer (2005) has put it, matters relating 

to climate risk and climate policy “reach well beyond natural science” 

(p. 1405). An encompassing description of what dangerous climate 

change could mean according to different perspectives and within 

different contexts has been provided by Dessai and colleagues 

(2004), who hold that dangerous climate change is usually defined 

on the basis of scientific and technical risk analysis operated by 

experts (external definitions) or according to how individuals or 

groups of individuals experience and perceive potential hazards 

related to global warming and climate change, like floods, 

hurricanes, catastrophic storms, and so on (internal definitions). 

Discussions have emphasized the role of market-based incentives 

and policies in mitigating climate change and adapting to its impacts 

(Houston and Capalbo n.d.), while the issue of climate change has 

also been analysed within the area of the social sciences, including 

the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS), in terms of its 

political and economic (e.g. MacKenzie 2007; Giddens 2009), social 

(e.g. Nagel et al. 2008; Jasanoff 2011), and ethical (e.g. Gardiner et 

al. 2010) implications. 

With reference to the community of the natural sciences, 

MacKenzie (2007) explains that, although the basic physics of global 
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warming is clear, it has been more difficult to understand in detail 

specific matters concerning, for example, the relationship between 

increases in global temperatures and particular phenomena (such as 

Antarctica’s and Greenland’s ice sheet behaviour), adding, 

nonetheless: 

While intensive, large-scale scientific research stretching back 

more than thirty years has by no means eliminated all such 

uncertainties, its findings now point unequivocally to the 

conclusion that it would be dangerously irresponsible not to 

attempt to slow global warming. How best to do this has been a 

debate largely dominated so far by economists […] (para. 5). 

According to studies published over the last fifteen years, the 

consensus among scientists regarding the anthropogenic character 

of global warming and climate change is overwhelming (Oreskes 

2004; Doran and Zimmerman 2009; Anderegg et al. 2010; Cook et 

al. 2013). The most comprehensive, as well as largely referenced in 

discussions beyond the academic literature, of those studies 

appears to be the one by Cook and colleagues (2013), who, based 

on the analysis of the abstracts of almost 12,000 scientific articles 

published from 1991 to 2011 and a subsequent survey, have 

concluded that approximately 97% of the papers endorse the 

consensus on anthropogenic global warming (AGW). The 

mainstream scientific position in terms of how humans should react 

to AGW is outlined through Wynne’s (2010) interpretation that: given 

the climate processes’ fragility demonstrated through years of 

scientific research, since humans are not capable of controlling 

natural factors (whether continuous or abrupt), and because human 

factors can add to, or even multiply, catastrophic natural changes, 

it is preferable for humans to minimize the factors they can control. 

In terms of people’s concern about global warming and climate 

change, two recent cross-national studies have concluded that it is 

large (Kvaløy et al. 2012; Mostafa 2016). More precisely, Kvaløy and 
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colleagues (2012) based their research on the analysis of 47 

countries, concluding that “a large majority of the public in all 

countries are concerned about the problem of global warming and 

that this assessment is part of a broader concern for global 

environmental issues” (p. 11). Likewise, the overall pattern of the 

findings that have resulted from Mostafa’s (2016) multilevel analysis 

across 40 nations indicates that global warming concern is “a global 

phenomenon” (p. 1273). Notwithstanding the agreement on a 

scientific level, and despite people’s worry about the issue, climate 

change has become a contentious topic on political (including 

economic) and social levels. 

The sociologist of science Dorothy Nelkin has argued that 

controversies over scientific and technological matters have a 

persisting character, with the same issues recurring in different 

forms (1992). Today, political and social debates centre around the 

role of human involvement in global warming and climate change 

(Eggleton 2013). What is usually termed “the global warming 

controversy”, “the climate debate”, and the like, generally means the 

debate between the mainstream scientific community and those who 

concur with it, on the one hand, and the people who, as defined in 

Van Rensburg (2015) and Van Rensburg and Head (2017), question, 

dispute, or reject the mainstream scientific view on climate change 

and the role of human activities in global warming, on the other. The 

latter are self-described as climate sceptics, and often referred to by 

others as such, although the phrases “climate contrarians” and 

“climate deniers” are also used to describe them, typically by people 

who support the mainstream view. Another relevant word, which 

similarly to the terms “climate sceptics”, “climate contrarians”, or 

“climate deniers” is used widely in various discussions and debates, 

including those taking place among bloggers, is the term 

“lukewarmers”, explained by Matthews (2015) as follows: 
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Typically, lukewarmers accept that human emissions of carbon 

dioxide have warmed the planet significantly and will continue to 

do so in the future. However, they believe that the level of warming 

will be lower than that predicted by many climate scientists, and 

that the global warming scare has been exaggerated. They also 

often express the view that such a moderate level of warming will 

be beneficial rather than damaging (p. 157).  

Given that the phrase “climate deniers” has been considered as 

transfusing a rather moralistic tone in the climate discussions and 

debates, even alluding to the Holocaust denial (O’Neill and Boykoff 

2010), in this research, I use the terms “climate sceptics” and 

“climate contrarians”, meaning respectively those who are sceptical 

about the mainstream scientific opinion about global warming and 

climate change or those whose views contradict the conclusions of 

the mainstream scientists. I use the two terms interchangeably, as 

having essentially the same meaning, following in fact the definition 

of climate sceptics provided by Van Rensburg (2015) and Van 

Rensburg and Head (2017) mentioned above. 

As ensues from the discussion in this section, climate science, 

or climate change science, studies a complicated natural 

phenomenon, one that involves the interplay among different 

components of the environment, which are often strongly 

intertwined with each other. Having implications for both the natural 

world and society, the global warming and climate change issue is 

arguably a significant but contentious subject, which has stimulated 

the interest of many people. The discussions and debates are 

longstanding, while they take place in both official and unofficial 

venues. The internet plays an important role in providing spaces for 

unofficial conversations, through online forums, social media 

platforms, and other internet sites. Nowadays, blogs seem to be one 

of the most notable online tools that people use to discuss publicly 

about climate. The main features of blogs are presented in the 

following section. 
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1.2) THE MAIN FEATURES OF BLOGS AND SOME NUMERICAL DATA 

Blogs are “easily and regularly modified Web pages, posted in 

reverse chronological sequence which can be commented upon by 

readers, and may include links to other Web sites or blogs and more 

recently include images, either still or moving” (Heilferty 2012, p. 

161). The material which is uploaded on a blog is known as “blog 

post”. More precisely, the term usually refers to the blog’s textual 

material, the content of which commonly belongs to the blogger, 

the person who owns and administers the blog. Nevertheless, blog 

posts can also include, or even consist exclusively of, digital 

pictures, videos, links (hyperlinks), or other types of digital content 

(Lee and Webb 2012). In addition to the blog post, some other 

common features of a blog can be the following ones: 

• The comment section, through which readers can post 

comments on a blog post; 

• the “About” page, where the character and purpose of a blog 

are usually outlined; 

• the blogroll, a list of links to other blogs, or generally other 

types of websites, usually placed by the blogger on the first 

page (home page) of the blog; 

• and the “Search” function, through which individuals can 

locate specific posts on a blog (Rettberg 2014; Heilferty 2012; 

Lee and Webb 2012).  

The main features of blogs and some relevant terms are outlined in 

Table 1.1 below. 

Table 1.1 – Main features of blogs (and relevant terms) 

Blogger The person who typically owns 

and administers a blog 

Commenter A term used to refer to a reader 

who has commented on a blog 
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Blog post The material (text, pictures, 

videos, links, etc.) uploaded on a 

blog by the blogger 

Comment section The section through which readers 

can post comments on a blog post 

Home page The first webpage of a blog 

(essentially the blog’s 

address/URL) 

“About” page The webpage where the character 

and purpose of a blog are usually 

outlined 

Blogroll A list of links to other blogs, as 

well as websites, placed on the 

home page of a blog 

“Search” function The function through which 

specific posts can be located by 

inserting search terms 

 

Different blogs also share similarities in their layout, the way they 

are visually designed and organized (Rettberg 2014). Broadly 

speaking, the function of such structural characteristics is enabled 

by the ancillary technology of the internet and the software of a blog, 

the combination of which makes possible its ease usage (e.g. 

webpages can be generally updated fast and easily), while bloggers 

can have several choices concerning the ways that they can organize 

and use the structural and technological features of their blogs 

(Herring et al. 2004). The picture below is an example of a blog 

home page (WordPress.org n.d.), provided by the hosting service 

WordPress (available as either WordPress.org
1

 or WordPress.com
2

). 

                                                           
1

 https://wordpress.org, accessed 24 Apr 2018 

2

 https://wordpress.com, accessed 24 Apr 2018 

https://wordpress.org/
https://wordpress.com/
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Picture 2.1 – Example of a blog home page 
 

 

Blogs are regarded by researchers as a unique online 

communication platform. For instance, Rettberg (2014) holds that 

dialogue and communication is remarkably advanced by the blogs’ 

technology and structure. She argues that a blog “cannot be read 

simply for its writing, but is the sum of writing, layout, connections 

and links and the pace of publication” (p. 4), while she also explains 

that links can be used by bloggers to build their arguments by 

“pulling ideas together from different websites” (pp. 8-9). According 

to Dean (2010), the domain of blogs that can be visually 

comprehended is a combination of colours, space, and images, 

while Hookway (2008) states likewise that bloggers can express 

themselves not only textually but also visually through “user icons, 

memes, template selection, design and colour scheme, titles, 

sidebars, selection of images and typeface” (p. 101). 
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Today, most blogs are provided by hosting services that allow 

quite undemanding and usually free, or at least inexpensive, 

creation and maintenance of a blog, which in turn can be run 

individually or collaboratively. This “ease and affordable opportunity 

for non-technical persons to communicate online” (Du and Wagner 

2006, p. 790) has made blogs widely used. Blogs and blog-style 

services have been increasingly incorporated into the online 

versions of the mainstream media, especially newspapers, or into 

websites operated by business or any organization that aims at 

facilitating its interaction with the interested public. However, blogs 

are principally regarded as alternative forms of media, the credibility 

of which can be based solely on the authenticity of the bloggers 

(Rettberg 2014). 

Although it has been argued that there is not any completely 

accurate way to calculate the exact number of blogs online (Sharman 

2014), available data suggest that that number has been growing 

rapidly. By way of illustration, it has been estimated that the total 

number of blogs provided by hosting services like WordPress, 

LiveJournal.com
3

, and Blogger.com
4

 reached 173 million in 2011, 

approximately 137 million more than in 2006 (Statista 2012). 

Tumblr.com
5

 alone, another widely-used blogging website, hosted 

409 million blogs as at April 2018, when the total number in May 

2011 was 17.5 million (Statista 2018). The number of blogs that can 

be found on the internet is often termed “the blogosphere” (e.g. 

Hookway 2008), yet a description purveyed by Herring, Kouper et al. 

(2005), according to which various groups of interconnected blogs 

(various blogospheres) exist, indicates a different, more precise, 

meaning of the term. So, while it has been claimed that the 

                                                           
3

 https://www.livejournal.com, accessed 30 Apr 2018 

4

 https://www.blogger.com/blogger.g#welcome, accessed 30 Apr 2018 

5

 https://www.tumblr.com, accessed 30 Apr 2018 

https://www.livejournal.com/
https://www.blogger.com/blogger.g#welcome
https://www.tumblr.com/
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blogosphere is “a densely interconnected conversation, with 

bloggers linking to other bloggers, referring to them in their entries, 

and posting comments on each other’s blogs” (p. 1), the authors’ 

analysis suggests that what is widely known as “the blogosphere” is 

only partially and sporadically interconnected and conversational, 

respectively. Indeed, given that not all bloggers in the world 

communicate with each other, and due to the great heterogeneity 

among them in terms of location, culture, language, and interests, 

there is a kind of separateness and disconnection among blogs 

(Dean 2010). To illustrate and emphasize that sort of diversity, Dean 

has proposed the use of the alternative term “blogipelago” (ibid.). 

As she holds, while the word “blogosphere” implies a type of 

association, a community, among bloggers, blogipelago (another 

blend word) points to “the variety of uses, engagements, 

performances, and intensities blogging contributes and circulates” 

(p. 38). In any case, the various interests and motivations of 

bloggers entail many different types of blogs in terms of their main 

subject, science blogs being a category focusing on discussions 

about science-related topics. The communicative capacity of blogs, 

generally consisting in the possibility to provide much information, 

which can be easily accessible, and in the opportunity for interaction 

between users through the comment section, renders blogs a useful 

tool for such discussions. The definitions of science blogs and 

climate blogs presented in the next section, along with the data and 

estimations regarding their number, suggest that both types of 

blogs constitute a noticeable category. 

1.3) DEFINING SCIENCE BLOGS & CLIMATE BLOGS AND ESTIMATING THEIR 

NUMBER 

According to Technocrati, an internet site that until May 2014 

operated as a search engine for identifying and categorizing 
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different types of blogs based on their topic, the number of science 

blogs worldwide was about 16,300 in 2013 (Sharman 2014), almost 

9,500 more than the active science blogs listed by the same website 

in 2011 (Ranger and Bultitude 2014). As mentioned in an older 

article, Technocrati classified 19,881 blogs that had a “science” tag 

as “science blogs” (Bonetta 2007). This was nonetheless regarded by 

the authors as a rather problematic way to make such a 

categorization, given that most of those blogs were including the 

word “science” in their tags without, however, being concerned with 

science-related subjects in reality (ibid.). Accordingly, the estimated 

number of the actual science blogs remarkably reduced to around 

1,000−1,200 (ibid.). Turning on such numerical data, the amount of 

science blogs appears to be relatively limited, as Ranger and 

Bultitude (2014) note. The authors explain that the small number of 

science blogs could be one of the main reasons why they are not as 

popular as many other types of blogs, which means that the 

readership of science blogs is confined, and that they constitute a 

comparatively small part of the sources of science-related 

information currently available on the internet (ibid.). On the other 

hand, another study has shown that the internet site 

ResearchBlogging.org
6

 alone has more than 1,200 enrolled blogs 

focusing on discussions about peer-reviewed scientific research 

(Fausto et al. 2012). ResearchBlogging was launched in 2007, and 

the increase in the website’s registered blogs that took place in a 

five-year period has been noted as a considerable indication that the 

number of blogs dealing solely with scientific issues has generally 

grown (Brossard 2013). Whatever the case may be, and despite the 

lack of a definite way to ascertain the number of science blogs and 

categorize them as such, there has been a relatively increasing 

                                                           
6

 http://researchblogging.org, accessed 02 May 2018 

http://researchblogging.org/
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number of studies during the last few years looking at different 

aspects of science blogging, aimed at conceptualizing science blogs 

as new spaces where science-related information is being 

communicated (e.g. Kouper 2010; Colson 2011; Shanahan 2011; 

Luzón 2013b; Ranger and Bultitude 2014; Riesch and Mendel 2014). 

Science blogs can be broadly seen as a heterogeneous 

category which includes, but is not limited to, “blogs that review and 

critique current scientific studies [...], analyse scientific news [...], 

explain current areas of research interest [...], document lives lived 

in science [...], and provide a venue for student writing” (Shanahan 

2011, p. 904). Science bloggers can have diverse purposes and 

target different audiences, while science blogging can be based on 

a variety of practices and types of content. Even though science 

blogs do not have to be written by scientists to be characterized as 

such (two  more big categories are science blogs that belong to 

journalists or science enthusiasts), what is often highlighted as one 

of the most considerable characteristics of science blogging is that 

it can enable the direct interaction between scientists and the public 

as well as the exchange of knowledge among scientists who come 

from different fields of expertise (e.g. Bubela et al. 2009; Colson 

2011; Luzón 2013b). 

The classification of different kinds of science blogs can 

follow criteria such as the blogs’ content, the bloggers’ identity and 

profile, the potential audience of a blog, and the like. Riesch and 

Mendel (2014), for example, distinguish the following five types of 

science blogs, based principally on the identity and the goals of their 

administrators: 1) Mainstream media science blogs, incorporated 

into the websites of mainstream newspapers or broadcasters; 2) 

institutional (e.g. university) science blogs, which focus on “public-

orientated science communication by particular scientific or social 
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scientific institutions and often utilise the skills of professional 

science communicators”; 3) blogs centring around the academic 

research of the bloggers, run by practising scientists and 

researchers who usually aim at peers rather than the non-specialized 

public; 4) non-science blogs concerned, however, frequently with 

scientific issues; 5) personal blogs run by scientists who, in addition 

to engaging in significant science-related discussions, blog about 

personal issues as well (pp. 54−56). The fact that science blogs (and 

generally blogs) can be distinguished according to various factors is 

the reason why different categories may often overlap, as Riesch and 

Mendel additionally argue. Scientists, for instance, who use their 

blogs to communicate their work with their peers can also write 

posts that might be more personal, or ones targeting a broader, non-

specialized, audience (ibid.). Another study (Colson 2011) has 

similarly distinguished five types of science blogs, according 

basically to the identity of the bloggers, namely science blogs that 

belong to: scientists, PhD students, science teachers, individuals 

who have a keen interest in science without being scientists (science 

enthusiasts), or science journalists. 

In more general terms, the above descriptions emphasize the 

blogs’ subject and the identity of the bloggers. The answer to the 

question “Who are those who blog about science?” constitutes a 

basic, brief, definition of science blogs, as well as an initial way to 

classify them. A further categorization can be based on the specific 

scientific areas about which science bloggers blog. One of these 

areas is that of climate science and climate change. A study on 

eleven science blogs found that some of the most common scientific 

topics covered by science bloggers were those about evolution, 

health, space, genetics, physics, and biotechnology (Kouper 2010). 

A more recent paper about blogs run by climate sceptics identified 

171 climate sceptical blogs (Sharman 2014). As the author of the 
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article states though, “there appears to be no publicly available 

count of the total number of blogs addressing climate change 

(regardless of perspective)” (Sharman 2014, pp. 159−160). Even so, 

the assumption that the number of the active climate blogs, broadly 

defined here as blogs focusing on climate science and climate 

change, is at least in the low hundreds is not misguided. Such a 

hypothesis can be reinforced by undertaking a simple internet 

search, like the one outlined in the Methodology Chapter (Chapter 

3). The reasons why I consider to be important to research a specific 

type of climate blogging, that undertaken by scientists, are 

explained in the following section, in which I expand upon the goal 

of my study. 

1.4) AIM OF THE STUDY 

Several studies have looked at different types of science blogs 

(mainly) and climate blogs (to a lesser degree), run by scientists 

and/or non-scientists (see Chapters 2.8 and 2.9 for a review of the 

relevant literature). Each of these studies emphasize different 

aspects of science blogging and climate blogging, such as the 

motivations of the bloggers, the elements of the discussions taking 

place in the comment sections of the blogs, the characteristics of 

the networks constructed among different blogs, and similar 

themes. However, it appears that no detailed examination of 

scientist-produced climate blogs has been attempted, aside from 

Thorsen’s (2013) research (discussed later), which is an important 

yet rather brief contribution in terms of its length. It also seems that 

there is no published study analysing in depth not only the bloggers’ 

perspectives and roles but also the readers’, as well as the different 

ways that the utilization of blogs by both scientist-bloggers and 

readers might be associated with different communication activities 

or practices related to climate science and climate change. Finally, 
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even though a limited number of studies have utilized online surveys 

to examine the perspectives of readers of climate blogs 

(Lewandowsky, Oberauer, and Gignac 2013) and other science blogs 

(Sublet et al. 2011; Jarreau and Porter 2017), the ways that readers 

perceive the knowledge communicated through scientist-produced 

climate blogs and experience such blogs as a manner of being 

informed and learning about climate change issues have not been 

analysed in depth. In a few words, although the already existing 

studies constitute indeed significant contributions, there seems to 

be no research, especially within the STS field, that conceptualizes 

climate blogs, specifically those run by mainstream scientists, as a 

distinct form of science blogs through which individuals 

communicate based on common interests and concerns. 

In this research I follow a holistic approach to mainstream 

scientist-produced climate blogs. As I mentioned at the beginning 

of the Introduction, I have focused on twelve such blogs. I have 

interviewed in depth forty bloggers and readers, examined the 

content of the blogs, and analysed some of the intrinsic 

characteristics of the blogging platform. More precisely, this study 

concentrates on the roles and insights of both the bloggers and the 

readers, as well as the character of the artifact per se, but also at 

some essential elements regarding the development of climate 

blogging. My approach has ensued from my initial hypothesis, which 

was that since scientists and members of the public have found a 

new way to inform and be informed about an issue that interests 

them, their involvement in writing and reading climate blogs has to 

be associated with some new qualities and opportunities offered by 

this new technology, with some elements that cannot be found in 

other, older, ways of informing or being informed about climate 

science and climate change. These elements should be examined, 

accordingly, in relation to the broader communicative environment 
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in which climate blogging has developed. The aim of my study is to 

explore in a critical way how the climate blogs form part of a wider 

climate communication landscape, examining the contribution of 

these blogs to the communication of climate science and climate 

change. Was there something missing in the communication of 

climate science? Why is it important that people have found this new 

way of communicating, and learning about, a consequential and 

controversial issue? Do blogs have some special attributes rendering 

blogging a useful way for the communication of knowledge and 

information relating to such an issue? Many climate blogs are run by 

mainstream scientists whose field of expertise is that of climate 

science, but also other related disciplines. Climate blogs produced 

by scientists are a distinct, almost fifteen-year old, category, while 

available data suggest that the first blogs about climate, as well as 

other scientific areas, appeared just a few years after the blogging 

platform began to become more broadly known (see Chapter 6). The 

central argument that I put forward is that what could be described 

as mainstream climate blogging has largely come in due to the 

communicational inefficiency existing in the media environment 

where information about climate science and climate change has 

been commonly communicated. Mainstream climate blogs aim at 

filling the information gap and addressing the misinformation and 

disinformation existing in this environment, constituting, 

accordingly, a niche of climate change communication, 

characterized by its proximity to science. I additionally argue that to 

understand the role that blogs play, as a technological artifact, in 

the communication of (climate) science-related information it is 

essential to look at the new possibilities that blogs offer. For this, I 

have drawn upon the concept of affordances (see Chapters 2.10 ─ 

2.16 and 3.1), and I have used empirical data to demonstrate what 

are the opportunities provided by the blog technology that 
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contribute to the definition of the climate blogs as a new medium of 

climate change communication. In the last section of the 

Introduction I outline the structure of my thesis. 

1.5) THESIS STRUCTURE 

In this chapter I described the background of my research and 

explained my goal. I also discussed some essential aspects of the 

climate change issue, provided some important information about 

blogs, and presented definitions of science blogs and climate blogs. 

Chapter 2 is a review of the relevant literature, focusing on the 

theories and concepts I have used for this thesis. Chapter 3 explains 

my methodology, provides a detailed research design, illustrates my 

research process, and presents my research questions. Chapters 4 

– 10 are based on my empirical data and analysis. Chapter 4 gives a 

detailed description of the case study, focusing on the profiles of 

the interviewees. Chapter 5 presents the interviewees’ views on 

climate science and climate change, as I consider such views to be 

intrinsically connected with the reasons why they have engaged in 

blogging/reading blogs about climate. Chapter 6 provides some 

historical elements of climate blogging, constituting an important 

part of the description of the mainstream scientist-produced climate 

blogs as a climate science communication niche. Chapter 7 

describes some basic aspects of the practice of climate blogging. 

Chapter 8 illustrates the interviewed scientist-bloggers’ motivations 

and goals and discusses the character of their blog posts, describing 

the role of the bloggers as independent communicators of climate 

science and climate change. Chapter 9 focuses on the interviewed 

readers’ motivations for reading climate blogs run by mainstream 

scientists, further discussing how the readers feel about the 

knowledge communicated through the blogs. It is an essential 
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chapter for the description of the blogs as an expert-oriented niche 

of climate science communication. Chapter 10 illustrates the 

communicative affordances of blogs and their relevance for 

communicating climate science, emphasizing how these 

affordances contribute to the definition of mainstream climate 

blogging as a distinct practice of climate science communication. 

Finally, Chapter 11 summarizes the answers to my research 

questions and my contribution and suggests directions for future 

research and actions. 
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CHAPTER 2) LITERATURE REVIEW 

This thesis relies on theories and concepts drawn from the fields of 

(new) media studies, communication sciences, Science and 

Technology Studies (STS), particularly concepts relating to the 

communication of science and the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge 

(SSK), internet studies, and human-computer interaction research 

(HCI). Considering the latter area of research, the thesis 

concentrates specifically on the notion of affordances, which has 

been utilized extensively not only by HCI researchers but also 

scholars focusing on the communicative possibilities and outcomes 

of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). Other fields 

from which ideas have also been drawn are those of cultural studies, 

critical theory, and journalism studies. This chapter presents some 

of this literature, specifically the theoretical and conceptual tools 

which are relevant for the illustration of the empirical material that I 

have collected and analysed. The chapter begins with an overview of 

the concepts of science communication and scholarly 

communication as well as their relationship to the internet age (2.1). 

It then presents Collins’ and Evans’ (2007) theory of expertise, 

focusing on the concept of primary source knowledge (2.2), and 

some important ideas relating to the communication of science by 

the mainstream media (2.3). After that, the discussion turns to the 

difference between mainstream and alternative media and to issues 

concerning the character and role of such media in the internet era 

(2.4 – 2.6), while an overview of the main theoretical approaches to 

blogs and blogging is also provided (2.7). Next, a survey of studies 

on science blogging (2.8) and climate blogging (2.9) is presented. 

The last part of the Literature Review (2.10 – 2.16) elaborates on the 

concept of affordances and its importance for the analysis of ICTs 

like blogs. 
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2.1) SCHOLARLY & SCIENCE COMMUNICATION AND THE INTERNET: AN 

OVERVIEW 

As this study is essentially about the communication of scientific 

information through a relatively new internet medium, it is 

important that an overview of the main types of well-established 

communication practices related to science is given. In this section 

I provide such an overview, while I also refer to a few ideas 

concerning the adaptation of such practices to the internet era. The 

two main types of science-related communication practices are the 

communication among researchers of the same or different fields 

and the communication between scientists and the public. The first 

type is known as scholarly communication (e.g. Meadows 2003; 

Tatum and Jankowski 2013) and the second one as science 

communication (e.g. Weigold 2001; Bucchi 2004; Bultitude 2011). 

Karen Bultitude (2011) has noted that such terms are used 

differently not only in different regions of the world but also among 

different institutions of the same country. Hence, as Meadows 

(2003) has explained, the term scholarly communication also refers 

to the communication between the researcher and the person who 

wants to implement the research, or even between the researcher 

and a more general audience. Nevertheless, this term is typically 

used to describe the practices undertaken by scientists to 

communicate with each other. In this regard, there are two kinds of 

scholarly communication practices: formal and informal. The main 

type of formal scholarly communication is academic publishing, 

including, of course, the academic peer-review, which (along with 

tenure) has been characterized by Biagioli (2002) as “probably the 

most distinctive feature of the modern academic system” (p. 11). 

Academic publishing can in turn take two distinct forms, books and 

journal articles, while monographs, distributed by established 
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publishers of scholarly work, and reports can be regarded as two 

more forms (Tatum and Jankowski 2013; Meadows 2003). Informal 

scholarly communication can take place through various ways, such 

as conversations among academic colleagues and presentations at 

departmental seminars (Meadows 2003), or organized conferences 

and ad hoc conversations (Tatum and Jankowski 2013). 

The relatively new umbrella term e-science is used to refer, 

among other things, to the radical changes that traditional scholarly 

communication practices have been undergoing after the advent of 

computing technologies and the internet (Jankowski 2007). In their 

research published a few years ago, Tatum and Jankowski (2013) 

presented examples of how books and journal articles (formal 

scholarly communication) have been adapted to internet 

environments such as websites provided by publishers like the MIT 

Press or by journals like the International Journal of Internet Science 

(IJIS). In the same study the authors illustrate how informal practices 

of communication between scholars “are evolving with the use of 

freely available products and services on the Web” (p. 204). As they 

hold, academic blogs hosted by university websites can be regarded 

as sites for informal scholarly communication, further explaining: 

“Academic blogs are used in a wide range of forms. Some common 

examples include publication of scientific results, discussion of new 

ideas, and reflection about scholarly life and culture” (p. 206). In this 

sense, academic blogs could constitute a combination of three of 

the five types of science blogs described in section 1.3, that is, a 

combination of institutional blogs, blogs that focus on the academic 

research of the bloggers, and personal blogs (This diversity of 

subjects within the same blog can also result from the unsystematic 

and independent nature that blogging can have, in general, and that 

climate blogging has, in particular, as I shall explain later in the 

study. Although the focus of the analysed blogs is scientific, since it 
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appears that most of the bloggers deal largely with the scientific 

aspect of the climate change issue, they can also use their blogs for 

different kinds of, typically science-related, discussions). 

Considering the second of the two well-established 

communication practices related to science, science communication 

is also known as public communication of science or popularization 

of science (e.g. Bucchi 2004). This latter term has been used widely, 

yet, as Bucchi (ibid.) explains, it seems to be an “unsatisfactory 

expression” (p. 107), as it denotes that communicating science is a 

linear process where expert scientists disseminate, or “popularize”, 

science to the non-expert public. Hilgartner (1990) holds that 

popularization of science is “a matter of degree” (p. 528), further 

arguing that “The boundary between real science and popularized 

science can be drawn at various points depending on what criteria 

one adopts, and these ambiguities leave some flexibility about what 

to label ‘popularization’” (ibid.). The phrase science communication 

has similarly been taken by some scholars to imply a one-way 

communication of science-related knowledge (Bultitude 2011). Even 

so, many authors use this term to describe a two-way 

communication between experts and non-expert audiences, an idea 

that is quite close to the concept of Public Engagement with Science 

(PES), which, according to McCallie et al. (2009), suggests that 

individuals can work together in such a way that people with 

different backgrounds and expertises in science can “articulate and 

contribute their perspectives, ideas, knowledge, and values in 

response to scientific questions or science-related controversies” (p. 

12). The authors conclude that PES is framed, accordingly, “as a 

multi-directional dialogue among people that allows all the 

participants to learn” (ibid.). Some of the most well-known science 

communication practices are provided through traditional 

journalism (newspapers, magazines, TV, and radio), as well as online 
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journalism (online newspapers, online magazines, etc.), through live 

or face-to-face events (like public lectures, science centres and 

museums, science cafes, and science festivals), and via online 

interactions that take place on various internet sites, such as wikis 

and social media like Facebook, Twitter, and blogs (Bultitude 2011). 

The idea that the internet and its technologies can play an 

important role in the shaping of new science communication 

practices is not new. More than fifteen years ago, Michael Weigold 

(2001) pointed to such a role, as well as to the scholarly interest in 

the possibilities of communicating science on the internet, arguing 

that the World Wide Web has the potential to change in a dramatic 

way the relationships of the actors in science communication for, at 

least, the four significant reasons quoted below: 

First, the Web permits scientists and their organizations to 

communicate directly with audiences. The mediation of news 

organizations is no longer a necessity. Second, the Web largely 

eliminates the severe space and time restrictions inherent in 

ordinary news media. It therefore allows for complex, 

sophisticated, and interconnected pieces of information. Third, 

the Web combines the information richness of print with the 

demonstration power of broadcast in a seamless, accessible, 

interactive fashion. Finally, the Web is an instantaneous two-way 

communications medium, allowing one-to-one, one-to-many, 

many-to-one, and many-to-many interactions (p. 169). 

The essence of Weigold’s view is, I would argue, that online media 

can offer unique informational and interactional possibilities, which 

can be important for the communication of science, as they can give 

the opportunity to members of the public to be informed about 

technical and complicated issues directly by scientists, having also 

the chance to interact with them but also with other individuals. 

What is more, the interested public do not have to rely on secondary 

sources of scientific information, particularly news media, to be 

informed about such issues. Although those characteristics cannot 

apply to all internet technologies, they do so in terms of the blog 
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technology. The opportunities for information reach and 

communication are indeed elements that I explore with respect to 

the climate blogs of my study. The importance of such opportunities 

become even more apparent, I would say, considering the 

complicated, consequential, and controversial nature of the climate 

change issue that I discussed in the Introduction. Pearce and 

colleagues (2015) refer to relevant studies to show that, especially 

since 2010, there has been an increased coverage of climate change 

and other climate-related issues, including matters about the 

mitigation of climate change, such as the role of geoengineering or 

mitigation technologies like carbon capture. The same authors note, 

however, that online media have become new players in the 

communication of climate change, as they give the chance to 

scientists to engage in dialogues with other actors, including other 

scientists and members of the non-specialized public. 

Some essential aspects regarding the transformation that the 

wider media landscape has been undergoing after the advent of the 

internet and its technologies are discussed later in the literature 

review (Chapters 2.4 – 2.6), where I also expand upon the character 

and role of blogs as a medium of communication (2.7). Some notes 

regarding another concept which is relevant to the communication 

of science to more general audiences are in order. I am referring to 

the concept of “primary source knowledge” as defined by Collins and 

Evans (2007). Before I explain its meaning, as well as its relevance 

to the climate blogs of my study, I want to clarify that whenever I 

use the terms scholarly communication and science communication 

I mean, respectively, the communication among scientists of the 

same or different fields and the communication between scientists 

and the public, following in this sense the typical use of the terms. 
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2.2) THE MEANING OF PRIMARY SOURCE KNOWLEDGE AND ITS RELEVANCE TO 

THIS STUDY 

In their book Rethinking Expertise (2007), Collins and Evans analyse 

expertise and define different kinds of expert. Expertise can be 

briefly described, according to the definition provided by the Collins 

English Dictionary that the same authors quote in an article 

published a year after the publication of their book (Evans and 

Collins 2008), as the “extensive skill or knowledge” that an 

individual may have in a specific field (p. 609). In their book (2007), 

Collins and Evans present what they call “The Periodic Table of 

Expertises” (see Table 2.1), that is, “a classification of the expertises 

that individuals might draw on when they make technical 

judgments” (p. 11). 

Table 2.1 – The periodic table of expertises (adapted from Collins and 
Evans 2007, p. 14) 

 

Relevant to this study is the primary source knowledge, the highest 

of the lowest levels of what the authors label specialist expertises 
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(second horizontal row of the table). Collins and Evans explain that 

the low levels of specialist expertises can be more accurately 

described as “levels of knowledge” (p. 13). The knowledge needed 

for obtaining these expertises is termed “ubiquitous tacit 

knowledge”, that is, the things people can learn by becoming 

members of a native society (Collins 2013). More precisely, to have 

acquired what the authors term “beer-mat knowledge” means, as 

they put it, to be able “to score a point in a board game such as 

Trivial Pursuit, which is intended to discriminate between levels of 

general knowledge” (Collins and Evans 2007, p. 19). By “popular 

understanding” they mean the knowledge one can gain by gathering 

science-related information from popular books or the mass media, 

further explaining that that level of knowledge can render someone 

capable of making inferences such as “antibiotics will not cure viral 

diseases, influenza is a viral disease, antibiotics won’t cure 

influenza” (pp. 19─20). Finally, primary source knowledge is the sort 

of knowledge that results from reading “primary or quasi primary 

literature” (p. 22), while the internet constitutes “a powerful 

resource” for that type of knowledge (ibid.). A few years ago, Collins 

(2014) described primary source knowledge as: 

the knowledge that is gained by going to professional journals and 

struggling through them, or reading highly technical material on 

the Internet. It is hard for the layperson to read this technical 

literature but not impossible. For example, it is possible to ‘get 

the drift’ of a physics paper in a technical journal without 

understanding the equations (p. 67). 

Primary source knowledge is more esoteric than the first two levels, 

the number of individuals who have acquired this knowledge is 

smaller than the number of those who have gained beer-mat 

knowledge or popular understanding, while people with primary 

source knowledge tend to be motivated by “special health needs, 

local circumstances, or burning political agendas” to obtain that 



30 
 

knowledge (Collins and Evans 2007, p. 36). Collins (2016) explains 

that the ubiquitous tacit knowledge needed for gaining primary 

source knowledge includes “fluency in the language, general 

education up to and including university level and an understanding 

of libraries and other sources” (p. 71). Although the highest levels 

of specialist expertises, interactional and contributory expertise, are 

not relevant to my analysis, to avoid any misconception, I will touch 

upon their meaning and explain briefly in which sense they differ 

from the lowest levels. 

 To become an interactional or a contributory expert, one 

needs to possess “specialist tacit knowledge”, which is the 

knowledge that individuals can acquire by “becoming socially 

embedded in the appropriate groups of experts” (Collins 2013). A 

straightforward definition of interactional expertise is given by 

Collins (2014), who explains: “Interactional expertise is acquired by 

engaging in the spoken discourse of an expert community to the 

point of fluency but without participating in the practical activities 

or deliberately contributing to those activities” (p. 68). Therefore, 

interactional expertise consists essentially in the mastery of a 

domain’s language. It is very time-consuming to obtain such a 

mastery, but, if one has obtained it, he or she could convince 

through conversation that he or she is a trained member of an 

expert group (Collins and Evans 2007; Evans and Collins 2008; 

Collins 2014). Contributory expertise suggests that one can 

contribute to the activities undertaken by an expert group, having 

not only the conceptual expertise (that an interactional expert has) 

but also the practical expertise possessed by the group (Evans and 

Collins 2008). Unlike someone who has interactional, or 

contributory, expertise, someone who has primary source 

knowledge would not be able to pass as a fully-fledged member of 

a community of experts (ibid.). 
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As I illustrate through the analysis of the empirical data, the 

climate blogs of my study, as well as other mainstream climate 

blogs, communicate material that can be characterized as a form of 

primary source knowledge, one which, being part of the 

communicative environment of the blogs, can be more open to 

discussion, critique, and assessment. This is one of the 

characteristics that differentiate these blogs from other media 

through which (climate) science-related information is being 

presented to the public, especially from what is generally referred 

to as the mainstream media. In the next subchapter I touch upon 

some main points regarding the communication of scientific 

information through that type of media, particularly the journalistic 

reporting of science. 

2.3) REPORTING SCIENCE IN “THE MEDIA” 

For now, “the media” can be defined as “an amorphous, 

interconnected, mutually dependent bunch” (Gregory and Miller 

2000, p.104), comprised of traditional forms (such as TV, 

newspapers, even cinema) as well as new ones (like news websites, 

internet radio, and the like). According to Fjæstad (2008), some of 

the main problems that scientists, mainly natural scientists, believe 

that apply to the reporting of science-related topics in the news 

media are the ones that the same author outlines as follows: 

• Non- or underreporting of important scientific progress; 

• Sensationalism and negativity in choice of science topics; 

• Sensationalism and negativity in wording and in presentation; 

• Inaccurate reporting; 

• Reluctance to publish rejoinders and corrections (p. 123). 

Indeed, the above quotation seems to summarize aptly the main 

problems regarding the presentation of news about scientific topics 

by journalists. Radford (2008) argues that when journalists report 

such topics they tend to leave the science out, shaping the story 
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around the scientific results, and presenting it in ways that evoke 

delight, humour, passion, and similar feelings. Nelkin (1995) has 

explained, likewise, that “Although scientific findings are reported 

in the press, theories are seldom newsworthy” (p. 21). This happens 

because, unlike peer-reviewed articles, which are intended for a 

specialized, and thus a small, audience, newspaper articles (but also 

other news items presented by what is commonly known as the 

mainstream media) are intended for a mass audience (Radford 

2008). “Newspapers exist to be read. They exist only because they 

are read” (p. 98), Radford states. 

What media analysts have already begun to demonstrate, 

according to Gregory and Miller (2000), is that, when it comes to 

science reporting and the mass media, science does not constitute 

a special case. Gregory and Miller put forward an argument that I 

concur with: “understanding science-in-the-media has something to 

do with understanding media science, but mostly is about 

understanding the media” (p. 106). In the next section I present a 

review of literature from the media studies. The discussion that 

follows has assisted the analysis of the mainstream scientist-

produced climate blogging in terms of the wider media environment 

in which it belongs, as well as the conceptualization of blogs as an 

alternative and independent way of communicating climate science 

to the interested public. 

2.4) MAINSTREAM & ALTERNATIVE MEDIA AND THE INTERNET 

Since this thesis concerns the character of the mainstream scientist-

produced climate blogs as a new medium of communicating science-

related information, differently put, the place of these blogs within 

the wider environment of communication in which they have 

emerged, it is essential to look at some notions relating to this 
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environment. Blogs are generally (although not always, as I shall 

explain) regarded as alternative media of communication (even 

though scholars do not always agree, as I also illustrate in section 

2.7, as to whether blogs are a communication medium or a genre of 

communication that can be divided into different sub-genres). Blogs 

are thus typically (but again, not on all occasions) differentiated by 

what is commonly known as the mainstream media. In this part, the 

basic characteristics of the mainstream media, the meaning of the 

word “mainstream” as well as its relation to terms used within the 

same context, are explained. The role that the internet has played 

in mass communication is also discussed. Most importantly, the 

difference between mainstream media and alternative ones is 

clarified with a view to conceptualizing the climate blogs of this 

study as an alternative and independent way of communicating 

climate change knowledge. 

The term “mainstream media” is typically used 

interchangeably with the term “mass media”. The latter covers “any 

form of communication that simultaneously reaches a large number 

of people, including but not limited to radio, TV, newspapers, 

magazines, billboards, films, recordings, books, and the Internet” 

(Wimmer and Dominick 2011, p. 2). Similarly, mainstream media 

include “any form of media produced or distributed commercially, 

as part of a profit-seeking industrial enterprise, or as a publicly 

and/or state-funded operation” (Harcup 2014b). The meanings of 

the two terms converge as the types of media the adjectives “mass” 

and “mainstream” describe are commonly understood to be media 

of mass communication. Notwithstanding the intricacy of defining 

“mass communication” as a concept, the term has been employed to 

categorize in a broad and non-systematic way a number of different 

media (Hartley 2004). In general terms, it means: 
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The practice and product of providing leisure entertainment and 

information to an unknown audience by means of corporately 

financed, industrially produced, state-regulated, high tech, 

privately consumed commodities in the modern print, screen, 

audio and broadcast media, usually understood as newspapers, 

magazines, cinema, television, radio and advertising; sometimes 

including book publishing (especially popular fiction) and music 

(the pop industry) (p. 138). 

The communication pattern of mass communication has been 

described as linear, a linear flow process in which one, corporate or 

state, centralized institution communicates content “to many 

anonymous individuals” (p. 76, emphasis in the original). The origins 

of mass communication can be traced back to the development of 

printing, and the realization of the possibility “to disseminate 

printed material to large numbers of persons at low cost” (Bauer and 

Bauer 1960, p. 4), followed by the demand to reach an increasingly 

broader part of the public, the “masses”, by taking advantage of the 

then new technologies of radio, cinema, and TV (pp. 3−4). What 

people call mass and mainstream media, often referring to them as 

just “the media” (Hartley 2004, p. 142), are therefore the same; they 

are profit-seeking organizations targeting the general public. 

 The arrival of the internet and digital technologies have 

entrained, among other things, changes in mass communication. 

Digital media of communication like blogs, websites, and many 

other internet spaces have emerged and proliferated since the 

1990s (for a brief definition of “digital media”, see e.g. Harcup 

2014a). At the same time, as Feldman (1997) explains, apart from 

the new services and products that have been introduced, 

“important opportunities to deliver traditional, linear information 

and media experiences in new ways” have also been offered by 

means of digitization (p. 13); that is, through the “dematerialization” 

that print media like books, magazines, and newspapers undergo 

when they move into a computational realm (Lister et al. 2009). In 
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such cases, Feldman (1997) argues, “The added value lies not in the 

inherent character of the product so much as the manner in which 

it reaches its customer” (p. 13). By way of explanation, what 

changes, for instance, in the online version of a mainstream print 

newspaper is the way it circulates its news (e.g. Salman et al. 2011), 

the manner it reaches its audience, not so much its content, and 

certainly not the fact that it is a mainstream newspaper. 

 When it comes to the comparison between print and online 

versions of news media (the widely distributed newspapers and their 

internet forms), opinions regarding the quality of their content 

coincide. That is to say that the viewpoint that sees the covering of 

news by mainstream newspapers as a type of an easy-to-read and -

digest reporting targeting an immensely large audience, and as 

such, the written material of the newspapers as superficial, 

simplistic, and often politically opinionated (Hartley 2004; 

McChesney 2006; Eriksen 2006; Kenix 2011), remains the same with 

reference to both print newspapers and their online counterparts. 

According to Kenix (2011), mainstream news media “are situated 

completely within (and concomitantly co-creating) the ideological 

norms of society, enjoy a widespread scale of influence, rely on 

professionalized reporters and are heavily connected with other 

corporate and governmental entities” (p. 3). Their aim is the 

maximization of audiences through a “conventional and formulaic” 

kind of pack journalism (an unvaried reporting of news across the 

various mainstream media outlets based on the same information 

sources), which usually results in “binary and reductive” material (p. 

19). This standardized content of the mainstream news is thus 

considered to be strongly intertwined with the capitalist and profit-

seeking nature of the mainstream media industries (Hartley 2004), 

a reality which could be regarded as even more problematic 

considering what McChesney (2006), for example, has described as 
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the monopoly that such industries have on the distribution of 

opinionated news: 

It was one thing for newspapers to be opinionated when there 

were several in a community and it was relatively easy to enter the 

market. It was quite another thing to have opinionated journalism 

when there were monopoly newspapers and they stridently 

advocated the political positions of their owners and major 

advertisers (p. 101). 

Of course, such ideas have been more and more challenged after the 

advent of the internet and the development of smaller and 

independent communication media supported by it, advancements 

which have led to a situation in which “The question of who owns 

the media and who controls the voices of individual storytellers has 

become problematized” (Kenix 2011, p. 74). Nevertheless, even 

though a growing number of individuals use a range of independent 

internet sources to get their news, most people still rely largely on 

“mainstream news and opinion” (p. 26), on the mainstream news 

industry, which has been attempting, in turn, to adapt to the 

internet-based environment in two ways. 

On the one hand, many mainstream news organizations have 

employed the interactive technologies of the internet, with the most 

typical examples of such utilizations being the incorporations of 

comment sections, discussion forums and blogs within their 

websites, that is, actions aimed at encouraging, at least at first 

glance, readers’ participation in conversations and debates and 

promoting the construction of relationships between readers and 

journalists (Franklin 2008; Conboy and Steel 2009; Kenix 2011). On 

the other hand, as Eriksen (2006) argues, mainstream news outlets, 

in their effort to maintain their competitive edge in this new 

environment of information surplus (an environment in which 

mobile telecommunication technologies play an important role in 

how citizens access and read their news), have become faster and 
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more compact, having lost consequently in “context”, 

“understanding”, and indeed “credibility” (p. 272, emphasis in the 

original). Bias continues to be viewed often as an element that 

characterizes online newspapers, which is something that could 

become even more evident in commentary journalism (Kenix 2011), 

commonly defined as “a genre of journalism that provides 

interpretations and opinions on current events, rather than factual 

reporting (news)” (Djerf-Pierre 2008). As Kenix (2011) concludes by 

drawing upon specific cases of mainstream news outlets, “The 

confusion between fact and opinion-based commentary appears in 

many mainstream publications online that make great claims to 

objectivity”, arguing in addition that “the overlap between 

commentary and news in the mainstream media continues to blur” 

(p. 33). Concerning the readers’ possibility to comment on 

commentaries through the relevant sections of the mainstream 

newspapers, it has been highlighted as a way for audience 

empowerment (e.g. Morlandstø and Mathisen 2016), yet a most 

temperate, if not pessimistic (e.g. Morozov 2011), approach would 

suggest that what might be seen initially as a way for citizens to 

access and participate in information, especially in cases “where 

public interests prevail over private ones” (Matonyte 2011, p. 249), 

does not necessarily entail deliberativeness (Kenix 2011). This 

means that although citizens, through the opportunities for 

interaction offered by the internet and its technologies, may be 

engaged in the procedure of civic participation, this “might not 

qualify as deliberative” (p. 35). Kenix gives the example of an online 

discussion forum of a widely distributed newspaper in China, in 

which “there were infrequent follow-up posts, a lack of diversity in 

topics, a tendency for discussion to focus on issues outside of 

politics, low levels of complexity in discourse and a lack of 

meaningful debate online” (ibid.); elements which are considered to 
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discourage, not encourage, readers’ engagement in conversations 

and prevent the development of fruitful dialogue and debate, 

despite the seeming call for their participation that such outlets 

ostensibly promote. 

Meaningful participation of citizens, however, seems to be 

often the case in the alternative news media (such as activist 

magazines), as well as one of their main characteristics (see e.g. 

examples in Atton 2002; Sandoval 2009; Kenix 2011). Nowadays, 

alternative media are almost exclusively internet-based. Sandoval 

(2009), who acknowledges the difficulty in conceptualizing 

alternative media, discusses two main types of approaches towards 

defining them. Subjective approaches look at how media are 

produced by their actors, understanding alternative news media as 

democratized and participatory media aimed at giving “ordinary 

people a voice” (p. 4). Objective approaches focus on the content of 

alternative media, in the sense that they regard alternative news 

media as such insofar as they are media which “realize their 

emancipatory potentials” and provide critical content (ibid.). Fuchs 

(2010) defines “alternative media as critical media” in the following 

way: “Alternative media are mass media that challenge the dominant 

capitalist forms of media production, media structures, content, 

distribution, and reception” (p. 178). Atton (2002) sees content as 

one, but not the only, defining characteristic of alternative media, 

conceptualizing them “as much by their capacity to generate non-

standard, often infractory, methods of creation, production and 

distribution as [he does] by their content” (pp. 3−4). He concedes 

though that it is hard to separate at times the two (ibid.). What can 

be deduced from interpretations like the above is that alternative 

media are usually defined in opposition to mainstream ones. The 

following description, might be “rather reductive”, as Kenix (2011) 

herself states, it is nonetheless encompassing and informative, 
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particularly with reference to the kind and quality of the content that 

alternative news media publish: 

Alternative media have traditionally been considered to be quite 

distinct from their mainstream counterparts. A rather reductive 

argument that is frequently drawn upon in general discourse is 

that alternative media publish information generally not seen in 

the mainstream media, from a perspective generally not accepted 

within the mainstream press, in a way generally not found in 

mainstream content. This argument would suggest that 

alternative media are not interested in maximizing audiences like 

their mainstream opposition and therefore don’t succumb to the 

often conventional and formulaic reporting techniques of 

mainstream pack journalists. This position argues that alternative 

media generally seek to critique capitalism, consumerism, 

patriarchy and the nature of corporations (p. 2). 

Hence, alternative news media are regarded as having an 

independent, unconventional, and critical nature, especially as to 

the information they provide. Even though they might be sometimes 

described as “mass media” (e.g. Fuchs 2010), such a 

characterization has essentially to do with the broad use of the 

internet and the potentiality of its media technologies to reach mass 

audiences and not with the actual character of the internet-based 

alternative news media as such. 

That potentiality is conceptualized nicely by Manuel Castells 

(2009), who holds that the internet, with its diverse applications, is 

not a medium, at least not in a traditional sense, but a way of 

interactive communication, an idea which he explains as follows: 

with the diffusion of the Internet, a new form of interactive 

communication has emerged, characterized by the capacity of 

sending messages from many to many, in real time or chosen 

time, and with the possibility of using point-to-point 

communication, narrowcasting or broadcasting, depending on the 

purpose and characteristics of the intended communication 

practice (p. 55, emphasis added). 

Castells defines this type of communication as “mass self-

communication” because it has the capacity to reach mass audiences 

(mass communication), when, at the same time, “the production of 
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the message is self-generated, the definition of the potential 

receiver(s) is self-directed, and the retrieval of specific messages or 

content from the World Wide Web and electronic communication 

networks is self-selected” (p. 55). The pith of Castell’s argument is 

that the content of mass self-communication media, such as blogs 

and vlogs (typically YouTube video channels), can be created 

autonomously and independently by individuals, who appropriate 

these new communication forms and build “their own systems of 

mass communication” (p. 65). This is so because, regardless of the 

individuals’ intentions, their messages become, as Castells 

picturesquely puts it, bottles “drifting in the ocean of global 

communication”, content “susceptible to being received and 

reprocessed in unexpected ways” (p. 66). Of course, the actual 

number of receivers of the mass self-communication media content, 

the size of the audience, depends largely on how and by whom such 

media are utilized. Castells refers, for instance, to the corporate 

media and their increasing interest in the mass self-communication 

forms of the internet, mentioning as an example the utilization of 

blogs by the mainstream media (p. 70). 

In any case, while researchers, without necessarily having 

clarified in which sense the internet is (or is not) a medium, have 

attempted to describe it as a mass communication one (e.g. Morris 

and Ogan 1996; Wimmer and Dominick 2011; Ohiagu 2011), others 

highlight the “demassified forms” of communication that have 

emerged in the internet environment (McQuail 2010, p. 32). 

Demassified media are: 

Communications media that reach small, fragmented, or niche 

audiences (demassified audiences), as opposed to mass 

communication via the mass media […]. For example, blogs and 

internet radio. The term is also applied to fringe elements of the 

mass media when these have demassified audiences: e.g. small 

FM radio stations and specialized magazines (Chandler and 

Munday 2011a). 
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So not all demassified media are new or online, yet internet-based 

technologies of communication have challenged considerably the 

fundamentals of “mass production, lack of individual control, and 

finite in available channels” that have defined mass communication 

since the beginning of the 20
th

 century (Chaffee and Metzger 2001, 

p. 369). Such technologies have played a central role in the 

“demassification” of mass communication (ibid.), as they have 

resulted, inter alia, in the emergence of new, alternative, online 

spaces of communication of information, which attract niche 

audiences. 

One of the main postures of this study is that the selected 

climate blogs constitute distinct examples of alternative, 

independent, online media of communication, produced 

autonomously by a small number of scientists whose main 

motivations and aims are comparable. These blogs, which, unlike 

internet mainstream news media, have effectively common rules of 

engagement in their comment sections’ discussions, seem to appeal 

to a rather narrow audience who share a similar interest in the 

climate-related knowledge communicated through them. At the 

same time, the climate blogs are part of a broad setting in which 

various types of information, including climate-related information, 

become largely available by various sources (online and offline 

media, mainstream and alternative ones, and so on). It is therefore 

important to discuss the notion of “information overload”, people’s 

overexposure to the vast amount of information and data, which 

characterizes considerably the digital media environment (e.g. 

Bawden et al. 1999; Eppler and Mengis 2004; Koltay 2017). The next 

section is concerned with this issue to help understand the role of 

scientist-produced climate blogging. 
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2.5) INFORMATION OVERLOAD AND THE INTERNET AGE 

According to Castells (2000), the central and most important part of 

the transformation people began to experience vividly in the 1990s, 

what he calls “the information technology revolution”, is about 

“technologies of information processing and communication” (p. 30, 

emphasis in the original). He refers to the flexibility in text 

reconfigurations and the novel opportunities for interactions offered 

by the new electronic media of the time as two noteworthy examples 

of the results of that revolution (ibid.), arguing, however, that its 

wider emergence can be traced back to the 1970s, the decade when 

fundamental inventions in information and communication 

technologies took place (pp. 53−54). The related phrase 

“information revolution” was used before the advent of the internet, 

yet it was only after the development and broad use of the internet-

based technologies, and the realization of their potentiality to reach 

mass audiences, that the term started being used much more 

broadly (Chun 2006). Despite the difficulty in specifying its exact 

meaning, the phrase is generally used to refer to the plethora of 

information that the new technologies make available (Gilchrist 

2013), while the concept of “information overload” mentioned above 

has been employed to question the actual usefulness of such an 

abundance. 

The term was defined recently as the “impediment to 

efficiently using information due to the amount of relevant and 

potentially useful information available” (Koltay 2017, pp. 198). It is 

argued that, nowadays, the three main environments in which 

information overload becomes apparent as a problem are those of 

business, academia, and the everyday life, the latter referring to the 

public’s daily overexposure to information and data (p. 199). The 

issue of limitations of a person to effectively and essentially process 
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information when they are exposed to too much of it has been 

emphasized much earlier though, by researchers in the past. The 

critical theorist Theodor Adorno, for example, wrote in his essay The 

Schema of Mass Culture (originally written in German, in manuscript, 

in 1942) with respect to the information provided by the new mass 

media of the time (radio and film): 

However useful it might be from a practical point of view to have 

as much information as possible at one’s disposal, there still 

prevails the iron law that the information in question shall never 

touch the essential, shall never degenerate into thought (Adorno, 

1991, p. 84). 

Although Dean (2003) has acknowledged that developments in 

online communications give the opportunity to an increasing 

number of people to access information, rendering information 

reach no more an elite privilege, she comments that Adorno’s 

critique is much more relevant today than in the past (Dean 2010). 

She believes that the ways that messages are presented and 

discussed on the vastly (and most of the time freely) available 

platforms on the internet entail questions about whether it can 

provide sources that people could truly evaluate, and through which 

they could gain comprehensible and valuable knowledge (ibid.). In 

her own words: 

As multiple-recombinant ideas and images circulate, stimulate, 

they distract us from the antagonisms constitutive of 

contemporary society, inviting us to think that each opinion is 

equally valid, each option is equally likely, and each click is a 

significant political intervention. The deluge of images and 

announcements, enjoining us to react, to feel, to forward them to 

our friends, erodes critical-theoretical capacities – aren’t they 

really just opinions anyway? Feelings dressed up in jargon? 

Drowning in plurality, we lose the capacity to grasp anything like 

a system. React and forward, but don’t by any means think (pp. 

2−3, emphasis in the original). 

Another critical theorist, Jürgen Habermas, expressed similar 

concerns about such wide usage of the internet when arguing that 

“The price we pay for the growth in egalitarianism offered by the 
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Internet is the decentralised access to unedited stories. In this 

medium, contributions by intellectuals lose their power to create a 

focus” (2006, Translated excerpt from Bruno Kreisky Prize Lecture). 

In the same vein, Rettberg (2014) seems to express a similar kind of 

scepticism towards blogs when stating that their authority “might 

not be tied simply to who can write them (anyone) but also to who 

can read them” (p. 52), alluding in effect to the information overload 

and the credibility issues, of which the excess of blog platforms 

constitutes arguably an important part. 

There are two, substantially interconnected, central points 

expressed in such arguments. First, people are exposed to too much 

information and data without being able to essentially process and 

utilize them. Second, the information overload makes it difficult for 

individuals to locate and evaluate the trustworthy sources. As Bubela 

et al. (2009) mention with reference to the science-related 

information communicated through the new internet media, not 

only much of this information may come from sources the quality of 

which might be dubious but also even the credible sources online 

are not necessarily used by the public. For Bubela et al., “reaching 

audiences” is the biggest challenge that the credible voices face 

when communicating knowledge about scientific issues on the 

internet, while the authors of the paper consider scientist-bloggers 

to be a good example of such voices (p. 517, emphasis in the 

original). Going back to Rettberg’s (2014) statement quoted in the 

previous paragraph, the answer to a similar question with respect to 

the climate blogs of the study would be that they are written by 

scientists/experts and attract what could be generally described as 

part of the interested and/or concerned public, but also other 

scientists. These blogs seem to be generally regarded as expert and 

credible sources by the non-expert readers, who try to get a deeper 

understanding of climate science and climate change issues. 
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Relevant to the term of information overload discussed in this part, 

and to the broader communication environment where the climate 

blogs belong, are the concepts of misinformation and 

disinformation, the idea of fake news, and the notion of the post-

truth, which I outline in the following subchapter. 

2.6) MIS/DISINFORMATION, FAKE NEWS, AND THE POST-TRUTH ERA 

The terms “misinformation” and “disinformation” might sound 

similar, they differ, however, as to the reason why incorrect 

information is being presented publicly. Misinformation is 

“information presented as truthful initially but that turns out to be 

false later on”, while disinformation is “outright false information 

that is disseminated for propagandistic purposes but may be 

identifiable as false later on” (Lewandowsky et al. 2013). In a few 

words, misinformation is generally considered to be the information 

that is unintentionally incorrect (due to misconceptions), while 

disinformation is the deliberately incorrect information (for the 

difference, see also Chandler and Munday 2011b). Both terms are 

relevant to the concepts of “fake news” and “post-truth”, which, as 

Lewandowsky and colleagues explain in a recent article (2017), have 

come to be increasingly predominant in public discourse during the 

last two or three years. 

According to the Collins English Dictionary, fake news means, 

as quoted in Jankowski (2018), the “false, often sensational, 

information disseminated under the guise of news reporting” (p. 

248). Jankowski explains that concerns about fake news revolve 

commonly around “what is or is not considered true and is able to 

serve as the basis for public discussion”, arguing, in addition, that 

the role of traditional media and journalists in contributing to such 

discussion “is countered by those who argue for ‘alternative facts’ 
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and denounce particular media as ‘fake’” (p. 249). The definition of 

post-truth provided by the same dictionary is the following one: “A 

post-truth situation is one in which people are less influenced by 

factual information than by their emotions or by beliefs they already 

hold”, or alternatively, “of or relating to a culture in which appeals 

to the emotions tend to prevail over facts and logical arguments” 

(Collins English Dictionary n.d.). The implications of the post-truth 

idea for science generally consist in that this notion, as well as the 

similar concept “post-fact”, can be also taken to suggest that there 

is an “alternative reality”, one that does not comply with the factual 

and logical pillars of science but undermines them (Lewandowsky et 

al. 2013). The belief in such an alternative reality could result, 

accordingly, in a declining public trust in science (ibid.). The concept 

has been attracting the attention of an increasing number of 

scholars, including scholars from the STS field (e.g. Jasanoff and 

Simmet 2017; Sismondo 2017; Lynch 2017). In terms of studies 

about the dissemination of climate-related news, Van der Linden et 

al. (2017) point towards the possibility to protect public attitudes 

towards climate change from disinformation by pre-emptively 

warning (“inoculating”) people about the politically motivated 

campaigns that spread disinformation with a view to undermining 

the scientific consensus. Similarly, Cook and colleagues (2018) 

suggest that another form of inoculation against climate-related 

misinformation can be the explanation of the fallacies of the 

sceptical claims presented within the public domain. 

The above concepts are of high relevance to this study, given 

that, as I demonstrate through the empirical analysis, filling the 

information gap but also addressing mis/disinformation within the 

climate science communication environment, particularly within the 

context of the communication of climate-related issues by the 

mainstream media and through the internet, seem to be the main 
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motivations for climate blogging. Importantly, the emergence of the 

first mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs, which began in 

2004, appears to be the consequence of the scientists’ wish to 

address incorrect claims about climate science and climate change, 

claims which, especially after the development of internet 

technologies of communication, began to be disseminated widely 

(see Chapter 6). All the same, the mainstream-minded readers, as I 

shall illustrate later, regard the climate blogs as sources of reliable 

information about an issue that concerns them. The blogging 

platform has arguably a prominent place among the new 

technologies of communication, especially the so-called social 

media technologies. Blogs assist alternative and independent 

communication, providing often the chance to people to express 

their views and make their points publicly. Discussions about the 

character of blogs, as a communication tool, as well as questions 

about whether blogs constitute a medium or a genre of 

communication have arisen. The next section presents the main 

theoretical approaches to blogs and blogging, and it concludes by 

arguing that science blogs and climate blogs can be conceptualized 

based on a combination of the medium and genre approach, which 

I further develop through the idea of affordances that I discuss later 

(in sections 2.10 − 2.16). 

2.7) THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO BLOGS AND BLOGGING 

Social media technologies (commonly referred to as just “social 

media) were recently defined as “those digital platforms, services 

and apps built around the convergence of content sharing, public 

communication, and interpersonal connection” (Burges et al. 2017, 

forthcoming, p. 1). The origin of blogs, one of the most popular 

social media platforms, can be traced back to the middle of the 
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1990s (Rettberg 2014), a fact that renders them one of the oldest 

internet-based social media as well. Blogging can be very generally, 

and rather loosely, defined as the practice of writing and 

administering (running) a blog, a practice consisting mainly in 

writing and uploading blog posts. Even though bloggers have the 

option not to enable comments on their posts, responding to 

comments posted by the readers or even engaging in discussions 

with them in the comment section can be regarded as another 

essential characteristic of blogging. It could also be argued that the 

practice of blogging involves following other blogs and commenting 

on them. Given that blogging, however, cannot be defined merely as 

the sum of such activities, it is essential to look at the two most 

predominant theoretical approaches to blogs to obtain a better idea 

of both the artifact’s and the practice’s character and meaning. 

The first approach, followed by Herring and colleagues 

(Herring et al. 2004; Herring, Scheidt et al. 2005; Herring and 

Paolillo 2006), as well as others (e.g. Miller and Shepherd 2004; 

Nowson et al. 2005), focuses on the structure and content of blogs, 

defining them as a genre. More precisely, Herring et al. (2004) and 

Herring, Scheidt et al. (2005) have conceptualized blogs as a hybrid 

genre which is supported by the internet and its technologies, and 

which draws from other online and offline communication genres. 

As a distinguishable hybrid genre of communication, blogs have in 

common some of the structural and technological features 

mentioned earlier (like dated entries shown in reverse chronological 

order and sidebars including links), blogs’ names are culturally-

recognized, while bloggers have the same overall goal of sharing 

content with other internet users (Herring and Paolillo 2006). Based 

on their purpose of communication, and therefore their subject and 

content, blogs can be distinguished into various sub-genres (ibid.). 

Two, among many, examples of blog sub-genres are the diary and 
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the filter blogs (ibid.). A diary blog is characterized as such when a 

person uses it to write down their real-life experiences, while the 

filter blog is a blog employed by someone who wishes to highlight 

(“filter”) and comment upon information, and generally material, 

existing previously on the internet (ibid.). Blog sub-genres often 

evoke preexisting offline genres in a clearer manner than other 

internet platforms (e.g. online chatrooms or discussions forums) do 

─ diary blogs, for instance, echo back to the traditional hand-written 

diaries (Herring et al. 2004; Herring, Scheidt et al. 2005; Herring and 

Paolillo 2006). Such an analogy does not mean though that diary 

blogs, and generally blog sub-genres, have been entirely reproduced 

from their offline predecessors, but rather, being hybrid 

communication platforms, blogs draw, as already explained, from 

multiple online and offline genres and other sources (Herring et al. 

2004; Herring, Scheidt et al. 2005). 

The second approach focuses on the practice of blogging, in 

which case blogs are defined as a medium of communication (e.g. 

Boyd 2006; Baumer et al. 2008). Baumer et al. (2008) analyse blogs 

as a medium within and through which various “activities and 

interactions” can take place (p. 1115). The authors align their view 

with the argument made by Boyd (2006) who, without overlooking 

the material/technological features of blogs, argues that they must 

be defined as both “a medium and a bi-product of expression”, a 

conceptualization that can allow for the investigation of blogs with 

respect to “culture and practice” (2006, p. 2). According to Boyd, 

blogging is “a diverse set of practices that result in the production 

of diverse content on top of a medium that we call blogs” (p. 1), 

which is “a medium through which communication occurs” (p. 19). 

She further explains that: “The practice of blogging involves 

producing digital content with the intention of sharing it 

asynchronously with a conceptualized audience. It [sic] an n-to-? 
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practice where some discrete number of bloggers share with a [sic] 

unknown number of readers” (2006, p. 10, emphasis in the original). 

Boyd’s perspective is comparable to other theoretical approaches to 

media, like the one proposed, for example, by Couldry (2012), who 

argues that, by examining the question “what are people 

(individuals, groups, institutions) doing in relation to media across 

a whole range of situations and contexts?” (2012, p. 37, emphasis 

in the original), media can be understood as practice. The 

idiosyncratic nature of blogs which, according to Boyd (2006), 

characterizes them as a medium of communication is illustrated, 

however, by her in the paragraph quoted below: 

What complicates analyses of blogs is that they are both the 

product of blogging and the medium through which the blogger 

produces their expressions. Blogs emerge because bloggers are 

blogging. And yet, what they are blogging to is the blog itself. 

Consider this in terms of another medium. Radio is a medium in 

which people express themselves, but the act of speaking to be 

broadcast is not radio-ing, nor is the product of speaking radio. 

Radio only exists when people’s speech is broadcast through radio 

waves. And yet, blogs are the bi-product of expression and the 

medium itself (p. 11). 

Differentiating between genres and media has become a difficult 

task after the advent of the internet and its technologies, as Rettberg 

(2014) explains, and ultimately, defining blogs as a genre or as a 

medium depends on one’s perspective (ibid.). If the medium 

approach is adopted though, one could also argue that blogs are a 

medium within which a variety of genres and sub-genres can be 

identified (ibid.), a view that seems to combine the two positions. 

What Rettberg describes as “topic-driven” (or “topic-centred”) blogs, 

that is, blogs focusing on specific topics, could correspond to 

different genres/sub-genres identified within the medium of blogs. 

She states that “There are as many kinds of topic-driven blogs as 

there are hobbies, passions and professions” (p. 24), varying from 

blogs focusing on leisure-time activities like knitting to ones about 
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politics or science, while she also explains that topic-driven blogs 

can be run individually or collaboratively. 

The reason I have adopted Rettberg’s middle ground 

approach is that, by combining the medium and the genre approach, 

her suggestion can help emphasize both the practice of blogging 

(what people can do with blogs) and the blogs’ content and 

technological features, that is, the main aspects of climate blogs and 

blogging that I am interested in. Furthermore, Rettberg’s description 

of topic-driven blogs could apply to science blogs and climate blogs 

too. To better explain what people can do with blogs I have drawn 

upon the concept of affordances, the opportunities for action and 

interaction that an artifact can offer to its users, which is an idea 

that I present extensively in this Chapter (2.10 ─ 2.16). Before I 

explain why this idea is important for the analysis of the climate 

blogs, and in order to clarify further in which sense my research 

contributes to the existing literature, I provide, in the next two 

sections, a review of studies on science blogging (2.8) and climate 

blogging (2.9). 

2.8) PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON SCIENCE BLOGGING 

One of the very first studies on science blogs (described by its author 

as the first step towards the analysis of current science blogging 

practices) has been conducted by Kouper (2010), who combined 

quantitative and qualitative analysis of posts and comments from 

eleven blogs about science and technology run individually or 

collaboratively by scientists, specialized graduate science students, 

or non-scientists like journalists. Kouper’s aim was “to initiate a 

scholarly evidence-based discussion about the role of science blogs 

in promoting public engagement with science” (p. 2), while the 

findings of her research suggest that science blogs could not be 
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regarded as an emerging science communication genre due to their 

heterogeneity. An older paper (Wilkins 2008) discussing scientist-

produced blogs concludes likewise that science blogging is an 

individualistic, even unconventional or anarchistic, communication 

form, communicating nonetheless to the public science-related 

material of high quality. The author argues in addition that blogs 

can be an effective tool for scientists to counter the deliberate or 

unintentional misunderstandings about science among the public. 

One more study published in the same year (Pikas 2008) used social 

network analysis (SNA) techniques to detect and describe science 

blog communities. What the researcher describes as “the structure 

of the science blogosphere” was examined by employing links 

among blogs established via blogroll lists as well as signed 

comments. One of the main results of the analysis points to different 

network communities of scientist-produced blogs based on their 

subjects, varying from blogs about chemistry, geosciences, and 

biological sciences to ones about astronomy, physics, mathematics, 

and computer science. 

The online relationship between scientists who blog, on the 

one hand, and Belgian and French journalists, on the other, has been 

examined, more recently, by Colson (2011), who used a qualitative 

research approach based on a series of surveys and interviews to 

conclude that “science journalists do not generally see science blogs 

as valuable sources of information”, while confirming, at the same 

time, that “some scientists use their blogs to circumvent traditional 

media” (p. 889). Shanahan (2011) employed the case study method, 

conceptualizing the interactions facilitated by the blog Not Exactly 

Rocket Science
7

 as a boundary phenomenon, one positioned “on the 

boundary between the world of scientific research and the broader 
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 http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/, accessed 15 Jan 2015 

http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/
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public audience outside of that research community” (p. 914). 

Shanahan drew upon the notion of “boundary-work”, initiated by 

Gieryn (1983; 1999) to demarcate scientific from non-/pseudo-

scientific activities undertaken within different social worlds, and 

she proposed the use of the term “boundary layer” to characterize 

science blogs (Shanahan 2011). Another article discussing science 

blogging through Gieryn’s theoretical lens is the one composed by 

Riesch and Mendel (2014). The researchers looked at the 

“badscience” blogging community, “a relatively loose and informal 

group of individual bloggers who often read each others’ [sic] 

entries and comment on similar issues” (p. 55). The authors 

conducted an online ethnographic research, supported by a 

qualitative survey, analysing the motivations of the “badscience” 

bloggers, their practices, and the ways they see their activities and 

themselves (as science bloggers). The central argument expressed 

by Riesch and Mendel is that science blogging can be viewed as an 

obvious case of boundary-work through which bloggers attempt to 

demarcate proper science from pseudoscience. In a follow-up book 

chapter written by the same authors (Mendel and Riesch 2015) 

emphasis was put on the comment section of the same blogging 

community. The authors put forward the claim that not only the 

positive but also the negative interactions between bloggers and 

commenters can reinforce the networks of the “badscience” 

blogging community, boost the prominence of individual bloggers, 

and thus amplify their readership and visibility. They further argue 

that even uncivil comments could “feed into particular types of 

community action” (p. 254), and result in new, more open to the 

non-expert public, ways of discussing science-related issues within 

a blog’s environment. 

Another researcher with a demonstrated interest in science 

blogging is Luzón. In one of her articles on academic blogs (2013a), 
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for example, she analysed the conversations taking place in the 

comment sections of the blogs, revealing that there is “a high 

incidence of conflictual acts in academic blog discussions, ranging 

from mild criticism and disagreement to more severe expressions of 

conflict, like bold criticism, challenging questions or insults” (p. 

111). The examined blogs were collected from the aggregator 

scienceblogs.com
8

, which hosts blogs run by scientists, as well as 

non-scientists, blogging about topics from different scientific areas. 

Luzón argues that: “These results can be related to the participants’ 

desire to construct their online identity by using conflict to defend 

their values and beliefs and show their allegiance to a particular 

group” (ibid.). In another article published in the same year (Luzón 

2013b) she explored the discursive strategies that bloggers employ 

to tailor science-related information and engage the readers in the 

discussions about science that unfold on the blogs. The analysis was 

based on seventy-five posts collected from fifteen different blogs 

from the same hosting platform (scienceblogs.com), and showed 

that the bloggers utilize an array of discursive practices, varying 

from explaining concepts and terms, paraphrasing, comparing, 

linking, etc. (practices to tailor information) to expressing emotional 

reactions or feelings, expressing personal opinions, referring to the 

readers, humouring, etc. (practices to engage the readers). A recent 

article written by her (Luzón 2017) examined 345 posts from 

thirteen research blogs administered collectively by groups of 

researchers affiliated with institutions in Spain. By employing a 

genre approach, like the one outlined earlier (in section 1.2), as well 

as analysing the language used by the bloggers, Luzón concludes 

that blogs can allow research groups to: “publicize [their] research 

and activities, make the work of the group members available to the 
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disciplinary community, strengthen social links within their 

community and connect with the interested public, and raise social 

awareness” (p. 441). 

Ranger and Bultitude (2014) have examined the ways that the 

bloggers of “the 10 most popular science blogs at the time” (p. 362), 

according to Technocrati, were making use of the basic design 

elements of their blogs to recruit and retain audiences. They 

analysed 1000 blog posts and conducted semi-structured interviews 

focusing on the bloggers’ motivations, their intended target 

audience, and the utilization of any techniques of communicating 

science. Ranger and Bultitude have found that many of the bloggers 

(of whom not all were scientists) were employing different design 

elements with a view to encouraging science enthusiasts to read 

their blogs. They also conclude that: “These popular science 

bloggers write not to promote a widespread science communication 

agenda but rather to share their love of science with like-minded 

individuals” (p. 375). The analysis of 610 responses to an online 

survey conducted by Jarreau (2015) aims at demonstrating how 

different types of science bloggers, including, but not limited to, 

scientist- and journalist-bloggers, perceive their own roles as 

communicators of science-related information. Her study shows that 

such roles depend primarily on the occupation of the bloggers, their 

training in communicating science to the public, the affiliation of 

their blogs, and their gender. With respect to scientist-bloggers, and 

contrary to Ranger’s and Bultitude’s study, Jarreau claims that they 

understand their own roles to include that of the public intellectual 

but also the agenda-setter, feeling “a social responsibility” to stress 

scientific complexity and draw attention to subjects they believe are 

under-reported by the media or about which they simply feel 

passionate (p. 19). For the purposes of another study, Jarreau and 

Porter (2017) surveyed 2,995 readers of 40 science blogs selected 
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randomly, run individually or collaboratively by scientists or non-

scientists. Their research has found three kinds of science blog 

readers, based on their motivations for reading the blogs: the super, 

the one-way entertainment, and the unique information-seeking 

readers. The first, and the smallest, group includes the high-

frequency readers who regard scientists as more trustworthy 

information sources than the readers who belong to the other two 

groups do. In their effort to achieve insight into science, as well as 

experience in writing about science online, super readers could also 

be “seeking community among science bloggers” (p. 20). The one-

way entertainment readers, who constitute the largest of the three 

groups, read science blogs mainly for entertainment and to look at 

the perspectives of the blogs’ authors. The third group includes 

those readers who are characterized by a strong desire to find 

science-related information other than that provided by the 

traditional media. As Jarreau and Porter note, the unique 

information-seekers group “features the highest concentration of 

current scientists” (p. 21). One more research investigating the 

utilization of blogs for communicating science-related information 

is the one by Mahrt and Puschmann (2014). More precisely, the 

authors focused on science blogging as a way of communicating 

scientific research findings to a wider audience. Through a survey of 

bloggers who contribute to a German science blogging platform and 

the analysis of blog posts and comments collected from five science 

blog aggregators, the researchers explored the ways that the 

science bloggers’ attitudes are related to each other, the content 

and styles of the blog posts, and the readers’ responses. An 

important result of their work indicates that “interaction between 

science bloggers and their audience occurs most easily when the 

topic of the blog post potentially concerns large groups of people 

or well-established and/or deeply entrenched controversies are at 
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the center of a post” (p. 14). A few other relevant studies, analysing 

particularly scientist-produced blogs, are outlined in the next 

paragraph. 

Through in-depth interviewing of twelve blogging scholars 

from Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands, Kjellberg (2010) 

examined their motivations as well as the functionality of their blogs 

with respect to their role as researchers. The results of her study 

show that sharing knowledge is an essential motivation, while the 

blog can be viewed as a tool that assists creativity as well as the 

scholars’ feeling of connection to other scholars. Sublet et al. (2011) 

looked at the NIOSH Science Blog of the US National Institute for 

Occupational Safety and Health to examine the blog’s character as a 

science-related communication channel. The NIOSH blog posts are 

composed by researchers of the institute, while the posts’ topics 

change according to the expertise and projects of each contributing 

researcher. Sublet and her colleagues used data provided by an 

online survey in which seventy-five readers of the blog participated. 

The overall conclusion of the paper is that the NIOSH science blog 

is a useful tool for the communication of expert information relating 

to health and work safety issues. Hank (2013) analysed 153 

questionnaires completed by blogging scientists from different 

fields, concluding that the format of the blog “allows scholars to 

publicly record, promote, share, and comment on scholarly ideas 

and works” (p. 62). Another paper about research blogs run by 

scholars who blog about their work is the one composed by 

Mauranen (2013). The author analysed the blog posts, as well as the 

comment threads, of two researcher-produced blogs, 

conceptualizing research blogs as “a cluster of genres, some of 

which are highly relevant to present-day academia”, additionally 

arguing that “researchers blogging about their own work may be 

heralding new communicative practices in academia, simultaneously 
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drawing on the very origins of science communication in the 

process” (p. 9). Finally, Saunders and colleagues (2017), scientists 

from the field of ecology, focus on their own experiences as science 

bloggers, and use data from their own blogs to explore what they 

call “science community blogs” and the role of such blogs in the 

academic community. They argue that science community blogs can 

be viewed as a valuable communication medium among scholars, 

“where rapid communication of scholarly ideas, opinions and short 

observational notes can enhance scientific discourse, and discussion 

of personal experiences can provide indirect mentorship for junior 

researchers and scientists from underrepresented groups” (p. 2). 

They also point to the character of the blogs as primary sources of 

scientific information and their potential to be cited in peer-reviewed 

articles. 

The studies outlined in this section have been published 

within an almost ten-year period. Most of them concern science 

blogs produced by scientists from various disciplines, principally 

from the physical and life sciences (and to a much lesser extent from 

the social sciences and humanities), while the rest include both 

scientist-produced blogs and ones administered by non-scientists. 

The number of studies focusing exclusively on blogs about climate 

science and climate change appears to be rather limited, especially 

the number of articles concerning scientist-produced climate blogs. 

Examples of such papers are provided in the following section. 

2.9) STUDIES ON CLIMATE BLOGGING 

One of the first researches investigating aspects of climate blogging 

and microblogging (Twitter) appears to be the one carried out by 

Bosch (2012), who conducted qualitative content analysis of 

journalists’ blog posts and Twitter newsfeeds originated from South 
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Africa. Her overall argument is that “journalism (and citizen 

journalism) is increasingly moving to online platforms, and that the 

discourse on climate change may have greater potential for 

development in online news sources than in the traditional 

mainstream print media” (p. 45). Another noteworthy research 

(Kirilenko and Stepchenkova 2014), regarding climate-related 

messages posted only on Twitter, combined a variety of methods, 

including content and network analysis, to conclude that the 

information flow relating to climate change is highly centralized on 

the internet, “with few media outlets, celebrities, and prominent 

bloggers leading the debate” (p. 181). Likewise, Sharman (2014) 

employed social network analysis, as well as thematic analysis of 

individual blog posts, with the aim of mapping the climate sceptical 

blogosphere and identifying the blogs that are the most central 

within the overall network. According to her findings, the three most 

central blogs focus predominantly on the scientific aspect of the 

climate debate, challenging or critiquing directly the mainstream 

climate science. A similar approach was followed by Elgesem et al. 

(2015), who focused, however, on charting the whole structure of 

the climate blogosphere. More precisely, the researchers mapped 

the climate blogs’ hyperlink structure, identified the discussed 

subjects, and demonstrated what topics characterized the 

conversations taking place in the different parts of the network. 

They designated topics about the science and politics of climate 

change as characterizing considerably the climate blogosphere’s 

discourse. Poberezhskaya (2017) conducted critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) of 374 Russian climate blog entries posted on blogs 

run by climate sceptics and climate activists, concluding that the 

same climate-related subject can be framed differently, depending 

on the worldviews of the bloggers rather than the nature of the topic 

as such. A discourse analysis was also used by Fløttum et al. (2014), 
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who investigated the different ways that the notion of future, a 

“gloom-and-doom” future as opposed to a “bright” one in the 

presence of climate and environmental change, was being 

represented in English-language climate blogs. Lewandowsky, 

Oberauer, and Gignac (2013) surveyed 1,377 climate blog readers 

in order to “identify the variables underlying acceptance and 

rejection of climate science” (p. 622). Their results support previous 

suggestions according to which, while conspiratorial thinking 

among individuals contributes to rejecting science, accepting 

science is firmly associated with perceiving a scientific consensus. 

Finally, to my knowledge, the only scientific paper which focuses 

exclusively on scientist-produced blogs about climate, or at least 

one of the very few such papers, is the one composed by Thorsen 

(2013), who based his analysis on more than fifty blogs from what 

he describes as “the Antarctic blogosphere” (blogs produced during 

the International Polar Year in 2007 and 2008), as well as on e-

interviews that he conducted with the bloggers. Thorsen’s study 

examines how Antarctic scientists were trying to engage audiences 

in discussions about climate change, while he suggests that this 

effort can be viewed as a new kind of scientist-originated citizen 

journalism, which signals a new and important way through which 

“mainstream environmental reporting can be reinvigorated” (p. 87). 

Thorsen emphasizes how that type of citizen journalism can provide 

“relatively direct access for global audiences to scientists who are 

recording the effects of climate change first-hand” (p. 93), 

explaining in addition: 

Scientists interviewed as part of this project frequently expressed 

a desire to connect with ordinary members of the public, often 

bemoaning the role of mainstream media in providing an 

unsatisfactory portrayal of their research. Citizen journalism was 

seen as a way in which they could bypass this mediated process 

and communicate directly with the public, reporting their 
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research, life on the ice, and – crucially – their first-hand 

experience of the dramatic climatic changes taking place (p. 97). 

The studies presented in this and the previous section (2.8 and 2.9) 

have drawn upon different methods and techniques, such as content 

or critical discourse analysis, social network analysis, and 

ethnography, to examine the nature of blog comments, the 

elements of the networks created among different blogs, the 

motivations of bloggers, and other aspects of science blogging and 

climate blogging. As I explained in the Introduction, aside from 

Thorsen’s study presented just above, which is an important 

contribution (as it points to the opportunity the blogging platform 

provides for scientists to communicate directly with the interested 

public about a consequential issue) but rather brief considering its 

length, there seems to be no study to have followed a holistic 

approach to mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs. This is 

the overall purpose of my research (as I also explained in the 

Introduction and further illustrate in the Methodology Chapter). 

Following the middle ground approach for the 

conceptualization of blogs suggested by Rettberg (2014), indicates, 

as I mentioned earlier, that blogs can be viewed as a medium that 

can be distinguished into various genres and sub-genres, climate 

blogs being one of them. I additionally explained that such a 

viewpoint takes into consideration the content and technological 

characteristics of blogs as well as the practice of blogging. The latter 

means, in general terms, what people can do with blogs, which is 

something that concerns not only scholars focusing on blogs (e.g. 

Boyd 2006; Baumer et al. 2008) but also ones interested generally 

in media technologies (e.g. Couldry 2012). To better examine what 

people can do with blogs and why their actions, as undertaken on 

the grounds of the blog technology, are relevant to communicating 

and being informed about climate science and climate change 
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knowledge, I have drawn upon the concept of affordances. The term 

refers to the opportunities for actions and interactions offered by an 

artifact, and therefore I consider this concept to be important for the 

analysis of media technologies like blogs, the materiality of which is 

not palpable. Even more so, affordances can be a useful tool for 

explaining what are the attributes of a new communication 

technology that render that technology more appropriate for people 

to do things they were not able to do before (Treem and Leonardi 

2012). The term was first introduced by Gibson (1966), while the 

idea of affordances has been implemented for the examination of 

technologies of information and communication, including internet-

based ones, and the manners such technologies are used within 

different sociocultural contexts. However, the affordances notion 

has been used occasionally in rather abstract or loose, even 

incorrect, ways. For this reason, but most importantly, because I 

consider this notion to be useful for the analysis of practices and 

activities related to climate blogging, in the remaining part of the 

Literature Review I elaborate on the meaning and ontological and 

epistemological implications of affordances. I also provide a review 

of the literature on affordances and internet-based technologies of 

information and communication. The way I have implemented the 

concept myself is illustrated in the Methodology Chapter. 

2.10) GIBSON’S THEORY OF AFFORDANCES (ORIGIN OF THE TERM & 

DEFINITIONS) 

The term “affordances” is a neologism introduced in 1966 by the 

psychologist James Gibson in his work The Senses Considered as 

Perceptual Systems (Barsingerhorn et al. 2012) where his theoretical 

framework about sensation and perception is presented (Greeno 

1994). As he explains, “When the constant properties of constant 

objects are perceived (the shape, size, color, texture, composition, 
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motion, animation, and position relative to other objects), the 

observer can go on to detect their affordances” (Gibson 1966, p. 

285, emphasis in the original). He defines affordances as what 

things furnish the observer (the animal or the human), “for good or 

ill”, while his early account of the concept suggests that affordances 

depend, after all, on the properties of the things (ibid.), an idea 

which is nonetheless revised throughout his analysis of the term. 

The notion is developed further in Gibson’s article The Theory 

of Affordances (1977) where he provides another working definition 

which proposes that “the affordance of anything is a specific 

combination of the properties of its substance and its surfaces taken 

with reference to an animal” or to a specific “species of animal” (p. 

67, emphasis in the original). In his later book, The Ecological 

Approach to Visual Perception (1986/1979), the concept is explored 

more fully with a view to developing a methodical ecological 

psychology (Greeno 1994). The new definition of affordances, 

commonly cited by scholars and referred to as Gibson’s typical 

definition, is comparable to the initial description of the term: “The 

affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what 

it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill” (1986/1979, p. 127, 

emphasis in the original). The concept’s relational character, which 

is emphasized by Gibson, means that affordances are properties of 

the environment which have functional meaning for a perceiver (Heft 

2001). Affordances, therefore, are specified in relation to individual 

perceivers, and accordingly, “they are mutually constituted by 

properties of both the environment and the perceiver” (Heft 2016, 

p. 376). 

A concept that plays an important role in Gibson’s theory of 

affordances, and generally in his work, is the concept of stimulus 

information (Gibson 1966; Gibson 1986/1979). It refers to the 
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information that activates an observer’s perceptual system, such as 

the visual system (for the analysis of the notion of stimulus 

information, see Gibson 1960; Gibson 1986/1979, Chapter Four). In 

the light of stimulus information available in the environment the 

observer can perceive the properties of the environment and their 

meanings. In other words, stimulus information specifies “the 

affordances of things for an observer” (Gibson 1986/1979, p. 140). 

Delving deeper into the idea of stimulus information is beyond the 

scope of this study, expanding, however, upon the meaning of 

Gibson’s theory of affordances itself is essential, especially from an 

ontological and epistemological perspective, and so it is with this 

issue that the next section is concerned. 

2.11) THE ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL MEANING OF GIBSON’S 

THEORY 

One of the examples through which Gibson (1986/1979) elucidates 

the essence of affordances is that of a surface that “affords support” 

for an animal (p. 127, emphasis in the original). Such a surface needs 

to be horizontal, flat, and sufficiently extended and rigid in relation 

to the animal’s size and weight respectively. The affordance of 

support for that animal/species of animal consists of, or depends 

on, these four properties (horizontal, flat, extended, rigid), which 

“have to be measured relative to the animal” as they are unique for 

it and “not just abstract physical properties” (ibid., emphasis in the 

original). By the same token, a non-rigid surface, such as that of 

water or swamp, affords support for specific species of water bugs 

but not for other, heavier, animals, a fact which signifies that the 

affordance of support can exist for one animal but not necessarily 

for another (Gibson 1977; Gibson 1986/1979; McGrenere and Ho 

2000). 
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As mentioned earlier, the straightforward emphasis on the 

relational character of affordances means that ultimately 

affordances depend on the properties of the environment, as it is 

defined by Gibson, i.e. the properties of both the natural and the 

artificial environment, as well as the properties of the observer, that 

is, the properties of the animal or the human (Heft 2016). The fact 

that an affordance might exist for one observer but not for another 

does by no means suggest that the affordance depends on the 

observer, that the nature of affordances is subjective, as Gibson 

makes explicit: 

Although an affordance consists of physical properties taken with 

reference to a certain animal it does not depend on that animal. In 

this respect an affordance is not like a value which is usually 

supposed to depend on the observer nor is it like a meaning which 

is almost always supposed to depend on the observer. An 

affordance is not what we call a “subjective” quality of a thing. But 

neither is it what we call an “objective” property of a thing if by 

that we mean that a physical object has no reference to any 

animal. An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective-

objective and helps us to understand its inadequacy. The 

affordances of the environment are facts of the environment, not 

appearances. But they are not, on the other hand, facts at the level 

of physics concerned only with matter and energy with animals 

left out (1977, p. 70, emphasis added). 

Likewise, in the following, slightly modified, version of the above 

extract, Gibson points out: 

An important fact about the affordances of the environment is that 

they are in a sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and 

meanings, which are often supposed to be subjective, 

phenomenal, and mental. But, actually, an affordance is neither an 

objective property nor a subjective property; or it is both if you 

like (1986/1979, p. 129). 

As a matter of fact, the dual nature of affordances implied in the two 

extracts bears on their relational character, which, admittedly, has 

rendered the concept a controversial “descriptor of the environment” 

(Heft 2001, p. 124). Indeed, the term has been the subject of debate 

and criticism (for discussions about critiques of Gibson’s theorizing, 



66 
 

see Jenkins 2008; Parchoma 2014), while affordances have been 

even characterized as “impossible, ghostly entities” with no 

ontological status for respectable scientists or analytic philosophers 

(Chemero 2003, p. 182) or as a concept without epistemological 

relevance (Oliver 2005). In terms of their ontology, Sanders (1997) 

stresses that viewing affordances as opportunities for action that 

exist “in the environment”, somewhere “out there”, has led to 

interpreting Gibson’s theory as having its roots in materialism (p. 

103, emphasis in the original). Turvey (1992), for instance, 

construes the ontology of Gibson’s ecological approach as 

materialist, in the sense that perception and action are wholly 

explicable on the strength of material agency. Such an argument 

could be reinforced by recalling what was mentioned earlier about 

Gibson’s account of stimulus information, to wit, the fact that he 

underscores the material basis, so to speak, of the information upon 

which the perceiving of the affordances of other persons and 

animals is based. 

It is important to note at this point that, regardless of the 

extent to which Gibson emphasizes the role that the material 

properties of the environment play in the provision and perception 

of its affordances, and contrary to what his critics often argue, his 

ecological theory of perceiving and acting is not physicalist-driven 

(Turvey 1992) or behaviourist-driven (Sanders 1997). As 

philosophical theses, physicalism and behaviourism are usually 

considered to be two similar (Ewing 1945; Turvey 1992), or even 

equivalent (Hochberg 1959), aspects of materialism, given that, in 

general terms, both views hold that all types of phenomena, 

including mental events such as feeling, believing, and the like, can 

be attributed solely to physical, material, causes. Although Turvey 

(1992) interprets Gibson’s ecological approach to perception and 

action as materialist, he argues that Gibson’s theory discards the 
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thesis of physicalism “that the only realities, the only true material 

objects, are physical systems of the kind made familiar in the various 

forms of mechanics” (p. 175). Instead, Turvey explains, Gibson’s 

approach suggests that “material existing at all scales (e.g., living 

systems and the ecosystems to which they belong) are all equally as 

real and concrete” (ibid.). Sanders, on the other hand, in his article 

in which he defends the reality of affordances and their ontological 

importance (1997), goes one step further by rejecting, as a way of 

explaining affordances, not only materialism but also idealism, the 

philosophy which is traditionally regarded as the opposite of 

materialism and, broadly speaking, sees reality as mentally-founded 

or the objects of knowledge as mind-depended (Guyer and 

Horstmann 2015). Following Gibson’s account, Sanders (1997) 

concludes that, even though Gibson’s ecological approach is a “full-

fledged realism”, its ontological foundation “cannot be any version 

of materialism or idealism” (p. 111). On the contrary, the 

significance of Gibson’s theory has to do with the abandonment of 

both and the overcoming of the subjective-objective dichotomy. 

Being “properties of things taken with reference to an observer but 

not properties of the experiences of the observer”, and given that 

the distinction between the world of material and the world of 

mental components is rejected by Gibson, affordances are neither 

“in the world of matter” nor “in the world of mind” (Gibson 

1986/1979, pp. 137−138, emphasis in the original). His 

metaphysical stance is epitomized, I believe, in the following 

passage: 

An afordance […] points two ways, to the environment and to the 

observer. So does the information to specify an affordance. But 

this does not in the least imply separate realms of consciousness 

and matter, a psychophysical dualism. It says only that the 

information to specify the utilities of the environment is 

accompanied by information to specify the observer himself [sic], 

his body, legs, hands, and mouth. This is only to reemphasize that 
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exteroception is accompanied by proprioception ─ that to perceive 

the world is to coperceive oneself. This is wholly inconsistent with 

dualism in any form, either mind-matter dualism or mind-body 

dualism. The awareness of the world and of one’s complementary 

relations to the world are not separable (p. 141, emphasis added). 

So, by characterizing affordances ontologically and/or 

epistemologically irrelevant, or by interpreting them as merely 

another form of materialism (or, much more rarely, idealism), one 

overlooks not only the real meaning but also the importance of the 

concept. The latter consists in calling attention to the relationship 

between an observer (animal or human) and its environment and, 

subsequently, indicating their complementarity in an unprecedented 

way (Gibson 1986/1979). Regarding the significance of Gibson’s 

theory for the analysis of the association between human actors and 

objects especially, Pols (2012) comments that “It is obvious that 

humans can perceive objects and their properties, but only since the 

last century has it been claimed that we can also directly perceive 

opportunities for behaviour, or more specifically, opportunities for 

action” (p. 113). The next section summarizes the essence of 

Gibson’s conceptualization of affordances, clarifying further the 

idea of actor-environment complementarity and its meaning as an 

analytical tool. 

2.12) SUMMARIZING THE MEANING OF GIBSON’S THEORY OF AFFORDANCES 

The two basic characteristics of affordances are that they are 1) 

relational and 2) independent properties of the environment in the 

following sense: 

1) They exist relative to the capabilities of action that actors (or 

observers, i.e. potential actors) have; 

2) they exist independently of the actor, that is, they do not 

depend on the actor’s abilities to perceive them, nor are they 
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affected by the actor’s goals or needs (McGrenere and Ho 2000; 

Heft 2001). 

As concerns the second characteristic, Gibson explains: 

The affordance of something does not change as the need of the 

observer changes. The observer may or may not perceive or attend 

to the affordance, according to his [sic] needs, but the affordance, 

being invariant, is always there to be perceived. An affordance is 

not bestowed upon an object by a need of an observer and his act 

of perceiving it. The object offers what it does because it is what 

it is (1986/1979, pp. 138−139, emphasis in the original). 

In that regard, the duality of affordances means that they are at the 

same time subjective, in the sense that an actor is required as a 

reference frame, and objective, in the sense that they do not depend 

on perception or experience (on whether/how they are 

perceived/experienced), nor do they change if the actors’ goals or 

needs change (Gibson 1986/1979; McGrenere and Ho 2000). 

Differently put, the affordances of the environment, i.e. what the 

environment affords/offers the actor, are affordances, and not just 

the physical attributes of the things, precisely because they are 

physical attributes understood with respect to an actor, although 

not affected by the actor. By defining the relationship between the 

actor and the environment in this way, the subjective-objective 

contrast is overcome, and the notion of reciprocity between the 

actor and the environment is introduced (Gibson 1977; Gibson 

1986/1979; McGrenere and Ho 2000). Gibson’s concept proposes a 

class of attributes which are not comprehensible from the 

conventional metaphysical point of view that separates 

physical/objective properties from mental/subjective ones (Heft 

2001). Greeno (1994) puts the notion of affordances into a more 

general context, when commenting that “In any interaction involving 

an agent with some other system, conditions that enable that 
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interaction include some properties of the agent along with some 

properties of the other system” (p. 338). 

In the final analysis, the realist ontology of Gibson’s ecological 

approach, a response to the dualism in the precedent theories of 

perceiving and acting (Oytam and Neilson 2007), suggests that 

affordances are real. “To deny the reality of affordances would be to 

say that there (really) are no opportunities or dangers in the 

environment, and this seems absurd”, Sanders notes (1997, p. 100). 

As Gaver puts it, “Affordances are primarily facts about action and 

interaction” (1996, p. 114). They are real qualities of the 

environment and an actor, demonstrated through the interaction 

between them. Affordances, however, exist independently of 

whether that interaction takes place or not. Understood more 

broadly, Gibson’s theory calls attention not to the subject or the 

object as such but to the relationship between them, and thus, from 

an epistemological perspective, his approach can be helpful for the 

exploration of the opportunities for action offered in one’s 

environment. 

The next section discusses the implementation of the concept 

of affordances for the analysis of the interactions between humans 

and technology. Particularly, I present the ideas of three scholars 

who have played an important role in reconceptualizing the concept 

(being in general terms in agreement with Gibson’s original 

definition) and using it for the examination of technology-based 

social activities and interactions: Donald Norman, William Gaver, and 

Ian Hutchby. 

2.13) AFFORDANCES AND TECHNOLOGY 

Gibson himself was not intolerant of revisions of his theory, but he 

rather encouraged them when he stated that “These terms and 
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concepts are subject to revision as the ecological approach to 

perception becomes clear. May they never shackle thought as the 

old terms and concepts have!” (1986/1979, p. 311). A catholic 

definition of affordances is probably not possible (Jenkins 2008), 

while the novelty of Gibson’s conception as well as the consequent 

ambiguity of the term have resulted in its diverse and at times 

inconsistent use by scholars from various disciplines (for research 

on this issue, see McGrenere and Ho 2000; Overhill 2012; Evans et 

al. 2017). Whatever the case may be, researchers seem to agree 

about the relational character of the term (Chemero 2003), the wide 

usage of which highlights further the need to specify not only the 

actors but also their context, their “specific environs and specific 

situation”, to understand fully the opportunities, as well as the 

constraints, presented by an affordance (Jenkins 2008, p. 43). 

 Aside from the domain of psychology, some of the fields in 

which the idea of affordances has also been employed, occasionally 

in line with Gibson’s original definition, are those of cognitive 

science, education, the related areas of design, ergonomics and 

human systems engineering, the HCI studies (human-computer 

interface/interaction studies), and the field of artificial intelligence 

(Jenkins 2008; Overhill 2012). More precisely, according to the 

search conducted recently by Evans et al. (2017) in the abstracts of 

2,349 English-language academic articles published from 1985 to 

2015, the disciplines with the highest frequency of papers that have 

applied the concept are those of psychology, communication, HCI, 

sociology, linguistics, education, and child development. As for the 

usage of affordances in communication and relevant studies 

especially, the authors found that the term has been implemented 

in researches on media and technology, organizational 

communication, and new media and communication (ibid.). In any 

case, the implementation of the term in disciplines other than 
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psychology began after the work done by the cognitive scientist and 

usability engineer Donald Norman who adopted and extended the 

concept for the analysis of the design of user-centred technological 

and generally practical objects. To be more accurate, in the first 

place, the concept gained popularity in the community of HCI 

studies through Norman’s book The Design of Everyday Things 

(1988), originally published as The Psychology of Everyday Things. 

In the first edition of his book Norman argued that “the term 

affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing, 

primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how the 

thing could possibly be used” (1988, p. 9, emphasis in the original). 

He gave the example of a chair, explaining that it “affords (‘is for’) 

support” (and therefore sitting), and that it can also be carried (ibid.). 

He additionally provided examples of the function of complex 

technological objects, such as the refrigerator, the telephone, and 

the car, and of other, simple, everyday objects, such as plates, 

knobs, slots, balls, pens, scissors, and light switches. He saw 

affordances as providers of “strong clues to the operations of 

things”, arguing that the operation of complicated objects might 

require explanation, however, the need for explaining the operation 

of simple objects through instructions, labels, or pictures is due to 

their poor design (ibid.). 

In the revised and expanded edition of his book (Norman 

2013), published 25 years after the first edition, Norman improved 

his definition of affordances, in a way that its relation to Gibson’s 

theory becomes clear. Affordances are described there by Norman 

as follows: 

The term affordance refers to the relationship between a physical 

object and a person (or for that matter, any interacting agent, 

whether animal or human, or even machines and robots). An 

affordance is a relationship between the properties of an object 
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and the capabilities of the agent that determine just how the 

object could possibly be used. A chair affords (“is for”) support 

and, therefore, affords sitting. Most chairs can also be carried by 

a single person (they afford lifting), but some can only be lifted by 

a strong person or by a team of people. If young or relatively weak 

people cannot lift a chair, then for these people, the chair does 

not have that affordance, it does not afford lifting (p. 11, emphasis 

in the original). 

In this passage Norman clearly refers to the relational nature of 

affordances in a way that echoes back to Gibson’s analysis, and 

particularly to his example of the affordance of support for an 

animal/species of animal, illustrated earlier (Interestingly, Norman 

uses the word “agent” to refer not only to animate but also to 

inanimate actors, to “machines and robots”, but this is an aspect 

beyond the remit of this thesis). In the paragraph that follows he 

explicitly characterizes affordances as relationships whose 

existence depends on the attributes of both the object and the 

interacting agent: 

The presence of an affordance is jointly determined by the 

qualities of the object and the abilities of the agent that is 

interacting. This relational definition of affordance gives 

considerable difficulty to many people. We are used to thinking 

that properties are associated with objects. But affordance is not 

a property. An affordance is a relationship. Whether an affordance 

exists depends upon the properties of both the object and the 

agent (ibid.). 

Norman summarizes his refined concept of affordances in the three 

points quoted below, the first of which indicates his consistency with 

Gibson’s claim that affordances are independent of perception: 

• Affordances are the possible interactions between people and 

the environment. Some affordances are perceivable, others are 

not. 

• Perceived affordances often act as signifiers, but they can be 

ambiguous. 

• Signifiers signal things, in particular what actions are possible 

and how they should be done. Signifiers must be perceivable, 

else they fail to function (p. 19). 



74 
 

Even though Norman makes explicit that “Affordances exist even if 

they are not visible”, he believes that people can figure out the 

possible actions available in their environment only when they are 

aware of its affordances (p. 13). He employs the term “signifiers” to 

denote “the signaling component of affordances”, the means 

through which the presence of an affordance that cannot be 

otherwise perceived is signaled (pp. 12−19). Affordances determine 

the possible actions in one’s environment, while signifiers 

communicate the possible actions that are functionally meaningful, 

which is why Norman regards signifiers as more essential than 

affordances. Signifiers (non-misleading ones) can be words, 

graphical illustrations, or simply a device “whose perceived 

affordances are unambiguous” (p. 19). The role of signifiers in social 

activities, especially in ones that involve technology, is emphasized 

by Norman when stating that “signifiers provide valuable clues as to 

the nature of the world and of social activities” (p. 17). In an older 

article (2008) he used the phrase “social signifiers” to refer to the 

role that signifiers created or designed by people play as indicators 

of critical and meaningful information about an object. 

Another scholar who highlights the usefulness of the idea of 

affordances as a tool for the user-centred analysis of technologies 

and their design is William Gaver (1991; 1992; 1996). In his short 

but seminal paper Technology Affordances, he examines the 

concept as a way of centring around “the strengths and weaknesses 

of technologies” in respect of the possibilities that they offer to the 

people that might make use of them (1991, p. 79). He believes that, 

by calling attention to the attributes of both an object and an actor, 

affordances become a powerful term for analysing technologies 

“because it focuses on the interaction between technologies and the 

people who will use them” (pp. 79−80). As he also says, the concept 

can help a researcher to look at “devices, technologies and media in 
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terms of the actions they make possible and obvious” (p. 83). Gaver 

provides an inclusive, albeit rather indirect, definition of the notion, 

according to which: 

The concept of affordances points to a rather special configuration 

of properties. It implies that the physical attributes of the thing to 

be acted upon are compatible with those of the actor, that 

information about those attributes is available in a form 

compatible with a perceptual system, and (implicitly) that these 

attributes and the action they make possible are relevant to a 

culture and a perceiver. Artifacts may be analyzed to see how close 

they are to this configuration of properties, and thus what 

affordances they convey (p. 81). 

Concerning the last parameter, Gaver explains that he does not 

regard the “culture, social setting, experience and intentions” of an 

observer as elements integral to the concept (ibid.). Quite the 

contrary: He is in accord with Gibson’s view, as well as with 

Norman’s recent account of the notion outlined earlier, and he states 

that “Affordances per se are independent of perception. They exist 

whether the perceiver cares about them or not, whether they 

perceived or not, and even whether there is perceptual information 

for them or not” (p. 80, emphasis in the original). Nevertheless, he 

believes that factors such as culture, experience, etc. determine in 

part the “actual perception of affordances”, or as he states a few 

lines later, that such factors highlight certain affordances (p. 81). 

Similarly, McGrenere and Ho (2000) make clear that the existence of 

an affordance does not depend on the actor’s culture and 

experiences, however, “the ability to perceive the affordance may be 

dependent on these” (p. 180). In other words, while people’s culture, 

experience, etc. cannot determine or affect the existence of 

affordances, they can affect the choice thereof, as well as people’s 

ability to perceive them. 

 The relationship between material and sociocultural elements 

in general appears to be more complicated, at least from Gaver’s 
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point of view, but still explicable through an “ecological approach to 

social behavior” which, as he argues, suggests that: 

just as perception and action are best understood with reference 

to the lawful physical world in which they have evolved, so social 

behavior should be understood as embedded in and shaped by its 

material context as well. If social interaction is considered in terms 

of its environment, seemingly arbitrary social behaviors often 

become clearer. One way to do this is to recast the physical 

properties of the environment in terms of their affordances for 

perception and interaction. In this way, social behavior can be 

grounded by a relevant ecological physics (1996, p. 111). 

Gaver takes social meanings to be based on “facts of the physical 

world” and social practices on “complex material influences” that the 

notion of affordances can reveal through its emphasis on the 

material features of the environment, particularly those features 

which are relevant for behaviour (pp. 113−114). For him, design can 

be a good methodological tool for understanding social behaviour 

“and its underlying affordances” (p. 112). Whenever existent social 

behaviours are undermined by ones offered by new technologies, 

the affordances upon which old and new behaviours rely are 

manifest (ibid.). To refer to the possibilities for social interaction 

provided by the physical environment, he uses the phrase 

“affordances for sociality” (p. 114). 

 In his earlier article discussing the affordances presented by 

media space systems for collaboration (Gaver 1992), for instance, 

collaboration is explored as a type of social activity that takes place 

in a physical setting which can support or constrain the different 

forms that social actions and interactions may take. One of his main 

arguments is that “if collaboration depends on complex, subtle 

social relations, it also depends on a medium in which these 

relations can work”, and so, to understand collaboration, one needs 

to understand the setting in which it occurs (Introduction, para. 4). 

Given that the notion of affordances pays direct attention to the 
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ways that attributes of the environment are related to “possibilities 

for (inter)action”, it constitutes an especially valuable tool for such 

an analysis (ibid.). Gaver further explains that, if collaboration takes 

place in a medium for perceiving and acting, “what we can see and 

do in this medium has profound effects on how we can communicate 

and interact” (Affordances for Interactive Movement, para. 1). 

 Although one could claim that Gaver puts more emphasis on 

the material influences of technology, his ontological position lies 

in fact somewhere between technological determinism, the thesis 

that technological forms cause new types of social relations (as 

outlined in Hutchby 2001a), and social constructivism, the thesis 

that both the form and the meaning of technological artifacts are 

socially shaped and not clearly defined by their inventors (ibid.). His 

position becomes more apparent, I would say, by looking at the next 

passage: 

On the one hand, the physics of the environment, understood at 

an ecological level, constrains possibilities for social patterns. On 

the other hand, society and culture shape our experience of the 

environment and guide our actions within it. These sorts of issues 

become particularly clear when considering technologies such as 

media spaces, which involve the design of physical artifacts that 

affect social relations (Gaver 1992, Affordances for Predictable 

Interaction, para. 10). 

Another, more direct, reconciliation of the opposing beliefs of 

determinism and constructivism has been attempted by Ian Hutchby 

who, like Gaver, views affordances as a conceptual tool for the 

examination of “social interaction involving technology” (Hutchby 

2003, p. 581). Hutchby’s definition is also in congruence with 

Gibson’s, as explicated in his first article that deals with the concept 

(Hutchby 2001a). Hutchby proposes there the use of affordances as 

a way for the analysis of “the technological shaping of sociality” (p. 

441), defining the term as: 
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functional and relational aspects which frame, while not 

determining, the possibilities for agentic action in relation to an 

object. In this way, technologies can be understood as artefacts 

which may be both shaped by and shaping of the practices 

humans use in interaction with, around and through them (p. 444). 

As he makes clear elsewhere, affordances are functional as they 

enable, but also constrain, “the engagement in some activity”, 

shaping the conditions under which possible actions can take place, 

and relational as they might differ between different actors (2014, 

p. 87). He makes explicit that the focal point in his analytic 

framework is not technologies but actions, specifically actions that 

take place during the process of mundane interactions that involve 

“some degree of technological mediation” (2003, p. 587). 

Accordingly, his work is not concerned with the nature of different 

technologies as such, but with the character of human interactions 

“with, or via, certain technological devices” (ibid.). 

Hutchby uses the term “communicative affordances” (2001b; 

2003; 2014) to refer to the affordances provided by different forms 

of communication technologies. As he notes: 

it is in the interface between the organized practices of human 

communication and a given technology’s array of communicative 

affordances that we can find the significance, for its users in their 

real-world courses of interaction, of the technology as a worldly 

artefact (2003, p. 586). 

From his perspective, what people interpret whenever they are 

engaged with communication (and other) technologies is not the 

technologies per se, or simply their features, but their affordances, 

that is, the “possibilities for action” offered by the technologies 

(2001a, p. 449); or, as Gaver (1991; 1992; 1996) would put it, the 

possibilities for action and interaction. 

To clarify further the importance of affordances as a concept 

for the analysis of internet technologies of communication, the 

material qualities of which are not palpable, I briefly juxtapose 
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affordances with another term, which is also used widely for the 

examination of such technologies (and which could be viewed by 

some as having a similar meaning), the term “technology 

appropriation”. 

2.14) TECHNOLOGY AFFORDANCES AND TECHNOLOGY APPROPRIATION 

The role and character of technologies in different sociocultural 

settings has been analysed from other theoretical perspectives, 

which, similarly to the concept of affordances, focus on the interplay 

between the technologies and the actors of such settings. As Stewart 

(2003) points out in his article The Social Consumption of 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), the theoretical 

lens of what is usually termed “technology appropriation” has been 

increasingly employed in technology studies to examine the 

processes through which new technologies are actively adopted and 

used within different social and cultural contexts. In their research 

on the appropriation of ICTs, Bar et al. (2016) argue that the process 

of appropriation is a control contest over the configuration of a 

technological system “as users, designers, and manufacturers battle 

over who can use that technology, at what cost, under what 

conditions, for what purpose, and with what consequences” (p. 618). 

Such a confrontation renders the appropriation process, as the 

authors further explain, a powerful mechanism for innovation (ibid.). 

Jamison and Hård (2003) use the phrase “cultural appropriation” to 

refer to “a variegated and highly differentiated set of reformation 

processes” consisting primarily of social innovations aimed at 

improvements to different infrastructures (p. 89). Williams et al. 

(2005) explain in their book about social learning and ICTs that “The 

concept of appropriation refers to an array of often highly dispersed 

processes, occurring often over extended periods and across an 
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array of social spaces and involving an important informal element” 

(p. 143). Finally, the term has been used with respect to “the 

technical features” of an artifact that support the appropriation 

procedure (Dourish 2003, p. 465), in which case the appropriation 

of an interactive technology can be defined as the way in which that 

technology is “adopted, adapted and incorporated” into everyday 

practices, like working practices (p. 467). 

Such viewpoints suggest that technology appropriation is a 

theoretical concept that directs to a rather holistic approach to 

technology adoption and use, examining the multidimensional 

nature of the social space within which, as well as the different 

procedures through which, a technological artifact is adopted and 

utilized. Unlike such views, the idea of affordances, as explained 

more in the following section, pays a more direct attention not on 

the processes through which a technological artifact or the features 

thereof are incorporated into sociocultural contexts and practices 

but rather on what people (can) actually do with respect to that 

artifact and its material attributes, on how they interpret, as Hutchby 

(2001a) would argue, its affordances. It is for this reason, I believe, 

that the concept can be a useful tool especially for the analysis of 

technologies the materiality of which is not concrete, like blogs and 

other internet-based information and communication technologies. 

2.15) AFFORDANCES AND THE MATERIALITY OF ICTS 

The notion of affordances has been indeed used increasingly for the 

analysis of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 

(Rice et al. 2017). ICTs is an umbrella term that refers to a very broad 

and difficult to define category of technologies (Zuppo 2012), a 

significant part of which consists of new communication media that 

have emerged around the internet infrastructure (Introna 2009). 
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Such media can be blogs, other social media platforms, and 

generally other computer-mediated communication (CMC) 

platforms, that is, in short, computer platforms that enable human 

communication (Simpson 2002). Their function is generally based 

on the internet technology conjoined with other hardware and 

software technologies, a fact that renders the material aspects of 

CMC and other similar platforms difficult to identify and distinguish 

(for different approaches to materiality and technology and their 

relation to social interactions, see, for example, Leonardi et al. 

2012). The examination of the affordances of that type of 

technologies becomes, accordingly, a rigorous task, which requires 

an explication of how their materiality is to be understood. 

Hutchby has adopted a rather typical view in terms of how the 

material nature of communication technologies, in general, should 

be perceived. He argues that the empirical perspective that the 

concept of affordances suggests for the analysis of the relationship 

between human practices and technological artifacts is based on an 

understanding of the materiality of technologies as worldly objects 

that enable but also constrain certain actions, noting though that 

materiality in this case should not be understood “only in physical 

terms” (2001a, p. 444): 

We may, for instance, think of the telephone as having a 

materiality affecting the distribution of interactional space, 

through the promotion of what can be called conversational 

‘intimacy at a distance’. Likewise we can conceive of the interfaces 

of expert systems or internet conferencing software as having a 

materiality affecting navigation through a technically bounded 

interactional space, as people attempt to orient themselves in the 

sequential order of a particular interaction (pp. 444−445; see also 

Hutchby 2001b). 

His conception is quite akin to Leonardi’s, who draws on social 

media technologies to exemplify how their materiality enables 

specific actions: 
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Take social media tools ─ like social networking sites, blogs, wikis, 

micro-blogging platforms ─ as an example. The materiality of 

most social media tools enables editability. In other words, a user 

can edit and re-edit comments and additions to a site before 

actually clicking “post” or “share” […]. The materiality of social 

media tools also enables persistence of text, images, and sound. 

That is to say that one’s communication is stored in the system 

where it remains over time and can be accessed later […] (Leonardi 

2012, p. 32). 

In another article, Leonardi and Treem explicitly characterize 

editability and persistence as two of the social media affordances, 

along with the affordances of visibility and association, to wit, 

respectively: the ability of an individual user to make his/her 

behaviour and knowledge visible to others, and his/her ability to 

associate with another individual or information piece (Treem and 

Leonardi 2012; see also Vaast and Kaganer 2013). The authors 

explain there that materiality “refers to the features of a 

technological artifact ─ whether that artifact is a piece of hardware 

or software” (Treem and Leonardi 2012, p. 6), further arguing 

though that, by describing social media based on their affordances, 

“researchers can transcend the particularities of any technology or 

its features, and focus on communicative outcomes” (p. 7). More 

precisely, they hold that: 

an affordance approach […] is agnostic to particular features of a 

technology and, instead, asks what combinations of material 

features allow people to do things they could not do before, or to 

do things that were previously difficult to do without the 

technology […] (ibid.). 

In all three cases (Hutchby 2001a; Leonardi 2012; Treem and 

Leonardi 2012), materiality is perceived and defined with reference 

to the possibilities for action that the features of a technological 

artifact, or the combination of its features, provide, i.e. with 

reference to the affordances of that artifact, which is why the notion 

of affordances can be a useful tool for examining people’s 
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interactions through, or with, internet-based communication 

platforms. 

Given that the concept of affordances plays an essential role 

in my analysis, the next section provides examples of studies 

focusing on the affordances of blogs and similar ICTs. More 

precisely, to highlight the importance of a consistent use of the 

term, I begin with a few examples in which the concept has been 

used rather tenuously and continue with presenting studies that 

have employed the idea of affordances in agreement with Gibson’s 

and/or Norman’s definitions. These studies, as I explicate later, have 

helped me utilize the concept myself for the examination of the 

affordances of the selected climate blogs. 

2.16) AFFORDANCES OF BLOGS AND ICTS 

While there are studies on ICTs and blogs that apply the concept of 

affordances consistently, others use the term in a rather abstract, 

loose, or ambiguous way. A few cases that belong to the latter 

category are discussed below to help avoiding any possible 

misconception of the concept. 

Luehmann (2008) has analysed the blog of an urban teacher 

to suggest that it offers “affordances for identity work”, and Deng 

and Yuen (2011) have looked at the “educational affordances of 

blogs”, yet neither of these studies provide any definition of 

affordances. Characterizing as affordances phenomena that reflect 

features of technologies or outcomes of affordances rather than 

actual affordances constitutes a typical misunderstanding of the 

concept, as Evans et al. (2017) have pointed out. Misperceiving the 

outcome of an affordance as the real affordance of a communication 

technology appears to be indeed an ordinary mistake. Take 

collaboration as an example. The argument usually goes as follows: 
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People use a computer platform to collaborate (or by using a 

computer platform people may end up collaborating), therefore that 

computer platform affords collaboration (see e.g. Conole and Dyke 

2004; Mesgari and Faraj 2012). Even though Evans et al. (2017) 

explain that collaboration, being “a common and amorphous term”, 

constitutes a rather grey area, they still argue that it is “an outcome 

resulting from communication affordances” (pp. 44−45). So, while a 

certain affordance or a combination of affordances could support 

some form of collaboration, such as “collaborative knowledge 

sharing” (Majchrzak et al. 2013, p. 49), characterizing collaboration 

as an affordance is erroneous. From a similar perspective, what 

Graves labels in his article about the journalistic affordances of 

blogging (2007) as the affordance of juxtaposition is not an 

affordance. As he says, juxtaposition is an affordance of news-

related blogs, since bloggers can “[pull] together arguments, 

statements, or reports from multiple sources (or from the same 

source at different times) and [place] them side by side to tease out 

the implications” (p. 341). Graves goes on arguing: 

This sounds suspiciously like “thinking” ─ the kind of analysis that 

any good reporter would perform. But a reporter faces constraints 

─ meeting deadlines, appearing objective, writing for limited 

space, finding timely “hooks” for analysis, and so on ─ that don’t 

apply to bloggers (This editorial freedom should probably be 

considered a separate affordance of blogging) (ibid.). 

Graves gives the example of a group of independent bloggers who 

used their blogs to juxtapose a news item to information deriving 

from three more different sources (ibid.). But juxtaposition in that 

case could be the bloggers’ purpose, their indented outcome, 

supported by, say, the opportunity for information assembling 

offered by the blogs’ technology. Likewise, editorial freedom could 

be what the bloggers aimed for, a desirable goal facilitated to a 

greater or lesser extent by the affordances of blogs, but again, not 
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an affordance. Editorial freedom is not a guaranteed outcome either, 

a result that goes hand in hand, so to speak, with what the 

technology of blogs in fact affords, as there are blogs which are 

incorporated into newspaper, institutional, and other websites 

where editorial constraints could apply. Editorial freedom does not 

pertain to blogs without exception, but, like any other potential 

outcome, could apply under certain circumstances. 

Another, more complete, attempt to implement the notion of 

affordances in the analysis of blogs is the study conducted by 

Robertson (2011), who gives a short but straightforward definition 

of the blogs’ affordances to examine how they can support broader 

self-directed learning within an educational context. The term 

“educational affordances” is used to describe “the functional 

properties of blogging software which enable communities of users 

to read, write and comment on others’ writing” (p. 1629). Although 

Robertson’s definition follows Norman’s conceptualization, the 

exact difference between the affordance of posting (writing blog 

posts) and that of commenting (writing comments on blog posts) is 

not clarified, while the idea of “reading” constituting a distinct 

affordance of blogs is not elaborated either. 

Examples of studies on ICTs and blogs which employ the 

concept of affordances in a consistent way, without necessarily 

including a distinct definition of action, still articulating nonetheless 

an idea of affordances that they generally implement in agreement 

with Gibson’s theory and/or Norman’s conceptualization, are 

provided in the next few paragraphs. 

Evans et al. (2017), in order to explicate the notion of 

affordances and make it analytically useful for communication 

researchers, set the following criteria according to which an 

affordance could be characterized as such: 
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1) “Confirm Proposed Affordance is Neither the Object Nor a 

Feature of the Object” (p. 39). 

The authors explain that e.g. the built-in camera of a smartphone is 

a feature; documenting, for instance, the violation of human rights 

using the camera could be an outcome; while the affordance is 

recordability, that is, “the ability to capture images or video of a 

person, place, or thing” (pp. 39−40). 

2) “Confirm the Proposed Affordance is Not an Outcome” (p. 40). 

While affordances can “invite” behaviours or other outcomes, they 

are not outcomes themselves. As a case in point, the aim of a social 

media user might be to locate the photograph of another person, 

but what social media afford is increased searching for, and viewing 

of, content. This, in turn, can potentially lead to locating 

photographs, so locating the photograph of another individual 

would be the outcome, not the affordance (ibid.). 

3) “Confirm the Proposed Affordance has Variability”. 

This means that an affordance should have range, in the sense that 

the same technology should afford different degrees of, for 

example, visibility. Moreover, this criterion differentiates the 

affordances of a technology from its features, which, unlike the 

former, are binary (the either exist or not) (ibid.). 

 Based on that criteria, Evans et al. move on to examples from 

the literature, discussing three of the ICTs affordances: visibility and 

persistence (defined as above), and anonymity (the extent to which 

a user can be unidentifiable). 

Another group of researchers, Rice et al. (2017), propose the 

term “organizational media affordances”, defining affordances as 

the 
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relationships among action possibilities to which agents perceive 

they could apply one or more media within its/their potential 

features/capabilities/constraints, relative to the agents’ needs or 

purposes, aggregated within or across media contexts, and within 

or across organizational contexts (p. 110). 

They say that the usefulness of the conceptualization they suggest 

consists in the potential to analyse and measure affordances across 

various contexts, “including affordances in multivariate models of 

ICT adoption, use, and outcomes” (ibid.). They detect six 

affordances of ICTs operationalized within organizational settings 

that fulfill their definition: visibility (described as above); editability 

(defined as the opportunity to edit information after it has been 

posted or the possibility to produce or edit collaboratively a 

document); pervasiveness (generally described as the ability to 

communicate in a quick and flexible way); self-presentation (users’ 

ability to manage and present their profile/identity); searchability 

(the ability to search for information or other people); and awareness 

(users’ ability to become aware of the information provided by 

others as well as others’ “activities, opinions, or locations”) (p. 113). 

 The number of studies focusing exclusively on the blogs’ 

affordances appears to be quite limited. A rather detailed account 

has been provided by Hopkins (2015), who divides the affordances 

of blogs into two types, basic and emergent. Basic affordances are 

the ones that come directly from specific programmed aspects of 

blogs, being intrinsic to them, while the second type refers to the 

affordances that emerge through the interaction of the blogs’ 

components, without being reducible to specific programable codes 

(ibid.). For Hopkins, digital technologies like blogs and other social 

media “are explicitly designed with particular sociocultural relational 

outcomes in mind” (p. 4). With reference to the emergent 

affordances, he explains in addition: 
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They emerge through interaction with other affordances and/or 

components of broader social assemblages. For example, the 

ability to interact anonymously with other bloggers and readers is 

not the result of any one piece of program code explicitly written 

to enable anonymous interaction, but is an unintended, emergent, 

objective consequence of a series of sociotechnical decisions 

relating to the lack of legal restrictions on online publishing, and 

the distributed architecture of the internet (p. 7). 

Hopkins identifies five basic affordances of blogs (storage, perfect 

reduplication, multimedia, modularity, and hyperlinking) and five 

emergent ones (anonymity, disembodiment, accessibility, 

personalization, and interactivity) (pp. 8−9). The same or similar 

affordances can be labelled differently by different scholars. Hence, 

what Hopkins describes as storage is equivalent to the affordance 

of persistence mentioned earlier, while perfect reduplication is 

comparable to visibility. By multimedia he means that blogs can 

present a range of different media items, typically written text, but 

also images, videos, and the like. Modularity refers to a blog’s 

different components and combination thereof, while hyperlinking 

to the ability to link to content from the same blog or other websites. 

As for the emergent affordances, anonymity is described similarly 

as above, while accessibility and personalization are analogous to 

pervasiveness and self-presentation, respectively. Disembodiment 

consists in the possibility for social interaction without any physical 

collocation. Finally, interactivity is mainly about the ability to interact 

through the comment section (ibid.). 

Table 2.2 – Affordances of blogs (Outlines of definitions) 

Blog affordance Meaning 

Defined by Treem and Leonardi (2012) 

Editability Users’ ability to edit/re-edit content 

before posting it or after having 

posted it 

Persistence The blogs’ content can be stored, 

and accessed later 
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Visibility Users’ ability to make their 

behaviours and knowledge visible to 

others 

Association Users’ ability to associate with 

others/Association between 

individuals and information 

Defined by Hopkins (2015) 

Storage (basic) Bloggers’ and readers’ ability to read 

older posts/Bloggers’ ability to store 

content 

Perfect reduplication 

(basic) 

The same blog content can be read 

by multiple readers simultaneously 

Multimedia (basic) A range of different media items 

(typically written text, but also 

pictures, videos, etc.) can be 

presented  

Modularity (basic) The different components of the 

blogs can be combined 

Hyperlinking (basic) The ability to link to content from the 

same blog or other websites 

Anonymity (emergent) The ability of a blogger or a 

commenter to remain anonymous 

(typically by using a pseudonym) 

Disembodiment 

(emergent) 

The possibility for social interaction 

without any physical collocation 

Accessibility (emergent) The ability to communicate in a quick 

and flexible way 

Personalization 

(emergent) 

Users’ ability to manage and present 

their profile/identity 

Interactivity (emergent) The ability to interact through the 

comment section 

Defined by Evans et al. (2017) 

Visibility Users’ ability to make their 

behaviours and knowledge visible to 

others 

Persistence The blogs’ content can be stored, 

and accessed later 

Anonymity The extent to which a user can be 

unidentifiable 

Defined by Rice et al. (2017) 

Visibility Users’ ability to make their 

behaviours and knowledge visible to 

others 

Editability Users’ ability to edit information after 

having posted it or the possibility to 
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produce or edit collaboratively a 

document 

Pervasiveness The ability to communicate in a quick 

and flexible way 

Self-presentation Users’ ability to manage and present 

their profile/identity 

Searchability The ability to search for information 

or other people 

Awareness Users’ ability to become aware of the 

information provided by others 

 

The above table (2.2) outlines the ICT affordances (illustrated in this 

and the previous section), particularly the ones that apply to blogs 

as well, and that follow, in general, Gibson’s and/or Norman’s 

theories. My implementation of the idea of affordances is based 

largely on the definitions presented in the table. Before I illustrate, 

in the first part of the Methodology Chapter, the way I have used the 

concept for my analysis, I summarize the literature review. 

2.17) SUMMARY 

This literature review began by presenting some basic definitions of 

the terms science communication and scholarly communication as 

well as some views about how these practices have been adapted to 

the internet environment. One of the main points that was 

mentioned was that the internet and its formations can provide new 

and important tools not only for scholars to communicate with each 

other but also for direct communication between scientists and a 

broader audience. Another important point was that scientists do 

not have to rely on mainstream media such as newspapers to 

communicate with the public, circumventing this way any editorial 

rules and constraints by which that type of media are typically 

characterized. Scientists have the chance to present and 

communicate science-related knowledge with technical elements. 

The term primary source knowledge (introduced by Collins and 
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Evans 2007) was described as a relevant concept for the analysis of 

that type of knowledge, specifically given that it constitutes an 

essential aspect of the climate blogs that this thesis examines. It 

was also explained that, according to the literature, the main 

problems regarding the reporting of scientific topics by the 

mainstream media, which target a mass audience to distribute their 

news, is that science reporting by journalists is usually superficial, 

inaccurate, sensationalist, or biased. Following the posture that to 

understand science in the media means to understand the media, I 

then explained the difference between mainstream and alternative 

media (since blogs are typically, although not always, regarded as 

alternative ones), their fundamental elements, and the character of 

that type of media in the internet environment. The issue of 

information overload was discussed as something that characterizes 

considerably the interne age, in which the climate blogs emerged 

and have been operating. The difficulty for scientists to create focus, 

on the one hand, and readers to evaluate, process, and comprehend 

the information available on the internet, on the other, was 

described as a two-fold problem that needs to be considered when 

analysing the climate blogs in question. Additionally, to better 

describe the place and role of these blogs in the internet era, the 

terms mis/disinformation, fake news, and post-truth have been 

discussed. Blogs can be defined as a medium that can be 

distinguished into different communication genres and sub-genres, 

and climate blogs can be viewed as one of them. That middle-ground 

definition of blogs as a medium still focuses on what people can do 

with it, and so I suggested that the notion of affordances, the 

opportunities for action and interaction offered by an artifact, can 

be a useful tool for developing that definition, and answering not 

just the question what people can do with blogs, but most 

importantly, why certain affordances of blogs are important for 
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communicating science and defining blogs as a new medium of 

communication. 
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CHAPTER 3) METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

In this chapter I provide a detailed account of my research design 

and the methodology that I followed to conduct my research, the 

rationale behind the decisions and processes regarding the data 

collection and the data analysis techniques and methods, my 

ontology and epistemology, and the way I reflect on myself as a 

researcher. I begin by exemplifying in which manner I have 

employed the concept of affordances. 

3.1) USING AFFORDANCES TO ANALYSE THE CLIMATE BLOGS’ COMMUNICATIVE 

OUTCOMES 

To analyse the communicative outcomes of the actions and 

interactions taking place through, or within, the climate blogs of my 

study, I have built on the basic definition of affordances which, as 

already illustrated, has been used by scholars who examine blogs, 

other social media technologies, and generally ICTs from an 

affordance perspective. As Pols claims, “Defining affordances as 

‘opportunities for action’ means that our understanding of what 

affordances are can only be as precise as our understanding of what 

actions are” (2012, p. 113). So, given that the affordances of such 

technologies are defined as the possibilities for actions they offer to 

their users, or as Gaver (1992) has put it, the opportunities for 

(inter)action provided in one’s environment, it is important to clarify 

what is the meaning of action in that cases. More precisely, and 

regarding the analysed climate blogs, what does it mean to perform 

an action using them, and above all, how can that action be relevant 

to communicating some sort of (climate) science-related 

information? To avoid an ambiguous operationalization of the idea 

of affordances, I explain in the next paragraphs how I have 

conceptualized the blogs’ affordances. 
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Following primarily Hutchby’s elaboration of the concept 

(2001a; 2001b; 2003; 2014), as well as Leonardi’s (2012) and 

Treem’s and Leonardi’s (2012) approach, I use the term 

communicative affordances of the blogs to refer to the possibilities 

for actions and interactions provided by them that are functionally 

meaningful from a communications standpoint, particularly one 

concerning the communication of (climate) science-related 

information. I understand action to mean what Pols has described 

as “use opportunities”, i.e. “what the user can do with the artefact, 

rather than how to act on it” (2012, p. 118, emphasis in the original). 

Drawing apparently on Gaver’s distinction between “sequential” and 

“nested affordances”, that is, respectively, affordances “revealed 

over time” and ones “grouped in space” (Gaver 1991, p. 82), Pols 

uses the following example to make the meaning of use 

opportunities plain: 

What the user can do with an artefact often depends on a number 

of basic affordances […]. My computer affords writing a paper 

because acting on its basic affordances realises effects (described 

as ‘typing an “a”’, ‘deleting a letter,’ etc.) that contribute to the 

use opportunity of the whole. In other words: by affording text 

insertion, deletion, etc., my computer affords writing a paper […] 

(2012, p. 118). 

In his article about the use of blogs and digital video in education, 

Ranker (2015) argues that media do not merely provide “monolithic 

affordances” which determine what users can or cannot do with 

them (p. 576), but quite the contrary: different users, within 

different contexts, realize and appropriate the affordances of a 

communication medium based on what they want to do with the 

artifact (Let it be noted that the word “appropriate” is not used here 

to refer to the notion of technology appropriation discussed in 

chapter 2.14. The word is used in a broader sense, having a meaning 

which is similar to that of words like “utilize”, “employ”, etc.). 

Accordingly, my interest does not lie in enumerating the blogs’ 
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affordances, but in discovering the communicative outcomes that 

the utilization of some of these affordances shape and support, as 

well as in analysing the meaning of those outcomes with respect to 

the wider science communication context within which they occur. 

Evans et al. (2017) explain that there is not only one way 

through which a communication technology’s affordances can be 

identified or defined, while the authors also argue that a 

combination of deductive and inductive approaches could result in 

rigorous research strategies investigating affordances relating to 

communication use. They say that a deductive approach would use, 

for instance, a group of affordances defined a priori, measuring “the 

extent to which those affordances are perceived as present” by 

individuals (p. 46), while an inductive approach “could use data 

regarding how people use technology to make determinations as to 

the actions possible in a given context” (p. 47). My examination of 

the affordances of the selected climate blogs is informed by the 

relevant literature discussed earlier, the definitions of the blogs’ 

affordances outlined in Table 2.2, and primarily the interview data. 

In this sense, my approach is a combination of deductive and 

inductive strategies, although more emphasis has been put on the 

users’ (bloggers’ and readers’) experiences and insights. The blogs’ 

affordances that I have identified and analysed through this manner 

are the following ones: 

• Extensive writing  

• Editability 

• Persistence 

• Content extension 

• Interactivity 

My main argument is that they shape and support different 

communication activities or practices which are relevant to 
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communicating science, while the combination of these affordances 

contributes essentially to the definition of the selected climate blogs 

as media, and indeed a niche, of climate science communication. 

This argument is further developed and supported through relevant 

examples in Chapter 10. My ontological and epistemological views 

(which probably have already become apparent through the 

discussion so far), and their analogy to my use of the affordances 

concept, are presented in the next section. 

3.2) ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL VIEWS 

Ontology is defined in Scott (2015) as “an inventory of kinds of being 

and their relations”. In other words, ontology refers to the sort of 

things that (can) exist in different domains of the (natural or social) 

world, “their conditions of existence, relations of dependency, and 

so on” (ibid.). The ontology that the notion of affordances represents 

is a realist ontology. As explained in Chandler and Munday (2016a), 

“Realists deny ontological validity to things which they do not regard 

as part of the external, objective world”. The ontological validity of 

the affordances of an object, of the opportunities for action that it 

offers, consists in the reality of those opportunities. Going back to 

the meaning of the original concept, it was illustrated, in the 

literature review, that affordances are not merely the physical 

qualities of the things; they are rather physical qualities understood 

with reference to (although not affected by) an individual, which is 

why the notion of affordances has a relational nature, constituting, 

as such, a useful tool for the analysis of social interactions in which 

technology is involved. Put differently, the materiality of the things, 

and, most importantly, its meaning in social interactions, is better 

understood through the opportunities for actions and interactions 

the things offer to their users, that is, through the affordances of 

the things. 
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Epistemology can be defined as “the theory of knowledge that 

informs how research is shaped in its broadest sense” (Curtis and 

Curtis 2011, p. 26). Considering the use of internet communication 

technologies like blogs, the realist epistemology that the notion of 

affordances proposes would call attention not to the technologies 

or the users of that technologies alone but to the relationships 

between technologies and users, the consequences of that 

relationships, and the relationships’ meaning in the sociocultural 

contexts in which they unfold. The idea of affordances, by focusing 

on how users are related to a technological artifact, as well as how 

the opportunities for actions and interactions offered by the artifact 

shape and support associations between users, can help understand 

the role of the artifact in social interactions and the meaning of that 

interactions. In the case of my research, the affordances concept has 

been a useful tool for emphasizing essential aspects regarding the 

role of the blogs in the climate science-related communication which 

takes place through, but also within, them and explaining the 

meaning of that kind of communication with reference to the wider 

context of which it is part. To reach the goal of my study, I followed 

a multiple-case study research method (see e.g. Santos and 

Eisenhardt 2004), aimed at answering specifically the research 

questions presented in the next section. 

3.3) RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

As mentioned earlier, I have followed a holistic approach towards 

the analysis of mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs with the 

aim of exploring how these blogs form part of a broader climate 

science communication landscape. By “holistic” I mean that the roles 

and insights of both the bloggers and the readers, as well as the 

nature of the artifact per se, have been analysed, but also that my 

approach includes the examination of essential aspects regarding 
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the history of climate blogging. The research questions of my study 

are presented below. 

1. What is the role that the mainstream scientist-produced 

climate blogs play in the broader environment of climate 

communication? 

 

2. What is the nature of the knowledge communicated through 

these blogs and how does it contribute to their definition as 

communicators of climate science and climate change? 

 

3. How do the scientist-bloggers and the readers by 

appropriating the opportunities offered by the blog 

technology render climate blogging a distinct practice of 

climate communication? 

The first research question has an overarching character (see e.g. 

Creswell 2007), highlighting the need for what Stephansen and 

Couldry (2014) have described as a hermeneutic approach for 

understanding the phenomenon under examination. It is an open 

and analytical question, aimed at building upon the relevant 

theoretical concepts. The answer to the first question has been 

developed alongside the answers to the second and the third one, 

which are analogous to “issue questions”, described by Stake (1995) 

as questions that “provide a powerful conceptual structure for 

organizing the study of a case” (p. 17). Stake further notes that issue 

questions are important because they draw attention to the 

complexity of a case, the way (or ways) it can be contextualized, and 

the problems and concerns associated with it. The relevance and 

importance of the case study approach as a method for answering 

these research questions and reaching the goal of my study are 

discussed in the next section. 
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3.4) THE MULTIPLE-CASE STUDY METHOD AS A RESEARCH APPROACH 

The case study method is largely regarded as the ideal research 

strategy for the exploration of social phenomena, commonly 

(although not only) through qualitative techniques of analysis 

(Crowe et al. 2011). A straightforward description of the case study 

method has been provided by Yin (2009), who defines it as: “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 

depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). 

Another definition that is cited often in the literature is the one 

offered by Gerring (2004), who describes the case study as “an 

intensive study of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a 

larger class of (similar) units” (p. 342, emphasis in the original). The 

term “unit”, or “unit of analysis” (Yin 2009), can be used instead of 

the term “case”. In my study, each of the blogs can be regarded as a 

single unit (or case, or instance) of a multiple case. More precisely, 

given that my research concentrates on twelve mainstream scientist-

produce climate blogs (as well as the bloggers and readers of the 

blogs), my case study is a multiple-case study (see e.g. Santos and 

Eisenhardt 2004). 

The generalizability of the case study method implied in 

Gerring’s definition quoted above refers to the extent to which the 

findings that result from the analysis of one or a few cases can be 

considered as “general”, that is, as findings that can be extended to 

similar cases, beyond the analyzed ones (Goertz & Mahoney, 2009, 

p. 307). As Gerring argues, “it is often difficult to tell which of the 

many features of a given unit are typical of a larger set of units (and 

hence fodder for generalizable inferences) and which are particular 

to the unit under study” (2004, p. 346, emphasis in the original). 

Nevertheless, Bechhofer and Paterson (2000) explain that there do 
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not exist “hard and fast rules” about whether one or more cases can 

be viewed as representative, and that coming or not to such a 

conclusion depends on “conceptual relevance and judgment” (2000, 

p. 50). As they state, “to the extent that a case study illuminates and 

develops theory, we may treat it as representative” (p. 49). By the 

same token, my purpose was not to create generalizable results or 

account for the representativeness of the selected cases (even 

though, as I explain later in this chapter, the selected blogs could 

be viewed as representative, at least in terms of their number). What 

I was aiming for was to identify a set of elements, underlying 

processes, and relationships that do exist, and which are relevant to 

the theoretical concepts that I wanted to elaborate and my research 

questions. The case study approach is appropriate when the goal is 

the close and detailed investigation of that sort of qualities, being 

as strategy that can provide a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon in question. In the next section, I illustrate the criteria 

and process according to which I selected the blogs of my study, as 

well as the procedure through which the interviewees were 

approached or enrolled. 

3.5) CRITERIA AND PROCESSES OF SELECTION AND ENROLMENT 

The selection of the blogs that constitute the individual units of my 

multiple-case study was based on the following criteria: 

• The blogs had to be written in English. 

• They had to have the basic features of blogs, in other words, 

to be distinguishable as blogs. 

• They had to allow comments (one of the most distinguishing 

elements of blogs). 

• They had to be about climate. 
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• They had to belong to mainstream scientists (climate 

scientists or scientists whose field of expertise is related to 

climate science). 

• They had to be independent, i.e. not incorporated into any 

online magazine or newspaper. However, blogs hosted by 

university or other institutional servers, but which express the 

opinions of the bloggers, could be included. 

• They had to be, if not occasionally updated, relatively active. 

Based on the above criteria, twelve blogs were chosen for the in-

depth analysis. The identification and selection of the blogs, in other 

words, the process of finding climate-related blogs and deciding 

whether they were suitable to include in the sample, was based on 

a simple method, similar to the one used by Sharman (2014) in her 

study about the climate sceptical blogosphere. At a first stage, the 

process started on 27/11/2014. After I entered the term “climate 

blog” into Google’s primary search engine, I chose websites from 

the first search engine results page (SERP). I collected more websites 

manually through the blogroll links (in those cases that such links 

were incorporated into the websites), by implementing the snowball 

technique. Two additional searches began on 16/03/2015 and 

13/09/2015. The first of them was based on the five initial pages of 

Google, while the second one on the ten initial pages of Google, 

BlogSeacrhEngine.org, and Blogspot Blog Search. To identify if, and 

the extent to which, the blogs were related to climate science and 

climate change, I read the title of the websites, their “About” section 

(which generally includes important information about the subject 

and character of a blog), as well as individual posts. A total of 103 

blogs and blog-like websites were collected, 37 of which fulfilled all 

the above criteria. 
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Twenty-four bloggers were approached through email 

interaction (their emails could be found on their blogs, in most 

cases, but also through links to their institutional websites), in which 

I explained the subject and overall purpose of my research. Fourteen 

of them have participated as interviewees, having also allowed 

information from their blogs to be used as data for the study. As I 

explain in Chapter 4, two blogs do not fulfill all the above criteria. 

Nonetheless, I decided to interview the bloggers of those blogs too 

(without, however, analysing their blogs in depth). These bloggers 

were two of the very first scientists to blog about climate, and so I 

reckoned that they could provide useful information for my study, 

especially about the history of climate blogging (a hypothesis that 

proved to be true). The twelve blogs that I have analysed in depth 

belong to twelve bloggers. Two of those blogs are run by the same 

scientist, while two scientists write for the same blog. 

The readers were enrolled through five of the selected blogs, 

the bloggers of which agreed to post on my behalf an invitation 

where I described the topic and overall aim of my research. This is 

an enrollment method used previously by Baumer and colleagues 

(2008; 2011) who studied the role of the readers of political blogs. 

My invitation was posted on the following blogs in the indicated 

periods/dates: 

• September – October 2015 

• And Then There’s Physics (27 September)  

• Maribo (06 October)  

• My view on climate change (10 October)  

• James’ Empty Blog (14 October)  

• Variable Variability (15 October) 

 

 

• February 2016 

• And Then There’s Physics (09 February) 
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Thirty-three readers responded, twenty-six of whom have been 

interviewed. The main criterion that they had to fulfill was that they 

should read, without necessarily posting any comments, at least one 

of the twelve selected blogs. They could be regular, or even 

occasional readers/commenters. Other ways of enrolling, such as 

the use of other social media, which could possibly lead to 

responses from readers of other, not relevant, blogs, were avoided. 

It should be noted though that the invitation was shared through 

Twitter by the bloggers and others, but this has not led to responses 

from readers not suitable for the sample (Information about the 

profiles of the bloggers and the readers is provided in Chapter 4). 

 As already mentioned, the bloggers and the readers were 

informed about the topic and overall aim of my research, which was 

also information included in the consent form signed between the 

interviewees and me. In the same document I explained the general 

subject and purpose of the interview, how it would be conducted, 

and that the interviewing material would be used for my analysis. I 

also asked for the bloggers’ consent to use material from their 

blogs. All interviewees were informed that no anticipated risks were 

associated with their participation in my study. The bloggers who 

wished to remain anonymous are referred to in the study as “the 

blogger of…”, while anonymous, random, codes (based on the AB, 

BC, CD, ..., etc. sequence) have been assigned to the readers who 

did not wish their real name to be cited. 

It could be argued that a possible weakness regarding the way 

I selected the blogs could have been that I relied largely on Google, 

the results of which might be filtered or suggested by the company, 

or generally affected by its policies. However, as I mentioned in 

Chapter 1.3, since there is not any database that categorizes science 

or climate blogs as such, I had to find a pragmatic way of selecting 
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the blogs, and so I viewed Google, possibly the most popular search 

engine on the internet, as a proper choice. Moreover, the 

employment of BlogSeacrhEngine.org and Blogspot Blog Search, the 

two blog search engines that I was able to locate at the time, has 

assisted my collection procedure. In terms of the use of the blogroll 

lists as an additional way of selection, it helped me locate blogs that 

were not included in the results of the search engines, increasing 

the possibility of finding blogs that could fulfill my criteria. All in all, 

I regard my collection method, and of course the one used by 

Sharman (2014), by which I was essentially influenced, as suitable 

for that types of exploratory studies, especially in the absence of 

relevant databases. 

Considering the readers’ enrollment, I also believe that the 

method employed by Baumer et al. (2008; 2011) is indeed the most 

obvious and appropriate way of asking readers of blogs to 

participate in such kinds of studies. However, not all the bloggers 

posted my invitation, and even though I was happy with the 

information and insight I gained from the first ten interviews, that 

is, the ones that resulted from my first invitation (the one posted on 

the five blogs in September and October 2015), I realized that the 

number of the interviewed readers was rather small. I therefore 

decided to ask from one of the bloggers who had already posted my 

call to do so for one more time (February 2016). I referred to the 

blogger of And Then There’s Physics, whose blog was the first one 

on which my call was posted initially. And Then There’s Physics is 

also a blog that has a rather high number of visits, so I expected 

that I would receive a satisfactory number of responses, which was 

indeed what happened. Sixteen more readers were interviewed after 

my second invitation. Being the most visited of the selected blogs, 

as well as the only one on which my invitation was posted twice, 

most of the interviewed readers were enrolled through And Then 
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There’s Physics. Even so, nearly all of them read at least three of the 

twelve blogs of my study. Furthermore, most of the readers 

expressed during the interviews their thoughts and opinions about 

other mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs that they read 

(such as the blog Open Mind, Isaac Held’s blog, Climate Lab Book, 

and the blog Moyhu). I was happy with both the total number of the 

interviewees (14 bloggers and 26 readers) and the quality of the 

interviews, which have been analysed through the way described in 

the next section. 

3.6) DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

The interview data were collected through semi-structured depth 

interviews (Wengraf 2001). Since two of the bloggers were 

interviewed more than one time (in one of those two cases the 

interview was split into two parts due to time constraints), a total of 

forty-three interviews (including two pilot interviews) were 

conducted. Thirty-seven of the main interviews were conducted 

orally (most of them through Skype, a few of them by phone or in 

person), while three interviewees (one blogger and two readers) 

were interviewed only through written questions sent by email. All 

oral interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed (with the 

interviewees’ consent). 

 Wengraf (ibid.) holds that the material resulting from semi-

structured depth interviews can be valid and useful “indications” 

relevant to the research questions and concepts to be elaborated. 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), in their book about qualitative 

interviewing, explain similarly that what could be described as 

pragmatic knowledge ensuing from qualitative interviews is 

knowledge that is useful for the researcher, helping him or her to 

cope with the research. Following a similar rationale, my interview 
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questions were aimed at obtaining information about the 

participants’ experiences, activities, views, and perceptions that 

would help develop my understanding and knowledge of the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

When I began with the systematic selection of the climate 

blogs, during the periods indicated in the previous section, I had 

already conducted two pilot email interviews with two bloggers who 

fulfilled my selection criteria and whose blogs I have included in my 

in-depth analysis (the blogger of And Then There’s Physics and Bart 

Verheggen who runs the blog My view on climate change). I asked 

them to answer four basic questions, about their motivations for 

blogging, how they find blogs as a way to discuss climate science 

and climate change, the criteria according to which they choose 

subjects to blog about, and the character of the discussions taking 

place in the comment section of their blogs, particularly whether 

debates unfold in their blogs, and if so, how they deal with them. 

Considering this last question, I thought that, blogging about a 

consequential but controversial issue like climate change could 

result in debates that could define in a considerable degree the 

character of the blogs. It turned out that this does not seem to be 

the case in terms of the climate blogs produced by mainstream 

scientists (as I illustrate in my analysis). All four questions proved to 

be relevant, and indeed, important. I was satisfied with the 

responses, which, most importantly, helped me develop the 

questions for the main interviews (in which the two bloggers were 

also interviewed in depth via oral interaction). In the main interviews, 

all the bloggers were asked to provide some basic information about 

their background and their blogs. Mostly, they were asked to expand 

upon questions centring around their motivations, and their 

activities and practices as climate bloggers. Appendix 1.1 presents 

a list with the questions for the main interviews with the bloggers, 
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but it should be noted that, depending on the blog, the list could be 

slightly modified (for example, when the blog is run collaboratively). 

The only, to my knowledge, studies that have conducted 

qualitative interviews with blog readers (particularly readers of 

political blogs) are the ones by Baumer and colleagues (2008; 2011) 

cited earlier. In the first of these exploratory studies (2008), the 

authors explain that “the reality and meaning of a blog exists neither 

solely in the blog itself nor solely in the reader, but rather in the 

reader’s active interpretation of, and interaction with, the blog” (p. 

1111). As the authors additionally argue, “to understand fully the 

activity of blogging, we must study not only bloggers and the blogs 

they produce, but also the readers of those blogs and their 

interactions with the blog and the blogger” (ibid.). My interview 

questions had a similar focus, aimed at understanding why the 

readers read the specific type of climate blogs, how they engage 

with them, how they interact with the bloggers or other readers, and 

how they feel about the content communicated through the blogs 

(for a list with the questions for the interviews with the readers, see 

Appendix 1.2). Let it be stressed that some of the questions for the 

second group of interviews (with the readers), nearly all of which 

were conducted after the first group of interviews (with the 

bloggers), were informed by some of the material I collected from 

the first group (having this way a triangulating purpose, as well). For 

instance, the bloggers pointed towards what they generally 

described as the mainstream media’s inefficiency in communicating 

climate-related topics, which then led me ask the readers how they 

would describe the climate-related information communicated 

through the climate blogs compared to that communicated by the 

mainstream media. Or, likewise, the bloggers explained that they try 

to maintain a constructive and inoffensive level of discussion in the 



108 
 

comment sections of their blogs, so I asked the readers how they 

would describe the blogs’ comments. 

The material I collected from both groups of interviews has 

been essential for the development of my empirical chapters and 

generally my main arguments. To identify the patterns that helped 

me develop my case, the interviews were coded and analysed 

thematically (see e.g. Ayres 2008), which is regarded as an 

appropriate method of analysis for exploratory studies (e.g. Guest 

et al. 2012). The thematic codes were created both deductively and 

inductively (e.g. Benaquisto 2008). This means that already 

established (a priori) codes, based on the relevant theory and 

concepts, as well as the research questions and interview questions, 

were used, but also, more codes, themes, and patterns were 

emerged after the examination of the data set (e.g. Stemler 2001). 

Even so, the data analysis process had a rather heuristic character 

(e.g. Saldaña 2009), which coincides with the exploratory nature of 

my study. Going back to the idea of affordances, for example, I have 

already explained that the way I examined the blogs’ affordances 

which are relevant for the communication of climate science was 

based on the relevant literature and definitions, however, the final 

identification of the five affordances resulted primarily from the 

examination of the interview data, the bloggers’ and readers’ 

experiences and insights in terms of their use of the climate blogs 

(see Chapter 10 of this thesis). 

For the collection and analysis of the blog posts, I used the 

MAXQDA analytic software,
9

 the same computer program I employed 

for the thematic coding and analysis of the interviews. The analysis 

of the posts included two stages. For the first stage, I collected 208 

posts uploaded on the twelve blogs during a three-month period, 

                                                           
9

 https://www.maxqda.com/, accessed 24 Aug 2018 

https://www.maxqda.com/
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from April until June 2015. The rationale behind the determination 

of the specific time frame was that the fieldwork, more precisely, the 

interviewing of the bloggers, began in April 2015. It was also 

assumed (correctly, as it turned out in retrospect) that the choice of 

a larger time frame would result in the collection of a rather 

enormous and disproportionate number of posts. So, given that in 

some cases the total number of the posts that were collected was 

small (see Table 7.1 of the empirical chapters), a minimum of twenty 

posts from every blog were additionally collected for a second stage 

of analysis. In total, 321 blog posts were collected for both analytical 

stages. 

The results from the first stage provide a basic overview of the 

blogging behaviour of each blogger within the same period. They 

also show if, and the extent to which, specific climate-related topics 

were covered by more than one blogger, indicating, in other words, 

whether there was any subject that attracted the attention of the 

bloggers during that period (see Table 8.1 of the empirical 

chapters). The purpose of the second stage of the analysis was to 

give a bigger, more complete, picture of the subjects covered by the 

blogs (see Chapter 8.3 and Appendices 2.1 ─ 2.12). Ultimately, and 

by further triangulating the interview findings which were relevant 

to the posts’ subjects (see Chapter 8.2), the analysis of the blog 

articles helped me obtain a better understanding of the blogs’ 

character. The posts were analysed thematically in both stages. I 

focused on the topic, or topics, of the articles, the sources from 

which the articles might have been motivated, whether they were 

motivated by specific events or issues that might have arisen during 

the period that the article was written, as well as on what aspects of 

the climate change issue were emphasized by the bloggers (whether 

they were focusing on the scientific aspect, the climate debate, or 
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any other relevant dimension of the issue, such as the 

communication of climate science or climate policy). I additionally 

searched for elements relating to how I have implemented the 

concept of affordances for my analysis, particularly for any edits or 

updates indicated by the bloggers or any moderation notes written 

by them. These elements assisted the development of chapter 10.2 

(about the affordance of editability). 

Even though (as I explained in section 3.4 of this chapter) I 

have not been aiming to account for the representativeness of the 

cases that I have examined (but rather to develop the relevant 

theories and concepts, as well as my arguments, in a way that would 

help understand the analysed phenomenon), having examined 

twelve out of thirty-seven mainstream scientist-produced climate 

blogs, which I located through the method described above, I am 

confident that my sample constitutes a good representation of the 

specific type of blogs online. I also believe that the fact that many 

of the interviewed readers expressed their views about other climate 

blogs run by mainstream scientists not included in this study has 

contributed to my understanding of mainstream climate blogging. 

Most importantly, the confidence in my results derives from the fact 

that the study is based on the in-depth and thorough analysis of 

data provided by three essential sources, the blogs, the bloggers, 

and the readers. Some more thoughts on my self-reflection as a 

researcher are provided in the final section of this chapter. 

3.7) RESEARCHING CLIMATE BLOGS 

As May (1999) explains, researchers are “called upon to position 

themselves explicitly in terms of their place within the research 

process in order that their interpretations may be assessed 

according to situated aspects of their social selves” (p. 1). When I 
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began this research, I was aware of the important and controversial 

character of the climate change issue. My viewpoint in terms of this 

issue follows Collins’s and Evans’s perception of the relationship 

between experts and non-experts, or as they put it, “between 

specialists and the population as a whole” (2002, p. 258). Collins 

and Evans hold that the consensual view of non-specialists about a 

scientific matter “emerges from the making of social judgements 

about who ought to be agreed with, not scientific judgements about 

what ought to be believed”, arguing, in addition, “The crucial 

judgement is to ‘know’ when the mainstream community of 

scientists has reached a level of social consensus that, for all 

practical purposes, cannot be gainsaid […]” (p. 259, emphasis in the 

original). 

For this research, my purpose was not to form an opinion 

about the interviewees’ claims regarding global warming and 

climate change, nor have I attempted to do so. Rather, I have 

concentrated on explaining why and how people with certain views, 

but also with specific educational backgrounds, expertises, and 

interests, have been using blogs to discuss and be informed about 

an issue which is arguably of concern, and I have also focused on 

illustrating what is the meaning of their actions with reference to the 

wider environment of climate communication. As I have already 

explained, my ontological and epistemological assumptions have 

led me look at the character of the social interactions in which 

technology is involved, particularly the interactions and 

relationships taking place within the specific sociocultural context 

of climate communication. More precisely, the notion of affordances 

helped me concentrate on the opportunities for action and 

interaction provided by the blog technology and their relevance for 

communicating science. Accordingly, the interview questions were 

aimed at obtaining useful knowledge for the development of my 
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arguments, focusing on why and how people with certain profiles 

and interests utilize blogs. Given that I decided to study climate 

blogs produced by mainstream scientists, which most probably 

attract like-minded readers, most of the readers that I interviewed 

concur with the mainstream scientific assessment of global warming 

and climate change. It is very likely that, had I decided to study, for 

example, climate sceptic blogs or blogs run by science enthusiasts, 

the interviewed readers would have different profiles and opinions. 

Finally, it should be noted that the data from the blogs were 

collected through complete online observation, which “avoids 

influencing the observed activities” (Nørskov and Rask 2011, p. 8). 

This means that activities such as commenting on the blogs or 

replying to comments posted by readers have been avoided. In the 

next section, I provide a detailed description of my case study, 

focusing on the profiles of the bloggers (interviewed group 1) and 

those of the readers (interviewed group 2). 

  



113 
 

CHAPTER 4) DESCRIPTION OF THE CASE STUDY 

As I illustrated in the Methodology Chapter, the setting of this 

research consists of two groups of interviewees, the bloggers and 

the readers. In addition, I have analysed the blogs’ content that I 

chose to observe. In this part I give some background information 

about the interviewees that I consider to be essential for the 

discussion to follow. 

4.1) THE PROFILES OF THE BLOGGERS (GROUP 1) 

The data about the profiles of the bloggers (their occupations and 

backgrounds, any science communication activity other than 

blogging that they might be/have been engaged in, etc.) presented 

here comes from the interviewing material and (when indicated) 

their blogs and academic/institutional websites. Fourteen bloggers 

from fourteen different blogs were interviewed. Two of them write 

for the same blog, while another has two personal blogs, both which 

are about climate science. Ten of the bloggers are professionally 

involved in (one of them retired recently from) climate science. They 

have different academic backgrounds, most of them have some 

background in physics, but also in mathematics, statistics, computer 

science, and paleoecology. Two bloggers are currently working as 

computer scientists, one is a physicist, and one is a recently retired 

chemist. 

Joshua Halpern, worked as a Professor of Chemistry at Howard 

University, specializing in physical chemistry and chemical physics 

(Howard University n.d.). He is the founder and main author of the 

blog Rabett Run, which he writes since 2005. Although, as he said, 

he has not kept his real identity secret, he uses the pseudonym Eli 

Rabett, with respect to which he mentioned: 
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A pseudonym is something you can be behind, and if somebody 

calls you an idiot […], you don’t have to take it personally, and you 

can just go on. And this actually annoys people who are trying to 

push you, which is a good thing (Joshua Halpern, Eli Rabett/Rabett 

Run, Oct 2015, interview). 

Another blogger who writes under a pseudonym is the owner of And 

Then There’s Physics, which was launched in 2013. The blogger is 

a physician researching and teaching in academia (And Then There’s 

Physics n.d.). His previous work was on atmospheric and solar 

physics, but his current research focuses on star and planet 

formation, mainly from a computational angle. He is also the co-

author of two peer-reviewed articles and a book chapter about 

climate communication and consensus. Although he does make his 

real identity known through his blog, he explains his decision to 

blog pseudonymously as follows: “For no particularly good reasons, 

I have been running this blog pseudonymously. Part of the reason is 

that I think it’s more important to consider what is being said, than 

who is saying it” (And Then There’s Physics n.d.). 

Two of the bloggers whose work is directly related to climate 

science, and two of the main authors of the blog Real Climate, are 

Gavin Schmidt and Rasmus Benestad. Schmidt is a climate modeler 

and the director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies. He 

is highly involved in the communication of climate change, having 

been awarded, for example, the Inaugural AGU Climate 

Communication Prize in 2011 as well as named “EarthSky Science 

Communicator” of the same year (NASA GISS n.d.). He was one of 

the scientists who co-founded Real Climate in 2004. Benestad, who 

contributes to Real Climate since its very early days (2004), is a 

climate scientist with a background in physics working at the 

Norway Met Office. As he explained, “Part of [his] work at the Met 

Office is actually doing research, but also part of it is doing 

outreach” (Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). The 
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blogger of James’ Empty Blog, James Annan, has a PhD in 

mathematics, but he has been working in the field of climate science 

for the most part of his career, mainly in a climate research institute 

in Japan in the past, and as an independent researcher now. He 

launched his personal blog in 2005, while he is also the co-owner of 

the blog BluesSkiesResearch.org.uk, which has been recently 

incorporated as a private company (Annan 2017). The blogger of 

Maribo is a climate scientist with a PhD in atmospheric and oceanic 

sciences working in academia. He blogs under his real name since 

2006 (nevertheless he prefers his real name not to be referred in the 

study). He is also the author of “a few popular articles” on climate 

change (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). Michael Tobis is a recently 

retired scientist with a PhD in Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences, 

formerly working in the area of climate modelling, now focusing on 

climate communication. He is especially interested in “the interface 

between science and public policy” (Tobis n.d.). He launched the 

blog Only In It For The Gold in 2007, while he is also the founder 

and administrator of the website Planet 3.0,
10

 the main theme of 

which is sustainability. The blogger of My view on climate change, 

Bart Verheggen, is an atmospheric scientist with a PhD in 

atmospheric chemistry who teaches at the Amsterdam University 

College, and he is particularly interested in science communication 

and literacy (Amsterdam University College 2012). Besides his 

English blog, which he initiated in 2008, he is the administrator and 

co-author of another climate blog in Dutch.
11

 Moreover, Verheggen 

is involved in the Climate Change National Forum, a US internet 

platform aimed at the communication of climate change, where 

scientists can contribute as columnists,
12

 while he was also part of 

                                                           
10

  http://planet3.org, accessed 01 Oct 2017 

11

 https://klimaatverandering.wordpress.com, accessed 01 Oct 2017 

12

 http://climatechangenationalforum.org, accessed 01 Oct 2017 

http://planet3.org/
https://klimaatverandering.wordpress.com/
http://climatechangenationalforum.org/
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the team behind the blog Climate Dialogue, “a platform for 

discussions between (climate) scientists on important climate topics 

that are of interest to both fellow scientists and the general public” 

(Climate Dialogue n.d.). Doug McNeall is a climate scientist and 

statistician who works at the Met Office Hadley Centre. His focus 

lays on the treatment and communication of uncertainty with 

respect to the climate system and climate change, while he has also 

been “interested in the communication of the climate science” (Doug 

McNeall, Doug McNeall’s blog/Better Figures, Sept 2015, interview). 

He is the owner of Doug McNeall’s Blog and Better Figures, 

launched in 2011 and 2012, respectively. The blogger of Variable 

Variability, Victor Venema, is a scientist at the University of Bonn 

working on cloud measurements. He created his blog in 2011. The 

blog Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology is authored by 

Richard Telford and is active since 2012. Telford is an ecologist with 

a PhD on paleoecological evidence for climate change, currently 

working as an Associate Professor at the University of Bergen in 

Norway (Telford n.d.). John Kennedy is the owner of the last analysed 

blog, Diagram Monkey, which started up in 2014. Kennedy is a 

climate scientist working in the UK’s Met Office. His work includes 

monitoring global climate change as well as developing data sets to 

be used in climate research (Met Office n.d.). 

The blogs that belong to two of the interviewees have been 

excluded from the in-depth analysis (as already mentioned). One of 

them, Tim Lambert, has not been involved actively in climate 

blogging since early 2013, while the other, William Connolley, has 

stopped working professionally as a scientist in the climate science 

field since 2007. Their blogs therefore do not fulfill all the selection 

criteria that were detailed in section 3.5. Given, however, that they 

were two of the very first people to blog about climate, they provided 
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significant information (especially for the development of Chapter 

6), and I have thus decided to include a description of their profiles 

and blogs as well.  

Lambert, who now is a software engineer at Google, was a 

computer scientist at the University of New South Wales in Sydney, 

working in computer graphics. He started writing about climate 

science on his blog, Deltoid, in 2004, being one of the very few early 

bloggers concerned with this issue. Since the beginning of 2013, he 

stopped writing blog posts and began uploading only open threads. 

In blogs, an open thread is a threaded discussion the subject of 

which is usually open to definition by the commenters, although the 

bloggers can also post a heading upon which the readers can 

comment. Deltoid’s open threads have no topics, and Lambert 

explained in terms of his decision to upload them: “I have people 

who have been regulars in my blog who still want to discuss stuff. 

So, every month, I just [post] an open thread so as people can talk 

about whatever they feel like” (Tim Lambert, Deltoid, Oct 2015, 

interview). Connolley, who works as a software engineer since 2007, 

was a climate modeler for the British Antarctic Survey, with a 

connection to the Hadley Centre, while he was also a member of Real 

Climate until 2007. His own blog is Stoat, while he has also been a 

contributor to Wikipedia with climate-related articles. Tables 4.1 and 

4.2 below summarize some of the basic information provided so far 

about the bloggers and their blogs. 

Table 4.1 ─ Time climate blogging activity began 

Name of blog Name of 

interviewed 

blogger/s 

Active since Web address 

Deltoid* Tim Lambert April 2004** scienceblogs.co

m/deltoid 

Stoat* William Connolley December 2004 scienceblogs.co

m/stoat 
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Real Climate Gavin Schmidt/ 

Rasmus Benestad 

December 2004 realclimate.org 

James’ Empty Blog James Annan January 2005 julesandjames.bl

ogspot.co.uk 

Rabett Run  Joshua Halpern September 2005 rabett.blogspot.

co.uk 

Maribo No use of real 

name in the study 

March 2006 blogs.ubc.ca/ma

ribo  

Only In It For The 

Gold 

Michael Tobis March 2007 initforthegold.bl

ogspot.co.uk 

My view on climate 

change 

Bart Verheggen May 2008 ourchangingclim

ate.wordpress.c

om Doug McNeall’s 

Blog 

Doug McNeall January 2011 dougmcneall.wo

rdpress.com 

Better Figures Doug McNeall September 2012 betterfigures.org 

Variable Variability Victor Venema April 2011 variable-

variability.blogs

pot.co.uk  Musings on 

Quantitative 

Paleoecology 

Richard Telford December 2012 quantpalaeo.wor

dpress.com 

And Then There’s 

Physics  

No use of real 

name in the study 

April 2013 andthentheresph

ysics.wordpress.

com Diagram Monkey John Kennedy June 2014 diagrammonkey.

wordpress.com 

* Not analysed in depth ** Active on climate blogging 

The third column of the above table (4.1) provides a chronology of 

the period that each person started blogging about climate-related 

issues. The table shows that the selected blogs cover a wide, ten-

year, span regarding the time that the bloggers’ involvement in 

climate blogging began. 

Table 4.2 ─ Bloggers’ main areas of expertise 

Name of blog Name/s of interviewed 

blogger/s 

Area of expertise 

Deltoid* Tim Lambert Computer science 

Stoat* William Connolley Computer science 

Real Climate Gavin Schmidt/Rasmus Benestad Climate science 

James’ Empty Blog James Annan Climate science 

Rabett Run  Joshua Halpern Chemistry 
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Maribo No use of real name in the study Climate science 

Only In It For The 

Gold 

Michael Tobis Climate science 

My view on climate 

change 

Bart Verheggen Climate science 

Doug McNeall’s Blog Doug McNeall Climate science 

Better Figures Doug McNeall Climate science 

Variable Variability Victor Venema Climate science 

Musings on 

Quantitative 

Paleoecology 

Richard Telford Climate science 

And Then There’s 

Physics  

No use of real name in the study Physics 

Diagram Monkey John Kennedy Climate science 

* Not analysed in depth 

Table 4.2 outlines the bloggers’ main areas of expertise. Most of the 

bloggers are professionally involved in climate science (Tobis retired 

recently from the field, as mentioned earlier). 

In the Methodology Chapter it was mentioned that the sample 

of the blogs can be regarded as representative of the extrapolated 

total number of climate blogs that could fulfill my selection criteria. 

The fact that climate blogs initiated in different periods were chosen 

and analysed has had methodological and analytical implications 

which have led to noteworthy comparisons of the blogs, and thus 

useful outcomes about the similarities and/or differences of the 

bloggers’ motivations and goals as well as the blogs’ characters. The 

most important of such outcomes is that, regardless of the time 

each of the bloggers began to be engaged with climate blogging, 

their main motivation to do so was their wish to express their 

knowledge and perspectives about climate science and climate 

change publicly, mainly with a view to filling any information gap or 

correcting what the bloggers described essentially as 
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misinformation or disinformation about climate-related issues. This 

is a theme that I discuss extensively in this thesis. 

4.2) BASIC FEATURES OF THE SELECTED BLOGS 

This section gives some additional information about the twelve 

blogs that constitute the focus of my case study. It discusses an 

important issue regarding the blogs’ traffic, i.e. the number of 

views/visits, and it also touches upon the hosting services of the 

blogs. To begin with the latter, the two most popular services, 

WordPress and Blogger (Meinel et al. 2015), are used by the 

bloggers, the former by the majority of them (Table 4.3). The choice 

of the blog hosting service does not seem to be an especially 

informed decision. 

Table 4.3 ─ Blog hosting services used by the bloggers 

Name of blog Hosting service 

Real Climate WordPress.org 

James’ Empty Blog Blogger.com 

Rabett Run Blogger.com 

Maribo WordPress.com 

Only In It For The Gold Blogger.com 

My view on climate change WordPress.com 

Dou McNeall’s blog WordPress.com 

Better Figures WordPress.com 

Variable Variability Blogger.com 

Musings on Quantitative Paleoecology WordPress.com 

And Then There’s Physics WordPress.com 

Diagram Monkey WordPress.com 

 

Either WordPress or Blogger platform offers the option of reviewing 

the blog’s traffic, even though, as Karpf (2012) has emphatically put 

it, “Distinguishing between real traffic and fake traffic is, with a few 

rare exceptions, impossible” (p. 649). This is so because blogs, as 

well as most internet sites, can have webpage views that do not 



121 
 

correspond to actual visitors, being views generated usually 

automatically for malicious or commercial reasons. Bloggers cannot 

distinguish between real and fake views, but even if they could do 

so, they still would not be able to know whether a visitor reads 

indeed the post that he/she clicked on. As Michael Tobis explained, 

“sometimes people just hit your page for no reason” (Michael Tobis, 

Only in It for The Gold, July 2015, interview). The same issue occurs 

in terms of the blogs’ comments as a blog can receive machine-

generated comments (see, for example, Abu-Nimeh and Chen 2010), 

albeit in that case the blogger can detect the fake ones and 

disapprove them (not upload them on the blog). Karpf (2012) 

considers comment levels to give “a much clearer signal of blog 

community activity” (p. 650), although this might not be always the 

case either, as ensues from the following passage from the interview 

with Victor Venema: 

VV: There is also not much correlation between the number of 

comments and the number of readers. There is a correlation, but 

it is very, very weak. 

GZ: What do you mean by that? 

VV: So, if you see lots of comments on a blog post, that doesn’t 

mean that it’s read much, or the other way around. When you see 

no comments, it can be that it’s actually read quite well. It is funny, 

one other blogger, he even wrote the first comment below one of 

my posts once asking whether I was lonely [laugh]. Because there 

were no comments yet. But I think at that moment that post was 

already read 500 times, which for me is very, very descent. But 

somehow nobody found something they could comment on (Victor 

Venema, Variable Variability, May 2015, interview). 

Given the problem regarding the numbers of the actual readers, a 

problem of which the bloggers are, of course, aware of, and since 

not all the interviewed bloggers were willing to provide the numbers 

of their blogs’ visits, I have decided to give a very basic, yet 

important and relevant, I reckon, picture of the blogs’ traffic by 

mentioning that the number of the regular commenters is not larger 
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than approximately twenty, regardless of whether a blog has 

two/two and a half thousand views per day or a few dozens. Most of 

this case study’s blogs have certain rules, often set out by the 

bloggers explicitly, that the readers need to follow when they 

comment, typically the main rule being that the comments should 

be pertinent and non-abusive. As explained later, it could well be 

the case that the existence of that type of rules, along with the fact 

that the bloggers can moderate the discussions that take place in 

the comment sections accordingly, could be one of the reasons why 

the number of the regular commenters is rather limited and similar 

in both low- and high-traffic blogs. 

4.3) THE PROFILES OF THE READERS (GROUP 2) 

The information about the profiles of the readers provided in this 

part derives solely from the interviewing material. As mentioned in 

the Methodology Chapter, twenty-six readers of at least one of the 

selected blogs were interviewed. It should be noted that every blog 

is known to no less than one of them. 

As shown in Table 4.4 below, nearly all the interviewed 

readers (listed in chronological order according to the interview 

date) are scientifically educated, at a postgraduate and/or 

undergraduate level. Most of them have obtained degrees in the 

natural or applied sciences, while some in the social sciences or 

humanities, although there are cases in which the actual occupation 

of the reader is not related to the educational background. As one 

can also see in the table, almost one fourth have been educated in 

some subdiscipline of the earth sciences (climate 

science/climatology, ecology, geophysics, geology), but other than 

that the whole group of the twenty-six interviewees is rather 

heterogenous in terms of their backgrounds and occupations. 
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Table 4.4 ─ The readers: Occupation/Background & View on climate 

change 

Name/Code Occupation/Background View on climate 

change 

Aaron Thierry Geoscientist. Postdoctoral researcher. 

PhD in Ecology. 

Mainstream 

science 

Hans Erren Geophysicist working in the oil 

industry. MSc in Geophysics. 

Lukewarm 

climate sceptic/ 

Lukewarmer 

Stephen Marshall Retired British Army Officer. Engineer 

with a first degree in the Natural 

Sciences. 

Mainstream 

science 

Roger Lambert Retired. Former sales. Research 

Biology. 

Mainstream 

science 

JK Retired mainframe systems 

programmer. BA in History. 

Mainstream 

science 

FG Retired. Degree in English Literature. Mainstream 

science 

John Russell Retired. TV & Film. Has worked as a 

cameraman, editor, writer and director. 

Mainstream 

science 

Øystein Lemvik Secondary school teacher. Master’s 

degree in History. 

Mainstream 

science 

KL Geologist and Geophysicist working in 

mineral exploitation. PhD in Earth 

Sciences. 

Mainstream 

science 

John Cross University teacher. Postgraduate 

degree in Ocean Engineering. 

Undergraduate degree in Mechanical 

Engineering. 

Mainstream 

science 

Alan Neale Computer industry. Master’s degree in 

IT. Degree in Computer Science. 

Mainstream 

science 

BC Data analyst in the safety and 

environment area. Undergraduate 

degree in Biology. Master’s degree in 

Toxicology. 

Mainstream 

science 
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Tom Fuller Market researcher/Research in energy. Lukewarmer 

Lawrence 

Hamilton 

University Professor of Sociology. Mainstream 

science 

David Hodge Semi-retired. IT. Science degree. Mainstream 

science 

CD IT. Engineering degree. Mainstream 

science 

DF Consultant in data analysis. Degrees in 

English and Philosophy. PhD in English. 

Not indicated 

Peter Haug Retired. Environmental impact analysis. 

PhD in Systems Ecology. Master’s 

degree in Wildlife Biology. English 

Literature degree. 

Mainstream 

science 

AB Retired. Physicist. PhD in Nuclear 

Physics. Has taught at university level 

and worked in the oil industry. 

Mainstream 

science 

GH Electrical engineer. Master’s degree in 

Electrical Engineering. Bachelor’s 

degree in Electrical Engineering. 

Mainstream 

science 

David Sanger Photographer. Degree in Mathematics. Mainstream 

science 

HI Climate scientist. PhD. Mainstream 

science 

Henry Andrew 

Herbert 

Medical doctor. Mainstream 

science 

Ryan Cooper Journalist. Undergraduate degree in 

Chemistry. 

Mainstream 

science 

John Callahan Associate scientist/Climatologist. PhD 

student in Climatology. 

Mainstream 

science 

Howard Goodall Semi-retired. IT services/Computer 

repairs. 

Climate sceptic 
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Most of the readers expressed their agreement with the mainstream 

scientific assessment of global warming. As outlined in Table 4.4 as 

well, twenty-two subscribe to the mainstream scientific view, three 

were self-described as lukewarmers and/or climate sceptics, while 

one did not make any statement from which a relevant conclusion 

could be drawn confidently. As I explained earlier, the main reason 

behind this result is probably that all the interviewed readers were 

enlisted through blogs run by mainstream scientists, which most 

likely attract like-minded people (a notion that is further supported 

by what has been discussed with many of the interviewees, as 

indicated later in the study). A few more comments about how the 

interviewees who share an opinion about climate change that 

concurs with the mainstream scientific assessment, as well as the 

ones who are climate sceptics/lukewarmers, perceive the issue are 

made straightaway. More precisely, the following chapter points 

towards the relationship between blogging about climate and 

reading climate blogs, on the one hand, and the contentious and 

consequential character of climate change, on the other. 
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CHAPTER 5) THE BLOGGERS’ AND READERS’ VIEWS ON CLIMATE SCIENCE 

AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

Mention of the controversy surrounding climate change despite the 

overwhelming scientific consensus, as well as the political, economic 

and social aspects of the issue, has already been made at the 

beginning of this study, in the Introduction. Here I expand upon 

opinions relative to the importance of climate change, expressed by 

some of the bloggers and virtually all the readers, as I consider such 

views to be intrinsically connected with the reasons why they began 

to write and read climate blogs, respectively (that is, the bloggers’ 

and readers’ motivations, which are analysed in depth in the 

following chapters). 

5.1) CLIMATE SCIENCE AND “DISNEYLAND SCIENCE” (OR WHY BLOGGING 

ABOUT CLIMATE CAN BE CHALLENGING) 

Although not all the bloggers expanded on the matter (as it was 

outside the bounds of the interview questions as such), the societal 

aspects of climate change were emphasized by some of them during 

our discussion. Gavin Schmidt from Real Climate, for example, 

commented upon the role of climate science in society, the 

importance of climate science as a scientific field which is concerned 

with issues that people care about, pointing, most importantly, to 

how climate blogging can be related to that dimension of climate 

science and climate change: 

We wouldn’t be doing this if this was a totally obscure field that 

nobody cared about. I mean, if we were all experts in the mating 

patterns of butterflies and caterpillars, we wouldn’t be writing a 

blog. The reason why you want to have a public space for the views 

of climate scientists is because if they don’t talk, other people will 

fill the gap, and those people don’t know what they’re talking 

about. On any side. So, if you don’t have scientists contributing, 

you have, you know, a whole series of stupid people talking 
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instead. Sometimes they’re not maliciously stupid, sometimes 

they’re just ignorantly stupid, but then their effect is to actually 

subtract information from the public sphere, because they are just 

adding noise instead of signal. So, without that public interest and 

component, then you wouldn’t do these things (Gavin Schmidt, 

Real Climate, July 2015, interview). 

Schmidt continued by explaining what he considers to be the 

difference between blogging, and generally writing, about scientific 

areas which, due to their social and political implications, attract the 

interest of the public and fields of science that do not have such 

implications: 

If you look at people who blog about science, or who write about 

science, and the science is not politically salient or is not policy-

relevant, most of that stuff is written in a way that is like “Science! 

Woo! [expressing excitement]. I f*****g love science! Science! 

Woo!”. You know, like animation, or like some weird animal, or like 

a fossil, or “Pluto!”, you know. And it’s all kind of gee whiz, “Look 

how cool science is, and how wonderful would be this”. And that’s 

not bad, but it’s Disneyland science. It’s not what scientists are 

doing on an everyday basis. It’s not how science works. It’s cool 

in the same way that random trivial facts are cool. It’s the same 

way that, you know, cat videos could be cool. Nobody looks at 

these things and gets a deeper understanding of the universe. Or 

nobody looks at these things and gets a really deeper 

understanding of how science works (ibid). 

Regarding disciplines like climate science which, as he said, 

intersect with people’s real life, Schmidt explained: 

So, where you have fields where there really is a public interest in 

knowing, in understanding what’s going on, which is not 

everything, genomics might be another one, all things 

environmental ─ people feel connected to the weather, people feel 

connected to energy, cars… There’s definitely a segment in the 

population that’s very engaged in those kinds of things […]. Places 

where science actually intersects with their real life… And so, since 

your topic is already in the public eye, it’s not a tabula rasa. You’re 

not going in and you’re saying “Hey, pay attention to me. Look. 

This is kind of interesting. Woohoo”. You’re going into a situation 

where people already have ideas, they have perceptions, they’ve 

heard a hundred different things, much of these is contradictory, 

their knowledge level is generally pretty shallow, there are some 

exceptions, of course. And so that’s a very different 

communication environment than if I’m just saying “Hey, look I did 

this cool thing! See how cool it is”. So, there’s lots of things to be 
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said, a lot of which is in opposition to a kind of cliché, anti-climate 

change sentiment (ibid.). 

As the writer of And Then There’s Physics likewise explained, to blog 

about climate means “to blog about an important but contentious 

topic” (And Then There’s Physics, Oct 14, email interview; see also 

And Then There’s Physics n.d.), which is arguably a situation that all 

the interviewed bloggers are aware of, even though their blogging 

behaviour might differ depending on their personal motivations and 

goals. In any case, the notion of that kind of relationship between 

climate blogging and the social and political aspects of climate 

change, and indeed the controversial character thereof, is 

additionally supported by the narrations of many of the readers. 

5.2) READING BLOGS ABOUT A COMPLEX AND IMPORTANT ISSUE 

The implications of climate change for the society, and the role of 

climate science in a concerning situation, was designated as an 

incentive by almost all those readers who agree with the mainstream 

scientific opinion, specifically those who are attracted by the blogs 

because they have, not just a professional, but a more general 

interest in the subject. In the main, the mainstream-minded readers 

expressed their worries about the issue, explicitly or implicitly. The 

most direct references include the characterization of global 

warming and climate change as “a real problem”, “a worrying 

problem”, “a very serious and long-term issue”, “an incredibly 

important, possibly the dominant, problem of the 21
st

 century”, the 

“most important issue”, an “alarming” situation, and generally as a 

very concerning reality that can lead to negative physical and social 

effects on the society or parts of it. The connection between that 

type of concerns and the reasons to read climate blogs can be made 

with respect to all those cases (while again, it becomes especially 

apparent in the forthcoming discussion about the readers’ 
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motivations for reading). The following quote from the interview 

with one of the readers, which is reminiscent of Schmidt’s account 

cited earlier, provides another helpful snapshot of that association: 

I doubt I’d blog or comment on climate if I didn’t believe global 

warming represents a real long-term threat to the survival of the 

human race and wasn’t suffering from an ideological barrage of 

denial which is preventing much needed mitigation (John Russell, 

Reader, Oct 2015, email interview). 

In terms of the controversy surrounding climate change, all the 

mainstream-minded readers seem to share the same view, that the 

climate debate is politically-, ideologically-, and/or value-oriented, 

believing that no disagreement about the effects of the 

anthropogenic CO2 emissions, and generally the human-caused 

character of global warming and climate change, exists within the 

scientific community. As another reader put it, the climate debate is 

“controversial without being controversial” (CD, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview). 

 Two of the three readers who were self-described as climate 

sceptics and/or lukewarmers, on the other hand, believe that any 

catastrophic climate change scenario is exaggerated or overhyped. 

One of them, who is a climate sceptic, answered to my question 

about the reasons why he started reading climate blogs by focusing 

on his reaction to the publicity surrounding the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) 

published in 2007: 

GZ: Why did you start reading climate blogs? So, which was your 

main motivation for reading them? 

HG: To better understand the nature of the problem, I think. I 

heard the publicity surrounding AR4. It came as a little bit of a 

surprise to me how much it was being hyped at the time, and I 

wanted to really try to understand the logic behind it […]. In actual 

fact, I can trace back my major concern I suppose about the whole 

thing; it was the first time I watched Al Gore’s film, Inconvenient 

Truth. And that kind of thing got me started asking questions 
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really based on the kind of nightmare scenario that was there 

(Howard Goodall, Reader, May 2016, interview). 

A similar notion was expressed by the reader who is a climate 

sceptic/lukewarmer. He told that, although he believes that global 

warming exists, he does not regard it as dangerous insofar as 

substantive measurements are going to be taken. Another 

lukewarmer, however, seemed to be more concerned about the 

issue, despite his feeling that the two sides of the debate are 

extreme: 

I went to a lot of different weblogs, some run by scientists, most 

of them not, and quickly realized that it was a very political 

subject, and the bulk of the participants were in either end of the 

spectrum, and I didn’t see much logic in either one of them as far 

as the politics goes. And so, I ended up kind of the middle as a 

lukewarmer (Tom Fuller, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Explaining later on: 

I’m always interested in anything about the energy consumption, 

and the portfolio of fuels that we are choosing to power the next 

century. I greatly fear that it will be more oriented towards fossil 

fuels than I think it’s wise, so I’m always watching after that (ibid.). 

To sum up, the main reason that nearly all the interviewed readers 

generally read climate blogs, not only (some of) the blogs that 

constitute the focus of my study but in quite a few instances other 

blogs about climate as well, appears to be an interest stimulated by 

the social, political, economic, and/or ethical aspects of climate 

change. The technical elements of climate science discussed in 

some of the blogs engage, to a greater or lesser extent, the attention 

of many of the readers too (like, for example, those who are actively 

involved in the field, but also others, non-experts). Schmidt’s 

reflection quoted in the previous section is suggestive of the 

environment in which climate blogging emerged, and it is to this 

subject that the discussion now turns. 
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CHAPTER 6) THE BEGINNING OF CLIMATE BLOGGING: HISTORICAL 

ELEMENTS 

The main goal of this chapter is to point towards the description of 

climate blogs as a science communication niche, one concerning 

climate science in particular. The chapter begins with a basic 

historical account of climate blogging (6.1), emphasizing its early 

days. It then continues with an account of the conversations about 

climate on Usenet (6.2), a computer platform older than blogs, 

which was utilized by some of the interviewed scientist-bloggers 

before they began to blog. The information in this chapter comes 

primarily from the interview data and the articles and comments 

which were uploaded on five different blogs in November/December 

2014 ─ the subject of the posts was the beginning of climate 

blogging (Connolley 2014; Appell 2014; Eli Rabett 2014; Annan 

2014; Real Climate Group 2014). To further triangulate the data, as 

well as fill any gap, I also relied on secondary sources. Hence, some 

additional information about the history of climate blogging comes 

from the book (written by the climatologist and co-founder of the 

Real Climate blog Michael Mann) The Hockey Stick and the Climate 

Wars (2012), as well as Paul Edwards’s book A Vast Machine (2010). 

6.1) THE EMERGENCE OF A NICHE 

In his personal narrative about the history of science blogging, Carl 

Zimmer, an early science blogger and popular science writer, dates 

the first science blogs at the early 2000s (Zimmer 2016). Based on 

Edwards’s book, specifically the subsection “Climate Science on the 

World Wide Web” (2010, pp. 421−427), after 2000, when blogs 

started being increasingly used for communication and discussions 

on the web, “climate science moved swiftly into the new arena” (p. 
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422). Edwards goes on mentioning that “the self-described 

‘mainstream skeptic’ newsletter World Climate Report” made its 

appearance as a blog in 2004 (ibid., emphasis in the original; see 

also Mann 2012, p. 141). World Climate Report (henceforth WCR), 

the chief editor of which was the climatologist Patrick J. Michaels 

who belongs to the contrarian side of the climate debate, dates back 

as a website to early March 2004, the month when its first post was 

uploaded (World Climate Report 2004), while it appears to be 

inactive since October 2012 (World Climate Report 2012). It is 

hosted by the blog provider WordPress, yet the option of 

commenting, one of the most distinctive elements of blogs, is 

disabled (I additionally verified that WCR’s posts have no public 

comments by browsing each of its articles on 29 June 2017). 

Regardless of whether WCR was indeed one of the first typical blogs 

focusing on climate-related subjects or not, and despite the lack of 

any systematic study about the history of climate blogs, or generally 

science blogs, the evidence available today strongly suggests that 

climate blogging can be traced back to 2004, when a small number 

of scientists as well as non-scientists began to blog about climate 

regularly or even systematically. Let it be stressed, however, that 

climate-related articles from 2003 can be found on John Fleck’s and 

David Appell’s blogs (Fleck 2003; Appell 2014; Internet Archive: 

Wayback Machine n.d.). The former is a reporter writing about water-

related issues and the Director of the Water Resources Program at 

the University of New Mexico (Fleck n.d.). The latter is a freelance 

writer and journalist with a PhD in Physics, “specializing in the 

physical sciences, the environment, and technology” (Appell n.d.). 

His blog Quark Soup by David Appell
13

 discusses, among other 

subjects, topics about climate. 

                                                           
13

 http://davidappell.blogspot.co.uk/, accessed 10 May 2017 

http://davidappell.blogspot.co.uk/


133 
 

One of the first people who started blogging about such topics 

on a regular basis in 2004 was Tim Lambert (Deltoid), who described 

his engagement in climate blogging in the following way: 

So, I was actually blogging about gun control, which is very 

controversial, even more so than climate science maybe. […] And 

then, I started doing some, a few posts about climate science. And 

the time when I first started blogging about it, which was in 2004, 

there was virtually nobody else doing this. I think that David Appell 

was the only other person blogging about climate stuff. Now, Real 

Climate hadn’t been started yet […]. I guess, Real Climate started 

up some time after I blogged, and, I guess, before that, William 

Connolley, Stoat. Yeah, he started up just, he came after me, and 

he was, before Real Climate he started. […] I mean, obviously, on 

the side of…, not scientist, but, sort of, someone influential was 

Steve McIntyre, who blogged on the other side about how the 

Hockey Stick is all wrong. And that also was…, it’s hard to tell, at 

the same time as Real Climate, I think (Tim Lambert, Deltoid, Oct 

2015, interview). 

Steve McIntyre is a mining expert and the writer of Climate Audit,
14

 

another early climate blog, which focuses on discussions about 

climate proxies (McIntyre n.d.). He and Ross McKitrick, an economist 

specialized in “environment, energy and climate policy” (McKitrick 

n.d.), triggered, as well as were involved in, the controversy over 

Michael Mann’s “hockey stick” graph, which was published in 1998 

by Mann and his scientific team to further support the global 

warming scientific theory (Edwards 2010, pp. 422−424; Mann 2012, 

pp. xv−xx). In his blog post “Early Climate Blogging”, Appell writes 

the following in terms of McIntyre and McKitrick: 

McIntyre and McKitrick did a good deal to advance interest in 

climate blogging. Here’s [link to the relevant blog post] the earliest 

mention of them that I can find on by [sic] blog, from December 

1, 2003. I remember the traffic on my little blog ramped up sharply 

with postings about M&M [McIntyre and McKitrick]. It was clear 

there was a lot of interest from people wanting to know the very 

latest information that was available, whatever scraps there might 

be, and for a little while I was inside the loop because there were 

no other such outlets, and the blogospherecircle hadn’t yet 

polarized. Comments picked up sharply too (2014). 
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The quote is connotative of a point that has been supported by all 

the interviewed bloggers, namely that blog posts which address 

controversial issues tend to attract larger numbers of visitors and 

comments. 

Stoat and Real Climate are two more climate blogs that date 

back to 2004. The former was created by William Connolley (as 

previously mentioned); the latter was launched by a small number 

of working climate scientists (Connolley 2004; Connolley 2014; Real 

Climate Group 2004; Real Climate Group 2014). The main founding 

members of Real Climate were Gavin Schmidt, Michael Mann, Eric 

Steig, and Stefan Rahmstorf (Mann 2012), while Connolley 

contributed from the beginning until 2007, the year when he 

stopped working as a climate modeler and started his career as a 

software engineer (Connolley 2007). Schmidt’s account of the 

blogging landscape of the time suggests that 2004 was the year 

when the usage of blogs began to increase: 

2004 was…, I guess you didn’t call it like the year of the blogs. 

People had had blogs for many years, but the notion that 

everybody should have a blog really only, kind of, popped up 

around 2004 (Gavin Schmidt, Real Climate, July 2015, interview). 

His description suggests additionally that the notion of blogs as a 

way through which professionals can make their perspectives 

publicly available without being filtered by the mainstream media 

was very unusual when Real Climate was introduced, and 

accordingly the blogging environment was generally much less 

crowded: 

The idea that people, that scientists, that professionals can have 

a voice that’s unfiltered by the mainstream media has become a 

total common place. “Of course, you as a philosopher should have 

a blog, and you as a lawyer should have a blog, and I…”, you know, 

“… and you don’t need to rely on anybody else to get your work 

out there”. So, now it’s a much more crowded environment. And 

then it was very unusual (ibid.). 
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Real Climate was arguably the first climate blog that was initiated by 

mainstream climate scientists, and as Schmidt explained, “that was 

just dedicated to climate science” (ibid.). Its model was a site called 

The Panda’s Thumb
15

, “run by a group of more than a dozen 

evolutionary biologists” (Mann 2012, p. 142). As Mann argues in his 

book, both scientist-produced climate blogs and blogs “dealing with 

economics or ethical considerations of climate change” have 

emerged since the initiation of Real Climate (p. 145). Two of the 

early scientist-bloggers, James Annan (James’ Empty Blog) and 

Joshua Halpern (Rabett Run), introduced their blogs in January and 

September 2005 respectively (Annan 2005; Annan 2014; Eli Rabett 

2005; Eli Rabett 2014). More scientists have been using blogs ever 

since to write about climate-related subjects, and although the 

number of scientist-produced blogs focusing on climate might not 

have increased dramatically, it is indicative of a trend, which began 

before the appearance of blogs, towards the utilization of online 

platforms for science-related discussions. This trend denotes that 

scientists wanted to add their voices in the public before the 

introduction of blogs as a new internet-based communication 

platform, as soon as they realized apparently the opportunities for 

communication that the internet and its technologies could provide. 

Blogs have prevailed as a way of communicating independently 

climate science, and to better understand the reason why, it is 

important, I believe, to look at an older online platform which was 

utilized by some of the interviewed scientist-bloggers before they 

moved to blogs. 
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6.2) THE CLIMATE DISCUSSIONS ON USENET 

Discussions about subjects relevant to climate science and other 

scientific fields took place on another computer platform called 

Usenet, “a broadly distributed decentralized bulletin board system” 

(Fisher 2003, p. 11), at least one decade before 2004. Usenet was 

an early discussion forum, “designed around topic-based message 

boards called ‘newsgroups’ where users could ask questions or start 

thread-based discussions to which other users would add their 

comments” (Chandler and Munday 2016b). Given that anyone could 

take part in those conversations, the interaction taking place on 

Usenet was principally “multiparty and public” (Baym 1998, p. 45). 

Although Usenet provided the option for the moderation of its 

newsgroups (typically by members of the newsgroups), the 

“anything-goes”/free speech culture of the platform meant that the 

discussions were unfolding in, virtually always, unmoderated 

environments (Pfaffenberger 1996). This type of culture was 

emphasized by the interviewed bloggers who used to be involved in 

Usenet. For instance, Schmidt described its environment as follows: 

Before the internet, before browsers, there was this thing called 

Usenet, which is now turned into Google Groups […]. It was really 

the original kind of “free for all”. People would post things and 

knew what they were talking about, people would ask questions, 

things would happen, you know, there’d be fights, there’d be… 

So, William Connolley was one of the early people there, and a lot 

of them are still blogging and tweeting. Raymond Arritt [a climate 

scientist], James Annan, Michael Tobis was big there… (Gavin 

Schmidt, Real Climate, July 2015, interview). 

The quote refers to the conversations on sci.environment, one of the 

Usenet newsgroups focusing on science-related issues (for a list of 

Usenet newsgroups, see Bridges 1996, Chapter 5.6), which is now 

hosted by Google Groups.
16

 Prior to their engagement in blogging, 
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Annan, Connolley, Halpern, Lambert, Schmidt, and Michael Tobis 

participated in the climate discussions on sci.environment. Like 

Schmidt did, Halpern used the phrase “free for all” to characterize 

Usenet, while he mentioned that his switchover from Usenet to 

blogging was not instantaneous, but there was an intervening period 

during which he was commenting on other blogs, “especially of the 

people that [he] knew from sci.environment” (Joshua Halpern, Eli 

Rabett/Rabett Run, Oct 2015, interview). Regarding his interaction 

through Usenet, he also noticed: 

Many of the people I interacted with are actually now blogging 

today. People like Annan, and William Connolley, and Michael 

Tobis were posting on sci.environment. And mostly at that point 

it was not about climate change, but it was about ozone depletion 

(ibid.). 

Usenet’s unmoderated environment appears to have played a major 

role in its abandonment as a platform for dialogues focusing on 

science-related subjects. The following extract is from Tobis’s 

interview, who was apparently one of the first persons involved in 

the platform: 

I, in fact, was one of the first people on Usenet in the 90s. So, there 

were half a dozen of us that are still blogging, they were on 

Usenet. Connolley was among them. So, we had a…, there was a 

group on Usenet called sci.environment. And this was active in the 

90s. It eventually deteriorated in the way that Usenet did 

deteriorate as it became more open. So, we didn’t really need 

moderation in those days, and there was a lot of active discussion 

about climate and climate change on sci.environment […]. For me 

[the climate discussion] started in Usenet. In 92 or so; 92−93 I 

think I started (Michael Tobis, Only in It for The Gold, July 2015, 

interview). 

Similarly, Annan pointed to the lack of moderation as a main cause 

of Usenet’s decline, remarking that the absence of moderation 

constitutes a difference between Usenet and blogs: 

[Usenet] used to be the way in which we communicated. And in 

the early days it was actually quite useful. But, a basic problem is, 

because it’s unmoderated, that you ended up essentially with 
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forms being pretty much destroyed. So, blogging, at least in 

Blogger […] there’s somebody in charge who can moderate it […]. 

Somehow, I liked the original, the Usenet’s principles of free 

speech. But it just started to fail… (James Annan, James’ Empty 

Blog, May 2015, interview). 

It seems, however, that the deterioration of Usenet was not 

immediate. As Connolley stated, “Usenet lasted for a surprisingly 

long time before [he] got tired of the noise; in 2005 [he] was still 

recommending it” (William Connolley, Stoat, June 2015, email 

interview; see also Connolley 2005). It also seems that blogs were 

not embraced collectively as the standard alternative, as an article 

posted in May 2006 on sci.environment by Annan, Connolley, Tobis, 

Arritt, and Coby Beck (a software engineer and owner of A Few 

Things Ill Considered, a science blog with a special focus on climate 

science)
17

 denotes. The post is in fact the announcement of the 

globalchange Google Group, a new, moderated, discussion forum 

created by the authors, focusing on “environmental science, 

economics, policy and politics, especially as related to global change 

issues such as climate change, biodiversity, and sustainability” 

(Annan et al. 2006). In the announcement, the authors address the 

decrease of the “signal to noise ratio”, i.e. the decrease of the ratio 

of the amount of meaningful to the amount of nonmeaningful 

information, as the reason why Usenet’s unmoderated conversations 

ceased to be “interesting or informative” (ibid.). The following 

statement calls attention to what could be regarded as a key feature 

of Usenet and other discussion forums: 

The success of the lightly moderated discussions on the 

realclimate.org blog has revealed that the hunger for serious and 

informed discussion remains. However, blogs do not fully 

replicate the broad-ranging conversational style that usenet once 

supported even in controversy-prone areas of interest. 
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Fortunately, new tools allow us to recapture most of the usenet 

experience without going through the tedious and archaic process 

of setting up a “big-eight” newsgroup (Annan et al. 2006). 

What the authors describe as the erstwhile “broad-ranging 

conversational style” of Usenet is symptomatic of what Lemos could 

term the platform’s “communal character” (1996, pp. 41−42), which, 

as I explain later, constitutes a basic characteristic that differentiates 

Usenet from blogs. The authors continue by explicating their 

moderation policy and the rules of engagement in the group’s 

conversations, both of which are in general terms analogous to the 

policies and rules set by the interviewed bloggers for their own 

blogs: 

It is difficult to specify what “fair” or “unfair” moderation means 

without getting tediously legalistic. To avoid endless haggling 

about this, we formulate our policy thus: 

Posts will be admitted to the list if and only if ANY moderator finds 

the submission to be constructive and/or interesting, on topic, 

and not gratuitously rude. 

We are not unanimous in our opinions, and are open to 

submissions from people outside the spectrum of opinion 

represented by the moderators. 

We will endeavor to remove obvious provocations (“trolls”). We also 

discourage postings that are redundant, in the sense that the 

poster has already made their points and does not seem to take 

account of the responses but is merely insistently reasserting 

points previously made (Annan et al. 2006). 

What the above passage declares, in a few words, is that acceptable 

postings are the ones that are thoughtful as well as relevant and 

contributory to the conversations, while the fact that the definition 

of fair/unfair moderation constitutes a grey area is acknowledged. 

The rest of the post consists mainly of some guidance on 

participation, and it concludes with the phrase “Looking forward to 

reviving the historically interesting and productive usenet-style 

conversations on environmental matters” (ibid.), an expression 
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which indicates the authors’ sentiments about the science-related 

discussions on Usenet before its decline. 

The last update of the globalchange forum appears to have 

taken place in April 2013,
18

 and despite their reluctance towards 

blogging expressed in the post, Annan, Connolley, Tobis, and Beck 

eventually moved from Usenet and Google Groups to blogs. Beck’s 

first blog post gives some additional insight into the advantages of 

blogs as a communication platform compared to Usenet and Google 

Groups: 

[…] I find myself spending a lot of time posting on Usenet, too 

much really, so I thought this could use up even more time! No, 

not really, I am hoping this will save time. Time I spend composing 

essentially the same thoughts repeatedly and time I spend 

searching via Google Groups for past postings so that I can be 

quicker at repeating myself. If I find a particular topic or thought 

compelling enough to repeat, perhaps turning it into a blog post 

will help refine it and provide an easier reference for myself and 

others who might be interested enough to click a link. 

[…] I think blogs are a great phenomenon, an exciting way to 

express ones’ unique perspective and assert one’s individuality 

(2005). 

In a similar vein, Lambert characterized Usenet as “fairly ephemeral 

in terms of the discussion”, while, regarding blogging, he pointed 

out that “each blogger basically has their own platform” (Tim 

Lambert, Deltoid, Oct 2015, interview). 

To summarize, the “anything-goes”/free speech culture of 

Usenet was an essential feature of the platform but also a main 

cause of its decline. Usenet was designed as an open space for topic-

specific conversations. Its unmoderated environment was a major 

premise for the maintenance of free dialogue, but it could also result 

in posts that were off-topic or disruptive. Blogs became an 

alternative option. First, unlike Usenet, which (like other discussion 
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forums) had a communal character, blogs belong to the bloggers 

who can administer them independently. The discussions can take 

place in the comment sections through which readers can comment 

on the posts uploaded by the bloggers and discuss with each other. 

Independent bloggers do not have to follow any determined rules or 

instructions in terms of the themes, characters and lengths of their 

blog posts, nor do they need to write and upload them in specific 

time frequencies. Decisions about such matters depend on their 

individual preferences and goals. Independent bloggers are also the 

only persons in charge of moderating and setting the rules of the 

discussions taking place in the comment sections. Second, although 

posts could be permanent in Usenet, they were not easy to locate 

since they were part of a thread which was in most cases immensely 

long. If someone posted an article, this would be either a new topic 

or a response to a pre-existing topic, in both cases, part of a thread 

unfolded under a specific newsgroup (such as sci.environment). 

Hence, Usenet articles had a rather ephemeral character (similar to 

messages sent through instant messaging, one could argue). The 

configuration of blogs, on the other hand, allows for the easy 

detection of blog posts through an archive list, a sidebar with 

hyperlinks to older posts. Given that readers comment on posts with 

specific subjects, the tracking of old comments is also relatively 

easy. In this sense, blog posts and comments can be regarded as 

more durable units of communication, while this durability (the 

persistence, to use an affordance terminology, of the articles posted 

by both bloggers and readers) helps users to do something they 

could not do before (read articles uploaded in the past). Either way, 

the utilization of Usenet and then blogs by scientists is 

demonstrative of their desire to discuss science-related issues in the 

public domain. The fact that such discussions take place within the 

blogs’ moderated environment is a constitutive element of the 
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climate blogs of the study, as well as an essential characteristic of 

their independent nature. The practice of climate blogging as an 

independent practice is discussed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 7) THE PRACTICE OF CLIMATE BLOGGING 

For the reasons discussed above, the selected climate blogs can be 

characterized as independent, which means that their writers 

manage them out of their own volition. As I mentioned earlier, 

climate blogging seems to have emerged as the result of the 

scientists’ wish to express directly their perspectives in the public, 

without their views being filtered by the mainstream media. I also 

demonstrate throughout my analysis that, through their blogs, the 

scientists want to address the mis/disinformation or fill any 

information gap existing in the public discussions about climate. 

The mainstream media (but also other, typically sceptical, blogs) 

appear to be the main venues that such discussions take place, 

according to most of the interviewed bloggers and readers, by whom 

the covering of climate change by the newspapers, TV, and so on 

was described, in general terms, as superficial or even biased. The 

readers, in turn, find the scientist-produced climate blogs to be an 

alternative way to be informed and learn about climate-related 

topics. The independent character of the climate blogs differentiates 

them essentially from the mainstream media (in juxtaposition to 

which the blogs constitute an alternative way of climate 

communication), contributing to the characterization of the 

bloggers as independent climate science communicators. The 

bloggers do not have to follow any rules while they are not subject 

to constraints either (constraints like the ones existing in 

mainstream media such as newspapers, for instance). The following 

section provides some basic information considering the practice of 

blogging as undertaken by the interviewed bloggers. 
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7.1) DEVOTED TIME AND FREQUENCY OF UPDATES 

The time that each blogger dedicates to blogging (that is, for the 

most part, the time devoted to writing and uploading posts as well 

as responding to comments and moderating them) differs among 

the selected cases, usually varying from a few hours per month to a 

couple of hours per day, without, however, this range being 

standard. Climate blogging is a rather unsystematic activity, even 

when the blog is run collaboratively. The frequency of updates can 

be sporadic (e.g. one post monthly or even more rarely), but it can 

also take place on a regular basis (e.g. a few posts per week). A 

relevant sample is provided through Table 7.1, which gives the total 

number of posts uploaded on each blog from April until June 2015. 

Table 7.1 ─ Number of blog posts (April−June 2015) 

 Name of blog Number of blog posts 

(April−June 2015) 

1 Rabett Run 71 

2 And Then There’s 

Physics 

48 

3 Only In It For The Gold 22 

4 James’ Empty Blog 19 

5 Variable Variability 17 

6 Real Climate 13 

7 Musings on Quantitative 

Palaeoecology 

9 

8 Maribo 3 

9 Diagram Monkey 2 

10 Doug McNeall’s Blog* 2 

11 Better Figures* 1 

12 My view on climate 

change 

1 

 
*Run by the same blogger 

The time needed for the creation of a post can also vary from 

minutes to hours. Such a diversity can be true of individual blogs, in 
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which case the time a blogger spends depends primarily on the 

post’s subject and difficulty, as the interview excerpts below 

indicate: 

There are people that write extremely long, well research posts. 

You know. Real Climate’s goal is to have these long, detailed 

posts, and I’m sure there’s a lot of effort that goes into some of 

those. But also, you can write things that only took you half an 

hour, twenty minutes… (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview) 

[Writing a post is] episodic, and that’s one of the nice things about 

blogging. It’s that you are not obliged in any way. It takes me 

anywhere between ten minutes and four hours, depending on 

what kind of an article it is […]. It really isn’t [systematic], and 

that’s one of the charms of it. If you just want to say “Hey, look at 

this, that’s going on somewhere […]”, that’s just a matter of just 

typing it in. Or if you have something fairly complicated to say, 

you can say it. But I very rarely spend more than half a day on an 

article (Michael Tobis, Only in It for The Gold, July 2015, interview). 

The nonobligatory, independent, character of climate blogging is, 

therefore, associated with differences in the frequency of updates 

as well as a diversity of subjects. Given that, as mentioned in the 

Literature Review (2.7), the practice of blogging could also involve 

following and commenting on other blogs, some more comments 

about the interviewed bloggers’ activity in doing so are in order. 

Most importantly, I believe that by clarifying what is the difference 

between a person’s engagement in the climate discussions through 

the comment sections of other climate blogs and their engagement 

in such discussions through their own blog, the importance of the 

blog as an independent medium of communication that belongs to 

the blogger is further stressed. In addition, the fact that that 

medium does not provide the same opportunities to both types of 

users (bloggers and readers), and the meaning of that type of 

differentiation, is indicated. 

  



146 
 

7.2) FOLLOWING AND COMMENTING ON OTHER BLOGS (OR THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN BLOGGING AND COMMENTING) 

The role that blogrolls used to have as indicators of the blogs that a 

blogger might be interested in seems to have changed over time, 

since virtually all the interviewed bloggers described their blogrolls 

essentially as obsolete. So, while blogrolls alone can demonstrate 

clearly which are some of the blogs that a blogger is aware of, it 

would be untenable, I think, to rely on blogrolls to draw firm 

conclusions about the extent to which that blogger reads or 

comments upon those blogs. Therefore, based solely on the 

interview data, even though there are instances in which reading 

other climate blogs can be very rare, in most cases the bloggers read 

them on a, more or less, regular basis. The degree to which the 

bloggers read them differs and depends on how much time they are 

willing or able to dedicate. The number of the blogs that are read by 

each blogger varies from “a few” to “a lot”, where “a lot” could 

account for fifteen, twenty, or even more blogs. A main reason for 

reading them, as implied or even plainly indicated by some of the 

bloggers, is to see what is happening in the climate blogosphere. To 

give a few examples, Gavin Schmidt mentioned that he does “read 

other blogs, just to see what other people are talking about” (Gavin 

Schmidt, Real Climate, July 2015, interview), while Richard Telford 

said: 

I read a few [climate blogs]. I read And Then There’s Physics. I look 

at Hot Whopper
19

 […]. I keep an eye on a couple of climate sceptic 

blogs. And then, if I see something interesting coming on Twitter, 

I’ll go and read the post. Oh, and of course, I keep an eye on Real 

Climate (Richard Telford, Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology, 

May 2016, interview). 

Quite comparable is Victor Venema’s account: 
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Since I started blogging about climate, I also read other blogs 

more often, and of course, then I start noticing where there are 

still holes in the knowledge, what people still need to know, and 

also what kind of fallacies make the round among the mitigation 

sceptics (Victor Venema, Variable Variability, May 2015, 

interview). 

Finally, John Kennedy explained in terms of the time he spends both 

reading and commenting: 

There’s about twenty or so blogs that I scan every day to see if 

there is a new post. I just keep, kind of, a track of what’s going 

on. It takes maybe ten minutes a day, or something like that. If I 

comment, then that can take quite a long time, because it takes 

about an hour maybe to write a two-paragraph response to 

something […]. When I do comment, that could be quite time-

consuming, but it’s quite rare also (John Kennedy, Diagram 

Monkey, June 2016, interview). 

Commenting on blogs is an activity which is not undertaken by every 

blogger. It appears that those who do not read blogs, at least not 

regularly, do not tend to comment either, like Rasmus Benestad or 

the blogger of Maribo, who “would spend a lot of time reading and 

writing comments” in the past but now does so “almost never” 

(Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). But even those who read on a regular 

basis do not necessarily comment so. Kennedy, for instance, 

explained that he is “more of a reader than a commenter, in general” 

(John Kennedy, Diagram Monkey, June 2016, interview). Regardless 

of the time each blogger dedicates to commenting and its analogy 

to the time spent on reading, writing comments on other blogs is a 

rather unsystematic activity, which is something that applies to the 

activity of blogging as a whole (as I have explained already). Michael 

Tobis’s answer to my question quoted below is indicative of this 

notion: 

GZ: Could you tell me how much you read and comment on other 

blogs? 

MT: I think it’s episodic. When I get involved I will comment 

regularly for a day or so, and then it could be a half a dozen times 

or so on an article for a couple of days […]. It depends if something 
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captures my interest that I feel that I have something to add, that 

is not obvious, or that somebody else isn’t already saying. I don’t 

usually come in and say “Yeah, me too” … (Michael Tobis, Only in 

It for The Gold, July 2015, interview). 

What is more, the contributory character of Tobis’s comments 

inferred in his last statement seems to hold generally for the 

comments made by the rest of the bloggers who use to comment. A 

very similar motivation was expressed, for example, by James 

Annan, who replied to the same question: “I don’t comment in huge 

amounts, but certainly a bit. Again, if there’s something that I want 

to say that hasn’t been said already” (James Annan, James’ Empty 

Blog, May 2015, interview). 

Although commenting could be a way for the bloggers to 

address what they might regard as incorrect claims made on other 

blogs, this does not appear to be something that the interviewed 

bloggers do often, especially since they can address such claims by 

using their own sites rather than by commenting on others’. By way 

of illustration, I cite the following passage from the interview with 

Doug McNeall, who has posted comments on the contrarian site 

Bishop Hill,
20

 a blog on which the blogger of And Then There’s 

Physics (henceforth ATTP) and Joshua Halpern have, as they 

mentioned, commented as well: 

The motivation for doing that is fairly minimum these days, given 

that there’s no positive feedback. You don’t come towards some 

common understanding […]. And generally, my feeling is that if 

I’m going to comment somewhere, I’m either going to do it on 

Twitter, which takes a few seconds, or I’m going to write my own 

blog post, and people can see what I want to do there. I’m not 

going to comment on somebody else’s blog, which is going to 

either get ignored, or is not going to generate anything positive 

(Doug McNeall, Doug McNeall’s blog/Better Figures, Sep 2015, 

interview). 
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It is worth noting that using Twitter as an alternative option was also 

a choice mentioned by Bart Verheggen, who said that he comments 

on climate blogs “less and less”, adding: “My focus has really shifted 

from the blogs to Twitter, more or less. I’m more active on Twitter 

these days than I am on blogs” (Bart Verheggen, My view on climate 

change, Apr 2015, interview). 

 Articles uploaded or conversations that take place on different 

blogs motivate in some cases the posts’ writing (as shown 

extensively in the next chapters). An important difference between 

posting comments to contribute to a conversation, address a 

mistake, etc. and using their own blogs to do so is that in the second 

case the bloggers employ their own platforms. Bloggers belong to a 

group of users of the blogs’ technology different than the one that 

readers do. The available options with respect to that technology 

differ between the two groups, bloggers being the ones who can, 

generally speaking, control the discussions that unfold on their 

personal sites. The next extract from the interview with the blogger 

of ATTP could point towards that kind of difference and the probable 

implications thereof: 

I comment on Bishop Hill quite a lot, although I’m waiting to see 

whether or not that will still be true after my most recent 

comment, because I asked why he would possibly let people say 

such silly things on his blog (And Then There’s Physics, Apr 2015, 

interview). 

The interviewee’s remark alludes in fact to the ability of a blogger 

to exclude others from the comment section, and generally control 

the discussions occurring there (to moderate the comments, as 

mentioned earlier). The blogger of ATTP has created his own blog 

as a reaction to what he essentially described as obnoxious response 

to the comments that he made on another blog. This would give him 

the chance to comment on that blog, which, like Bishop Hill, belongs 
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to a climate contrarian, by using the same technology. As a blogger 

though, he could do so under his own terms, so to speak. 

 In this chapter, some additional comments indicating the 

independent character of the climate blogs, suggesting that the 

blogs constitute the scientist-bloggers’ own space, have been made. 

Chapter 8 is concerned with the role of the scientists as independent 

communicators of climate science and climate change.  
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CHAPTER 8) THE SCIENTIST-BLOGGERS AS INDEPENDENT 

COMMUNICATORS OF CLIMATE SCIENCE AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

A basic description of the early period of climate blogging was 

provided in Chapter 6, by instancing some of the first climate blogs 

and pointing up that there was some sort of continuity in the climate 

discussions online (an important part of which has arguably begun 

on Usenet and moved to blogs). The illustration of what has 

stimulated the bloggers to engage in the activity of climate blogging 

not only indicates their role but also can add to an overall 

understanding of the context within which climate blogging 

emerged and has been developed. This is so because in most cases 

the bloggers’ motivations and goals, on the one hand, and the wider 

environment of the communication of the climate science-related 

information, on the other, seem to be significantly connected. This 

chapter begins by examining the reasons why the interviewed 

scientists have engaged in climate blogging, their motivations and 

goals (8.1). After that, it continues by illustrating how the bloggers 

choose what to blog about, the topics of their blog posts (8.2). 

Finally, it describes the subjects of the blog articles, based on 

examples from the blogs (8.3). The discussion in this chapter 

suggests that what the climate bloggers want to achieve is to 

address the mis/disinformation that exists in the public discussions 

about climate or fill any information gap, by blogging about climate-

related issues that are, for the most part, topical, while focusing 

mainly on the scientific aspect of the climate change matter. 
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8.1) THE BLOGGERS’ MOTIVATIONS AND GOALS (OR WHAT THE SCIENTISTS 

WANT TO ACHIEVE THROUGH BLOGGING) 

The analysis in this section is based on the interview data, mostly, 

but also on the information that derives from the “About” sections 

and the first posts of some of the blogs. Given that often a blogger 

explains the purpose of their blog in those two webpages, I 

considered them to be useful sources of relevant data. Mann’s book, 

specifically the subchapter where he narrates why he and his 

colleagues launched Real Climate (2012, pp. 141−145), has been 

used as an additional source. 

8.1.1) ADDRESSING MIS/DISINFORMATION 

An essential reason for climate blogging, what most of the bloggers 

generally described as their need to address incorrect information, 

be it deliberately incorrect (disinformation) or unintentionally/due 

to misconceptions (misinformation), about climate-related issues 

communicated through traditional and new media, manifests the 

relationship between blogging and the broader environment of 

climate communication. The case of Real Climate provides a good 

example of this type of motive. Mann argues in his book, in the small 

chapter entitled “Battle of the Blogs” (2012, pp. 141−145), that at 

the beginning of 2000s new internet media platforms were 

increasingly utilized by climate change contrarians “as a means for 

purveying climate change disinformation” (p. 141). He portrays the 

situation in the following way:  

An increasingly large cross-section of the public was thus being 

exposed to biased, sometimes dishonest reporting of what was 

known about climate change. There was no reliable online outlet 

available for climate scientists to correct the record in real time (p. 

142). 
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These circumstances, as he further explains, led him and his 

colleagues Schmidt, Steig, and Rahmstorf to search for possible 

ways to better communicate “accurate science to the public” (ibid.). 

The idea of creating a blog was materialized after the nonprofit 

organization Environmental Media Services offered them in August 

2004 a small financial support: 

My three colleagues and I agreed to take the offer of free Web 

space and support − and assistance with publicity for the launch − 

from the organization. No compensation was offered for the 

effort, nor would we have accepted it if it had been. This was, after 

all, a labor of love on our part. We would exercise all choices over 

content and maintain editorial control of the site. What we 

envisioned was a central resource where interested members of 

the public, journalists, and policy makers could see what actual 

working climate scientists have to say about climate-related issues 

of the day (ibid.). 

Real Climate’s model was, as already mentioned, The Panda’s 

Thumb, a blog run collaboratively by a group of evolutionary 

biologists whose aim was, in Mann’s words, “to communicate the 

science of evolution in the face of creationist antiscience attacks” 

(2012, p. 142). “We would address analogous antiscientific attacks 

against our own science while providing a relatively nontechnical 

ongoing assessment of the scientific understanding of climate 

change” (ibid.), Mann states. A main purpose of Real Climate, hence, 

“was to help fight the climate change disinformation campaign” 

undertaken by the climate contrarians (p. 143). 

It would be reasonable to assume that Mann’s narration of the 

circumstances under which Real Climate was launched suggests that 

there was an urge for the inception of a climate blog, particularly 

one that would be administered by mainstream climate scientists. 

Schmidt’s account supports this view even more: 

I’d been thinking about ways to have a better conversation about 

climate science in public for a while before we started that. And 

there were a number of initiatives that took place in 2002−2003, 
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and people were saying “Oh! We should do something! We should 

do something! What should we do?”. Nobody had any idea, or 

nobody actually ever did anything (Gavin Schmidt, Real Climate, 

July 2015, interview). 

The release of the disaster film The Day After Tomorrow in 2004, 

which depicts “a disastrous and abrupt climate change” caused by 

human made global warming (Rahmstorf n.d.), together with what 

Schmidt described, in essence, as inadequate scientific response to 

the movie have apparently given an impulse to the creation of Real 

Climate: 

And then there was the movie The Day After Tomorrow. It stars a 

climatologist who’s trying to save the world from a changing 

climate in the North Atlantic. Anyway… And the whole thing is kind 

of ridiculous. But [emphasized], you know, it’s this kind of thing 

where you think “C’mon, maybe you could use this to get people 

talking; maybe you could use it as a teaching moment; maybe you 

could, you know, help people work out, like, whether there was a 

grain of truth, and what was real, and why some things couldn’t 

possibly happen”. And, at the time, the big US agencies, NOAA, 

NASA, and all the rests, they said “No, no, no. We don’t want to do 

anything about this movie” […]. And so, there were a couple of 

newspaper articles and things pointing out the bad science, but 

they were really, there was no engagement, you know. There were 

a couple of pages that, you know, some of the institutions saying: 

“Here. Look at our research on changes in the North Atlantic.” But 

it was lame. It didn’t answer anybody’s questions […]. So, after the 

movie, I was thinking “Well, you know what? Damn it. We should 

do something. I’m going to do it”. And so, I started talking to 

people about this, and it turned out that there was a number of 

people who had also thought about that, unsurprisingly (ibid.; see 

also Connolley 2014). 

What could be interpreted as a need for correcting inaccurate claims 

about climate science was similarly the basic reason why Rasmus 

Benestad joined Real Climate in 2004. As he said, he “saw there was 

a lot of misunderstanding out in the media about climate change, 

and also [about] natural variability, and [he] tried to correct this” 

(Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). He also 

mentioned that he noticed that there was “some [misunderstanding] 
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in publications” (ibid.), and he narrated the following incident, which 

signaled his involvement in the blog: 

I wrote a comment on one publication by Michaels and McKitrick 

[see 6.1], I think it was, that was published in Climate Research. 

That [comment] was picked up by Phil Jones [a climatologist], and 

he talked to Michael Mann and Gavin Schmidt, and then, in 2004, 

I was involved, I was included in the Real Climate effort (Rasmus 

Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

Benestad added that he found Real Climate’s endeavour interesting 

and new, and that he was “excited to try something new”, noting 

though that the main reason for his participation was mainly the 

realization “that most of the misconceptions came from the US”, and 

his belief that it would probably be wiser to cope with them “at an 

early stage than at a later stage” (ibid.). 

His awareness of publicly available mistakes in a specific area 

of climate science was also the reason Doug McNeall launched his 

blog Better Figures around 2010: 

I got annoyed and frustrated by basic mistakes in graphical 

communication. So, I started Better Figures as a way where I could 

talk about climate-related stuff, without holding a really strong 

position on it, if you know what I mean (Doug McNeall, Doug 

McNeall’s blog/Better Figures, Sep 2015, interview). 

In the “About” section of the blog, he states: 

This blog was born out of a conversation on twitter, between me, 

Paul Matthews (@etzpcm, an applied mathematician at 

Nottingham University) and Robert Simmon (@rsimmon a data 

vizualizer at NASA Earth Observatory). 

It seems to me that we would all really like to see better figures in 

climate science, and so this is a place to discuss how to make them 

(McNeall n.d., emphasis in the original). 

Lambert’s first post about climate change, “‘Sound Science’ and 

Climate Change”, was published in March 2004. The need to correct 

wrong claims about climate on the internet was his motivation, as 

the following extract indicates: 
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Most of the stuff being published on the net, on blogs, was pretty 

poor […]. One of the things, I guess, that inspires a lot of people 

to blog is, you know, “Someone on the Internet Is Wrong”. I guess 

it’s a very famous cartoon by [undecipherable/the name of the 

cartoonist who created the cartoon with that title]. Anyway. So, 

yeah. If someone on the internet is wrong, I think that you feel you 

want to write something to correct them (Tim Lambert, Deltoid, 

Oct 2015, interview). 

Bart Verheggen’s account points towards a similar motive. In 2008, 

he decided to add his voice to the online climate discussions by 

choosing to create a blog as the most logical way to do so: 

I had discussions with a friend of mine back then about climate, 

and he put it like “Yeah, but I read this on the internet”, or “I 

searched for this and I found that”. And the skeptical views were 

dominant on the internet. So, I started looking myself, and I was 

surprised how much stupid things people were saying on the 

internet. So, I’m like “Hey, I want to add my voice to this as well” 

(Bart Verheggen, My view on climate change, Apr 2015, interview). 

A quite comparable motive, in the sense that it is related to the 

information available online, was expressed by Halpern, who 

conveyed that the reason for his transition from commenting to 

blogging was his strong disagreement with a particular blogger on 

whose blog he used to comment a lot (Joshua Halpern, Eli 

Rabett/Rabett Run, Oct 2015, interview). Halpern felt that that 

blogger “bestrewed the climate blogosphere”, he also felt that the 

blogger “clearly used [the blog] to control the discussion”, and he 

eventually decided to create his own blog in 2005 (ibid.). 

Likewise, the owner of ATTP, who started blogging about 

climate in 2013, explained his decision to do so as follows: 

That was purely a spur of the moment thing, because I was 

annoyed by what I read in other blogs, and it was so obviously 

incorrect that I thought I would write a blog to point out why (And 

Then There’s Physics, Apr 2015, interview). 

In his first post, he points to a particular blog on which he was 

aiming to comment through ATTP: 
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There are a number of blogs that already comment on Anthony 

Watts’s blog Watts Up With That so this one may be unnecessary. 

It does feel like a few more sites that aim to address what is said 

on “Watts Up With That” may be a good thing. In case you don’t 

know, “Watts Up With That” is a site that publishes posts about 

climate science with a general theme that suggests that they are 

extremely skeptical (deny?) that man is influencing our climate (or, 

if we are, that it is a good thing) (And Then There’s Physics 2013). 

The contrarian blog Watts Up With That? (henceforth WUWT),
21

 

subtitled “The world’s most viewed site on global warming and 

climate change”, is run by the meteorologist Anthony Watts (Watts 

n.d.). The blogger of ATTP continues by stating the following about 

WUWT: 

The rhetoric is typically extremely dismissive and they typically 

find nothing positive to say about a piece of climate science with 

which they disagree.  The comments are also typically extremely 

dismissive and often downright rude and insulting.  They claim to 

be interested in understanding the science of climate change and 

in engaging in honest debate.  My perusal of the site makes it very 

hard for me to believe that this is even remotely true. It’s certainly 

not a style of science discourse that I, or any scientist I know, 

would recognise (And Then There’s Physics 2013). 

As the blogger of ATTP explained in an older interview, it was 

basically his feelings about WUWT expressed in the above passage 

that led him to stop commenting there and create his own blog. In 

his own words: 

I had read a few WattsUpWithThat posts and wrote a couple of 

comments because much of what was being said in the posts and 

comments was scientifically incorrect. The response was so 

vitriolic and unpleasant that I realised that there was no way I 

would comment there and so started a blog. It was literally a 

decision I made in a matter of minutes […]. I wasn’t specifically 

intending to communicate climate science, I was intending to 

address scientific errors being made on other blogs (And Then 

There’s Physics, Oct 14, email interview; see also And Then 

There’s Physics n.d.). 

Another interviewed blogger, Richard Telford, also mentioned that 

one of his initial motives was to rebut what he essentially described 
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as irrational claims made by Watts and others (Richard Telford, 

Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology, May 2016, interview). 

Similarly, Connolley’s main motivation and goal, not only for 

blogging but also for his engagement in Usenet and Wikipedia, was 

“to contribute knowledge to the world, and to beat back the 

disinformation” (William Connolley, Stoat, June 2015, email 

interview). 

 The climate bloggers’ desire to address what they described 

essentially as mis/disinformation is not the only reason for climate 

blogging. It can, however, be argued with a considerable degree of 

certainty that creating a blog was seen as the most obvious way to 

achieve that aim. For instance, Verheggen stated that it seemed to 

him that a blog was “the most logical spot” for engaging in the 

climate discussions on the internet (Bart Verheggen, My view on 

climate change, Nov 2014, email interview). As he further explained, 

a blog was, in his perception, “the most important social medium 

for climate discussions back then (and in many ways still is, though 

there are other large venues right now)” (ibid.). Another relevant 

example is that of the blogger of ATTP who mentioned that “setting 

up a blog is quick and easy” (And Then There’s Physics, Oct 14, email 

interview), a statement which points to a key aspect of blogs, namely 

that they are relatively easy to create and modify, and as such, an 

obvious choice, a way through which the bloggers could respond to 

a new item (a new publication, blog post, etc.) within a short period 

of time. 

8.1.2) FILLING INFORMATION GAPS 

The bloggers’ wish to express their knowledge and perspectives 

publicly, essentially with a view to filling what could be described as 

information gaps in the discussions about climate, constitutes one 
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more important motivation, which can be considered to be, of 

course, fundamentally correlated with the one already illustrated, 

given that in effect when a person attempts to correct what they 

regard as a wrong claim they typically juxtapose that claim with what 

they themselves know or believe ─ Halpern, for instance, also 

explained that he got into climate blogging because he “did actually 

know quite a bit about ozone depletion” (Joshua Halpern, Eli 

Rabett/Rabett Run, Oct 2015, interview). I have, nonetheless, 

chosen to characterize such a wish as a separate motive since in 

some cases the bloggers explained that they have decided to blog 

without necessarily, or only, aiming to correct other people, like in 

McNeall’s case, who has been using his other blog, the one under 

his own name, “to communicate anything that wasn’t necessarily 

just to do with graphics” (Doug McNeall, Doug McNeall’s blog/Better 

Figures, Sep 2015, interview). 

 The case of the blogger of Maribo provides another suitable 

example. The blog’s owner became involved in blogging in 2006, 

when he was a post-doctoral researcher, with a view to 

communicating his experiences and knowledge to members of the 

public. As described in the following passage, he was especially 

aiming to increase people’s awareness about climate change, 

beginning from his own circle: 

To be honest, I was not aiming for an audience of people that read 

climate science blogs. I had never read one, I didn’t even know 

what they look like […]. The thought was more of like… At the 

time, it was more really degrees of separation. Was that I had this 

whole community of friends and family that I grew up with who 

know and are concerned a little bit about climate change, just 

because they know me [laugh], and because I do research on it. 

And so, I thought “Oh, well maybe I can, by having a blog, get 

them to think a little bit more about it every day, and then their 

friends would…” (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). 

One more case which is relevant is that of Annan, whose desire to 

fill a gap in the climate discussions on blogs, by adding his 
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perspective, was one of his main motivations. As he said, when he 

“first started, there wasn’t much blogging about climate science at 

all” (James Annan, James’ Empty Blog, May 2015, interview). “I felt 

that my perspective wasn’t very well-represented by the blogs that 

did exist at that time” (ibid.), he additionally stated. Likewise, John 

Kennedy, who launched his blog in 2014, explained: 

I figured that there are certain things that I work on that aren’t 

often discussed. Things like observational uncertainty and climate 

monitoring. And I, kind of, wanted to discuss those things more, 

because I think often those get overlooked. So, that’s part of the 

motivation. I also like writing, and that’s another part of it. Yeah, 

that’s chiefly it really. I, kind of, occasionally I have a thought in 

my head that I want to get down and share with no one in 

particular. That’s the motivation in general (John Kennedy, 

Diagram Monkey, June 2016, interview). 

Finally, Tobis started blogging in 2007 due to his dissatisfaction 

with the communication aspect “between science and journalism 

and politics” (Michael Tobis, Only in It for The Gold, July 2015, 

interview). His primary aspiration has been to “put [his] concept in 

and try to figure out how to do better” (ibid.). 

 The distinction between the bloggers’ motivations discussed 

so far might constitute a grey area, yet the purpose of their 

illustration in the way carried out above is to contribute to a more 

complete and detailed account of the circumstances under which 

climate blogging emerged. In a few words, an essential factor that 

has led mainstream scientists to engage in this activity, and indeed 

their overall goal, has to do with what the bloggers described in 

general as mis/disinformation about climate-related issues that 

becomes available through the media, or even the lack of enough 

information or perspectives. 
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8.1.3) OTHER REASONS 

The motivations and initiatives for climate blogging can change over 

time. To give a brief example, while a scientist might, in the first 

place, decide to blog in order to address wrong claims, the same 

scientist might discover afterwards that the blog can also be a good 

tool for interaction (The reverse could be plausible, of course). 

Another reason for climate blogging, as two of the bloggers clearly 

explained, is their desire to increase their interaction with other 

scientists or even with the public. This motive is exemplified in 

Annan’s case, who also said: 

I was in Japan, and the amount of communication I had with people 

in the rest of the world, it was a bit limited. It was limited, you 

know, with occasional conference trips. So, [blogging] was a way 

of increasing the amount of communication I had with scientists 

and the public around the world (James Annan, James’ Empty Blog, 

May 2015, interview). 

Quite similarly, Victor Venema said that his “main motivation to 

move to a blog was that [he] was hoping that [he] would get more 

feedback” from other scientists (Victor Venema, Variable Variability, 

May 2015, interview). 

Different reasons for blogging can lead to different ways of 

using the artifact, however, the relationship between motivations, 

goals, and so on and usages is not always straightforward. This is 

so because, being a technology that provides a number of 

opportunities that the users are “invited”, so to speak, to explore, 

blogs do not offer any direct instruction for use, in the sense that 

they do not define a priori the ways of their utilization. What is, 

nonetheless, clear is that the utilization of blogs by both the 

interviewed groups (bloggers and readers) takes place within a 

broad environment of climate science communication, an 

environment in which climate blogs constitute a distinct, I believe, 

niche. The bloggers’ criteria for choosing the subjects of their 
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articles reflect essentially their motivations and indicate further their 

aims and interests. The analysis of that criteria can thus shed more 

light on the nature of climate blogging and the role of the scientist-

bloggers as independent communicators of climate-related 

knowledge. 

8.2) BLOGGING ABOUT “WHAT’S HAPPENING” IN THE CLIMATE WORLD (OR 

THE TOPICALITY AND NOTEWORTHINESS OF THE CLIMATE BLOG POSTS) 

Even though there are differences among the blogs in terms of the 

specific topics that each of them covers, Tobis’s description of the 

choice of subjects as “a function of the way the world is put together 

and the way [his] mind is put together” (Michael Tobis, Only in It for 

The Gold, July 2015, interview) seems to pertain to all the selected 

cases. Another comment, made by the owner of ATTP on an excerpt 

from the first, pilot, interview that I conducted with him, points 

towards the interrelationship between two essential elements of the 

blogs’ subjects, their topicality and what could be generally 

described as their noteworthiness: 

GZ: You wrote me in the first interview, the one through email, 

that you usually blog about things that happen to catch your eye 

or about things that you feel strongly about… 

ATTP: It’s probably about the same. Right? I normally have to 

notice something. Normally something will happen. I’ll either read 

a newspaper article, or I’ll see a paper, or I’ll see something on 

Twitter, or I’ll see something written somewhere else, and I’ll just 

be thinking about it, and then I’ll just write it down. So, I try not 

to contrive things. I’m well-aware that you probably have to keep 

writing posts so as people are going to read [your blog], but… 

(And Then There’s Physics, Apr 2015, interview). 

A comparable situation was portrayed by Halpern, who said: “I just 

see something, and I say ‘Hey, that’s interesting’, or ‘Hey, that’s 

silly’. Or I decide ‘OK, well, this needs to be discussed here a bit’” 

(Joshua Halpern, Eli Rabett/Rabett Run, Oct 2015, interview). 
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Likewise, Kennedy’s activity as a blogger depends, as he mentioned, 

on “how much time” he has but also, as he further explained, on 

“what’s going on”: 

I read a lot of blogs, basically. And occasionally things will come 

up that will inspire me to write something. So, often about 

observational uncertainty […]. Around the end of 2014/2015, 

when lots of people were talking about global temperatures, for 

example, I wrote a blog post on the uncertainty in the ranking of 

global temperatures. Purely in response to what was going on 

really. So, it’s more along those lines. I don’t think of things to 

write about and then write about them. I just want to add 

something to what’s going on out there really (John Kennedy, 

Diagram Monkey, June 2016, interview). 

Verheggen stated, similarly, that he can be inspired by “many things, 

e.g. an interesting and noteworthy article that just came out, or a 

climatological/meteorological event that took place, or an issue 

being widely discussed and [him] wanting to add [his] 2 cents”, but 

he also said that he writes about subjects that he simply finds 

interesting without necessarily being stimulated by “any external 

trigger” (Bart Verheggen, My view on climate change, Nov 2014, 

email interview). Writing articles as a response to climate-related 

discussions, or events, is also what Victor Venema and the blogger 

of Maribo described as part of their blogging activity, as the next 

quotes show: 

I do often respond to something which is current, something 

which is just picked up in the blogosphere or in a newspaper, 

because it really helps if you are connected to something which 

people are already writing about and thinking about. It really helps 

to get people interested in what you are writing (Victor Venema, 

Variable Variability, May 2015, interview). 

[One category of topics] is where something has been up, a 

newspaper article, another prominent blog post, or anything, 

something that was prominent, that was explained poorly. Right? 

Maybe it was completely inflammatory wrong. Right? Or maybe it 

was just they meant well but it didn’t come out well, and we tried 

to, I tried to go out there and correct it […]. Another big category 

is just significant public events and things that are going on. You 

know, so there’s been the El Niño event that’s going on right now 

[…]. I do research on El Niño. So, I try to do… We would write a 
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blog post […], put some of the data up, or some graphs up, and 

everything, to try and explain things… (Maribo, Sep 2015, 

interview). 

In short, blogging about what most of the bloggers generally 

referred to as “what’s going on”, “what’s happening”, in the climate 

world involves writing about issues that are emerging in a climate 

science communication context which is broad enough. Based on 

the information provided by the bloggers during the interviews, 

their posts can concern recently published scientific papers, media 

releases, such as newspaper/website articles and TV/radio 

broadcasts, issues discussed on other blogs or internet platforms 

like Twitter, and so on.
22

 

Some of the bloggers clearly stated that they could also be 

inspired by their own research. In such cases, the primary intention 

of the bloggers appears to be their desire to discuss something that 

they know well and consider to be relevant and interesting, or even 

useful, to other people, even to people who do not necessarily 

belong to the realm of science. For instance, when Benestad was 

asked how he chooses a subject to write about, he replied: “I blog 

about things that I know. And that’s things which I feel confident 

about, and also that I feel are important […]. So, I tend to blog about, 

say, regional climate modeling, because that’s what I’m doing, and 

also outreach” (Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 

2015). McNeall, whose one of the main themes is “science [he 

knows] about particularly”, said that his “primary criterion” in 

deciding to write about a topic is whether that could be “useful and 

interesting, possibly, to few people” (Doug McNeall, Doug McNeall’s 
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science or climate change, such as moments from the bloggers’ personal life. 
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blog/Better Figures, Sep 2015, interview). The blogger of Maribo 

explained, accordingly: 

There are cases where myself, or one of my students, or a close 

colleague has released a piece of research that’s of public interest 

and value, and where you would think “Let’s explain it in a 

layman’s terms” or would put a little explanation of this paper up. 

So, you know, just giving a little bit of a background. I mean, to 

some degree it’s promotion, although, to be honest, we do not do 

this for every publication. We only would do this if it’s something 

that seems like people outside the scientific world might be 

interested in (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). 

One more blogger inspired largely by his own work is Telford, who 

said that his “major topics” are the ones about “quantitative 

paleoenvironmental reconstructions, which […] has been a focus on 

[his] own research”, while he explained in addition: 

I’ve written a lot about [undecipherable] solar activity from 

paleoecological records. That was being done because the climate 

sceptics were getting very excited by these, where it was quite 

clear that many, if not most, of these studies were very low-quality. 

So, I thought it was useful to put out a page of counter-perspective 

to read. (Richard Telford, Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology, 

May 2016, interview). 

It is important to note that, while blogging could be a tool for 

promoting one’s own work, self-advertising per se does not appear 

to be the purpose of the interviewed bloggers. As a matter of fact, 

in most of the cases, self-advertising was not indicated as a purpose 

at all, and whenever it was mentioned, it was rather described as a 

side benefit of blogging. 

To conclude, the evidence discussed in this part shows that, 

by and large, the blogs deal with climate-related issues that are, for 

the most part, topical and that are considered by the bloggers to be 

issues deserving of attention because they are important, useful, 

simply interesting, and such like. To give a more complete picture 

of the topics covered by the blogs, I provide specific examples in the 

next section. 
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8.3) SUBJECTS OF BLOG POSTS 

The following table (8.1) has resulted from the first stage of the 

thematic analysis of the blog posts (see Methodology Chapter). The 

table shows the climate-related issues that arose, as well as any 

climate-related event that took place, during April−June 2015, 

discussed by more than two of the bloggers whose blogs were 

examined in depth. The table includes therefore issues/events 

commonly covered by at least one fourth of the analysed blogs. 

Table 8.1 ─ Issues/Events commonly covered by at least 1/3 of the analysed 
blogs 

Issue/Event Name of blog 

The global warming hiatus I. And Then There’s Physics 

II. Only In It For The Gold 

III. James’ Empty Blog 

IV. Variable Variability 

V. Real Climate 

VI. Doug McNeall’s Blog 

The European Geosciences Union 

(EGU) conference 

I. James’ Empty Blog 

II. Variable Variability 

III. Musings on Quantitative 

Palaeoecology 

IV. Doug McNeall’s Blog 

Pope’s encyclical on climate 

change 

I. Rabett Run 

II. And Then There’s Physics 

III. James’ Empty Blog 

IV. Real Climate (guest post) 

Ecomodernism I. Rabett Run 

II. And Then There’s Physics 

III. Only In It For The Gold 

 

 

The most discussed topic (covered by six blogs) is the one about the 

“global warming hiatus”, also referred to as “global warming pause” 

or “global warming slowdown” (see e.g. Bala 2013; Lewandowsky et 

al. 2015; Medhaug et al. 2017), the fifteen-year period from 1998 

until 2012 during which it has been observed only a slight increase 

in the Earth’s surface temperature. Conversations around the issue 

were sparked after the release, in June 2015, of a paper presenting 
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the results of an updated analysis of global surface temperature 

which do not support the idea of a slowdown (Karl et al. 2015). Four 

bloggers wrote a post relevant to the European Geosciences Union 

(EGU) General Assembly which took place in Vienna between 12 and 

15 April 2015,
23

 while Pope Francis’s encyclical on the environment 

and climate, published in May 2015 (Francis 2015), was discussed 

in four different blogs’ articles (one of which is a guest post). The 

issue of Ecomodernism was covered by three bloggers, apparently 

motivated by the Ecomodernist Manifesto published in April 2015 

(Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015), which, in very general terms, advocates 

the use of technology to protect nature from anthropogenic impacts. 

The above table tends to support what most of the bloggers claimed 

during the interviews, namely that one category of their posts 

consists of articles about current climatological events or 

phenomena (such as the global warming hiatus, the phenomenon of 

El Niño, the sea level rise, the ranking of 2014 by NASA/NOAA as 

the warmest year on record) or other climate-related events (such as 

the Pope’s encyclical on climate change, climate conferences, etc.). 

A more complete picture of the subjects covered by the blogs, 

which contributes to the description of the blogs’ character, resulted 

from the second stage of the posts’ analysis, during which a 

minimum of twenty articles from each blog were analysed 

thematically (see also Methodology Chapter). Based on that stage, 

there are posts that focus on the scientific aspect, others that centre 

around some aspect relevant to the climate debate, while a third 

category consists of articles about the communication of climate 

science and climate change, the character of science and the 

scientific process, and such like. The findings resulted from the 

second stage are summarized in the following paragraphs, while a 
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 https://www.egu2015.eu, accessed 20 Nov 2017 
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short description of each of the examined blog posts, based on their 

main theme, is included in the Appendices (2.1 – 2.12). 

Rabett Run 

The blog Rabett Run is the most active one in terms of postings. 

Seventy-one posts were uploaded during April−June 2015 (see Table 

7.1), most of them (41) written by Joshua Halpern (the main 

blogger), while there are also contributions (30 posts) by his two co-

bloggers. The twenty articles analysed in the second stage were 

posted from 1 until 27 April 2015. Thirteen of them are authored by 

Halpern, the remaining seven by one of his two fellow bloggers. As 

ensues from both stages of the posts’ analysis, almost 7/10 of 

Halpern’s articles deal with topics relating to some aspect of the 

climate debate, although, in many of those, technical elements are 

also included. Climate policy is an issue that the blogger touches 

upon often in his articles, while only a small number of posts without 

any obvious or direct relation to climate were found. It appears that 

his posts can be motivated by different sources, like the ones 

mentioned earlier (e.g. other blog posts, blog comments, newspaper 

articles, peer-reviewed papers, scientific statements, etc.). 

And Then There’s Physics 

Having uploaded forty-eight posts (two of which are written by quest 

contributors, another one jointly by the blogger and a 

meteorologist/former blogger) within the three-month period, ATTP 

can also be regarded as considerably active. The twenty articles 

examined in the second stage of the analysis were uploaded within 

approximately a month (3 April−7 May 2015). ATTP’s posts discuss 

issues concerning the climate debate (more than 4/10 of the first 

stage’s collected sample), including comments on climate policy, 
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while a relatively large number of posts (at least 3/10) focus on the 

technical aspect of a scientific topic. Articles about environmental 

issues, the role of scientists/experts, and the communication of 

climate science were also examined, while only two posts with no 

relation to climate were found in the sample. The motivation for his 

posts, stated explicitly by the blogger in virtually all cases, varies 

from recently published papers to newspaper articles, other blog 

posts, etc. (i.e. what the blogger himself mentioned in the interview). 

Only In It for The Gold 

A total of twenty-two posts were uploaded on Only In It For The Gold 

between late April and late June 2015 (one of which is a guest post). 

A major subject covered by the blogger, Michael Tobis, during that 

period is the Texas flooding occurring in May 2015, which is the 

central topic of four posts. Other themes discussed by him are 

generally related to the climate change but also other current 

environmental issues, such as the Anthropocene, “the period in 

which human activities have had a tangible impact on the Earth’s 

ecosystems” (Castree et al. 2013). The blog includes posts about 

climate policy, the communication of climate science/climate 

change, while no article with substantially technical elements was 

found in the given sample. Three posts with no direct link to climate 

were collected as well. Tobis’s posts are motivated by sources and 

events like the ones already discussed (i.e. by different media 

outlets, including e.g. Twitter, and current environmental events). 

James’ Empty Blog 

The data gathered in the two stages of the posts’ analysis appear to 

suggest that James Annan was not especially active in blogging 

particularly about climate at the time (April−mid July 2015), which 
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corresponds to what he himself claimed during the interview: “I 

haven’t been so active since I left Japan. I haven’t written so much 

in the last couple of years on climate science really” (James Annan, 

James’ Empty Blog, May 2015, interview). Nonetheless, a mere look 

at his blog demonstrates that, in general, the blogger has been 

focusing chiefly on climate science-related issues, having more than 

350 posts under the tag “climate science” (as at 23 November 2017), 

while there seems to be a re-emergence, as it were, of articles 

focusing on climate during the last few months, especially in 

September 2017 (After all, as indicated in all the investigated cases 

of the study, being an independent blogger means a flexibility in 

terms of the subjects and the frequency of updates). Out of the 

twenty posts examined from Annan’s blog only five are about 

climate-related topics, the rest fifteen being, mainly, uploaded 

photographs with no relation to climate. Even so, the five climate-

related articles concern current, at that point at least, events or 

issues: a climate sensitivity workshop (attended by the blogger) 

which took place in late March 2015 (reposted from Annan’s other 

blog); the EGU conference (reposted from Annan’s other blog as 

well), the global warming hiatus, and the Pope’s encyclical on 

climate change (see also Table 8.1 discussed previously); and a 

newspaper article putting forward an erroneous claim about a so-

called “little ice age” (Annan responded, through his blog, to the 

article one day after its publication). 

Variable Variability 

The posts collected from Victor Venema’s blog come to support his 

claim that he tries not to focus solely on one subject: 

I try to mix [the topics] a little bit. So, not climate science all the 

time, not climate debate all the time. I would say my third topic is 

something like the scientific community, or the philosophy of 
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science, and how does science work. I would say those are my 

three main topics at the moment, and I always try to mix them a 

bit. Not two months with only science posts, two months with 

something debunking the nonsense on the internet, but to mix 

and match them a little bit (Victor Venema, Variable Variability, 

May 2015, interview). 

The sample of the twenty analysed articles (uploaded between early 

April and late August 2015) consists indeed of posts that put a clear 

emphasis on a scientific theme, others that discuss aspects of the 

climate debate, and postings about the character of science/role of 

scientists and the communication of climate science. 

Real Climate 

The sample of Real Climate’s postings (uploaded between early April 

and early October 2015) includes seven articles authored by its basic 

contributors, six guest posts, and seven open threads. Three articles 

are written by Gavin Schmidt and one by Rasmus Benestad, the Real 

Climate’s bloggers that were interviewed. Schmidt’s posts are about 

his participation in a climate sensitivity workshop (the one that 

Annan attended too), an annual ice pool contest, and the global 

warming hiatus (also covered by another one of the blog’s authors). 

Benestad’s post describes the publication process and main 

conclusions of a recently published, at the time, paper co-authored 

by him which examines a selection of articles that reject 

Anthropogenic Global Warming (Benestad et al. 2016). The twenty 

posts gathered further support the idea of Real Climate being a blog 

focusing on climate science, an opinion expressed by some of the 

interviewed bloggers as well as some of the readers. Discussions on 

subjects relevant to the climate debate and the climate change issue 

were also evident though. 
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Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology 

The twenty articles collected from Richard Telford’s blog, all written 

by him, were posted within a nine-month period (April−December 

2015). Most of them centre around a scientific topic, usually 

including some technical terminology, while a few articles 

concerning an issue relevant to the climate debate were detected. 

Telford’s articles are motivated primarily by scientific papers, but 

also presentations or lectures, as well as other posts. Five postings 

with no relation to climate science were also found. 

Maribo 

The main theme of Maribo’s blog during the specific analysed period 

is climate policy. Nine out of twenty posts (uploaded during April 

2015−July 2016) discuss climate policy, especially in connection 

with Canada’s (the blogger’s home country) greenhouse gas 

emission targets and/or The Paris Climate Agreement. The latter 

took place in late 2015 within the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and, in general terms, 

deals with issues about climate change mitigation and adaptation 

(United Nations/Framework Convention on Climate Change 2015). 

Other topics covered by the blogger include events relevant to the 

environment and climate change, such as a spill of bunker fuel into 

the waters of Vancouver’s English Bay, the Syrian refugee crisis and 

its relation to climate change, the El Niño phenomenon, forest fires 

in British Columbia, and an actor’s/environmental activist’s Oscar 

speech. Two posts appear to be motivated by the blogger’s research 

fieldwork, while another one is about a paper authored by one of the 

blogger’s former students. The sample also includes two guest 

articles. 
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Diagram Monkey 

The sample of posts from John Kennedy’s blog were uploaded over 

a span of two years (November 2014−December 2016). Sixteen out 

of twenty articles focus on a climate science subject, while technical 

elements are often evident. Seven of the climate science posts are 

monthly statements of the climate, an area in which the blogger 

works. The statements include mentions of the impact that 

meteorological phenomena like precipitation have had in different 

countries, while in two cases brief explanations of the high 

temperatures were also provided. An issue that the blogger 

discusses in four articles is observational uncertainty, another 

subject on which he works. The remaining five of the climate 

science-related posts are about climatological tools, temperature 

records, climate modelling, climate data visualization, and a graph 

about global temperatures created by the blogger. An article about 

the climate change consensus was collected, while three posts with 

no relation to climate were also found. Kennedy’s posts are thus 

related to his own work, as the specific sample combined with the 

interview data indicate, usually on the topic of current events or 

issues. 

Doug McNeall’s Blog 

The sample from Doug McNeall’s Blog (twenty posts uploaded 

between late January 2014 and mid-December 2016) consists mainly 

of articles focusing on climate science topics as well as the 

communication of climate change and the graphical communication 

of climate science. The sample corresponds to McNeall’s description 

of the subjects that he writes about: 

Those are the only things that I’ve blogged about: Graphics, better 

graphics, and, sort of, trying to blog about science, science I know 

about particularly. And every so often something about the 
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communication of climate change, so particularly in the Twitter 

[…]. In terms of the climate science, other things that I’ve…, I just 

have talked about my own research. I guess I’ve tried to be an 

advocate for good communication and good outreach […]. So, I 

guess, I have blogged a bit about the poles and the hiatus, because 

that’s been interesting from a communication’s perspective and 

from a research perspective (Doug McNeall, Doug McNeall’s 

blog/Better Figures, Sep 2015, interview). 

Most of McNeall’s articles uploaded in the specific blog seem to be 

motivated by different sources, including papers/commentaries co-

authored by the blogger, a newspaper article written by him, a 

presentation made by him, and a Met Office’s podcast in which the 

blogger is also involved, but also a newspaper article, a blog post, 

and a paper written by others. 

Better Figures 

Even though three postings about scientific graphs were collected 

from Doug McNeall’s Blog, this is a topic that McNeall deals with 

almost exclusively in his other blog, Better Figures, as he himself 

mentioned during the interview, but also as results from the 

collected sample (twenty posts uploaded between September 2012 

and August 2016). The sample includes articles about/suggestions 

for better visualizations of climate data, and generally climate 

science-related articles about graphical representations of climate 

data, climate data maps, and other types of visualizations. The 

sources/motivations for the posts, whenever indicated, are in 

general similar to the ones described so far. Two posts with no 

relation to climate were also collected. 

My view on climate change 

The sample from Bart Verheggen’s blog is comprised of twenty 

articles posted between February 2014 and October 2016, six of 

which are guest posts and open threads. Nine out of the fourteen 
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articles written by Verheggen are about the scientific consensus on 

climate change. More precisely, six of those present and clarify the 

results of a survey regarding the consensus co-conducted by the 

blogger and colleagues (Verheggen et al. 2014), one is a response 

to a climate contrarian’s misrepresentation of climate science 

surveys that support the consensus, one is a review, co-authored by 

the blogger, of different studies on the climate change consensus 

(Cook et al. 2016), and one is about another paper on the 

consensus. Three of the remaining five posts centre around climate 

science topics (climate sensitivity and climate inertia), one is 

motivated by an op-ed written by climate contrarians, and one is 

about the communication of the reports published by the scientific 

body Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

Verheggen’s posts therefore concern issues relevant to climate 

science topics, aspects of the climate debate, and the 

communication of climate change. 

8.4) SUMMARY 

The science-oriented character of the blogs demonstrated through 

the scientist-bloggers’ motivations and goals (they engaged with 

blogging with a view to expressing their scientifically informed 

voices publicly) is additionally supported by the criteria according to 

which they choose their subjects (they write about science-related 

topics approaching them, in general terms, based on their scientific 

knowledge). The following chapter discusses the readers’ 

motivations for reading the blogs and the ways they feel about the 

information communicated through them. The analysis further 

supports the idea that posts focusing on the scientific aspect of a 

matter constitute indeed the core material of most of the blogs, at 

least qualitatively speaking, that is a material the quality of which 
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appears to be what, by and large, attracts the interest of the readers, 

who seem to view climate blogging as an alternative, expert-

oriented, communication of climate-related information. 
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CHAPTER 9) CLIMATE BLOGGING AS EXPERT-ORIENTED 

COMMUNICATION OF CLIMATE SCIENCE AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

The connection between climate blogging/reading climate blogs 

and the significant and contentious nature of climate change has 

already been discussed (in Chapter 5). This chapter concentrates 

mainly on the readers’ perception to enrich the description of 

climate blogging as a science communication niche, a way through 

which science-related information is being communicated directly 

and independently by scientists to an interested audience (Let it be 

stressed again that the selected climate blogs have been read by at 

least one of the interviewed readers who might also read blogs 

about climate that are not included in this study). The chapter begins 

by illustrating why the readers follow the climate blogs to indicate 

that the blogs constitute an insightful source of climate-related 

information for them (9.1). It continues by discussing how both the 

bloggers and the readers feel about the climate-related information 

communicated through the mainstream media (9.2). The climate 

blogs constitute an alternative way of climate communication, a 

response to what has been essentially described by most of the 

interviewees as the mainstream media’s superficial, or even biased, 

reporting of climate science and climate change. The chapter 

concludes by describing, based on Collins’s and Evans’s notion of 

primary source knowledge, what seems to be the core material of 

the mainstream-scientist produced climate blogs, the type of 

content which appears to stimulate the interest of the readers and 

which differentiates blogs from other sources of climate-related 

information (9.3). 

  



178 
 

9.1) THE CLIMATE BLOGS AS INSIGHTFUL INFORMATION SOURCES 

In this part the readers’ motivations for reading the climate blogs 

are categorized into different themes to highlight why specific 

readers find climate blogs produced by mainstream scientists 

useful. In essence, the themes overlap, suggesting that the readers 

(virtually all of whom are educated at a postgraduate and/or 

undergraduate level) follow the blogs because they regard them as 

insightful sources of information about an issue that concerns them. 

9.1.1) OBTAINING DEEPER KNOWLEDGE ABOUT A CONCERNING AND CONTENTIOUS 

TOPIC 

Reading climate blogs as a way of becoming knowledgeable about 

what the readers who believe in global warming and climate change 

(i.e. the majority of the interviewed readers) described in effect as a 

worrying and controversial problem, nonetheless indisputable 

within the scientific community, is clearly indicated by the quote in 

the next paragraph, from an interview with a person with an 

engineering university degree working in the IT sector. The 

interviewee said that he “vaguely” understands the science behind 

what he considers to be “a very serious and long-term issue”, while 

he explained in addition: 

I tend to read climate blogs the most, and I’ve been interested into 

why that is. Because I’m not into geology really, but I feel it’s very 

serious. And the thing that I think attracts me as much as anything 

else is that it’s controversial without being controversial. So, the 

science itself, well, everybody agrees what’s going on, but there’s 

still a political controversy […]. So, the value from reading them is 

to increase my understanding, and the way I think as a person. If 

I understand something, I’m there to do something with it. It’s not 

just [emphasized] for my benefit (CD, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview). 

A similar notion, especially with respect to the debate surrounding 

climate change, was expressed by David Sanger, a professional 

photographer with a university degree in mathematics: 
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I’m particularly interested in the discussions about the discussion. 

In discussions about how to have a coherent conversation about 

climate change, and particularly how to, sort of, combat what in 

the United States seems to be a war on science […]. So, I’m 

particularly distressed by the opposition, in the sense that why 

there seems to be such a stubborn and blinkered, almost 

[undecipherable], opposition to this particular field that you don’t 

find in other fields. I live in California, we have a lot of 

earthquakes. You don’t see people running around rally against 

quakes and saying that the quakes are all in favour of trying to get 

grant money, and you know… They don’t really argue with plate 

tectonics […]. But they do rail against climate science in, I think, 

the most irrational way, and that distresses me. So that’s one thing 

that I find really interesting… Not the bickering, but… ATTP has 

some fairly insightful discussions about that (David Sanger, 

Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Another reason for which Sanger reads climate blogs is his interest 

in what he called “the simple numerics” or “the metrics and their 

physics”, particularly with respect to the temperature record, the 

Arctic ice, and the phenomenon of El Niño, since the latter affects 

the state where he lives, California: “I’m less interested in the Paris 

discussions or the details of it […]. I’m more interested in our 

understanding of what’s happening to the climate in this world 

(ibid.)”, he furthermore added. 

 Analogous concerns were brought up by Øystein Lemvik, a 

secondary school teacher with a master’s degree in history, who 

began to read climate blogs as an alternative, inexpensive and less 

time-consuming, way to be informed about a matter that he has 

been worrying about: “Instead of going to researches and books, I 

went to blogs, but tried to find informative ones”, he said, while he 

further explained the reasons for reading them as follows: 

I’ve picked most of those I read for content, which is I’m trying to 

learn something. Climate change is not really a subject which I 

am…, as I said, I’m not intimately familiar with it. Then I need to 

learn a little bit more about which processes influence the climate, 

how important are they, what’s our understanding on, say, the 

questions of the sea ice, on albedo, on climate gasses, on the 

sun’s influence [climate-related effects and phenomena]. I need to 

learn more on each of these steps, as long as there is not too much 
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maths involved. And, the second part, which I do find interesting, 

but which I don’t comment on, is the politics of the whole thing. I 

think I haven’t found any other discussions, apart sometimes from 

religion, where people are so polarized in debating, so very little 

open for other people’s views […]. On one hand, I try to learn 

about science, as much as I can understand, on the other hand, I 

try to find out a little bit of how does this shape world views, and 

how do we fall into different world views according to what we 

believe on climate change (Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 2015, 

interview). 

Alan Neale, who has a master’s degree in IT and works in the 

computer industry, explained likewise that he goes to the blogs 

because he can learn about the issue by reading what he called “valid 

sources of the information, basically people that submit scientific 

papers”, people “who are heavily peer-reviewed scientists in their 

field”: 

I thought to myself “Oh, quite interested in climate, what’s going 

on there. Is it real?”, etc. “Is it a concern?”. So, I started looking 

around on the internet and newspapers initially, and then I came 

across the blog sites, you know. But I was more interested in the 

scientific blog sites, because you can cut through the nonsense 

that you encounter in the newspapers, the bias, shall we put it. 

And I basically found places such as Real Climate, and Climate 

Progress, Climate Central, Tamino’s, and And Then There’s 

Physics, etc. […]. I started reading them in earnest. And it took me 

a long time to understand the terminology they were using, etc. 

And I thought at first it was just going to be a curiosity, but I 

became deeply interested in, because it also became quite 

economic and political. But the scientific websites don’t really 

discuss that, although the comment sections do tend to. But the 

actual climate scientists themselves they don’t, they keep it clean 

and they keep it on message, and that way it helps you cutting 

through all the nonsense that comes out (Alan Neale, Reader, Feb 

2016, interview). 

The scientific aspect of the climate change issue seems to be, in a 

quite similar vein, the focus of another reader, with an English 

literature degree (who like Neale was slightly sceptical about the 

whole issue at the beginning), as the next interview extract 

indicates: 

I think I started to look at [the climate blogs] in the end of 2009, 
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which would be in the wake of the so-called Climategate
24

 affair in 

the UK. I think that that stimulated me to pay closer attention to 

what was happening, and also to stop… It stimulated me to start 

paying closer attention to the scientific basis, rather than 

representations and indeed misrepresentations in the public, in 

the media, about the science or politics of climate change. I was 

somewhat sceptical when I first, you know, started as a novice. 

And in a very, very large way climate blogs have helped me to 

understand the scientific and factual basis much better, and to 

correct my misapprehensions […]. I educated myself using these 

resources, that is to say the science blogs, not the politicized ones, 

and, in that respect, I have found them extremely valuable (FG, 

Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

David Hodge’s answer to my question “Which was your main 

motivation for starting reading climate blogs?” points similarly to the 

scientific basis of the blogs. Hodge, a semi-retired IT professional 

with a science degree, responded: 

Actually, it was quite hard to find reasonable information about 

the topic… A lot of things seemed to be paywalled…, and 

Google’s, particularly then things like Google Scholar and such like 

wasn’t as good as it is now. And so, I found a number of blogs 

which had quite reasonable content, and in certain cases, by fairly 

well-known scientists, that I found quite helpful (David Hodge, 

Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Understanding what was happening in the climate was also the main 

motivation of Henry Herbert, a medical doctor, who gave the 

following reasons why he reads climate blogs: “Partly entertainment, 

and mainly just interested in what exactly was happening, and in 

why was that happening, and what could one do about it” (Henry 

Herbert, Reader, Mar 2016, interview). Herbert also linked his 

interest in the subject to his own occupation, in the following sense: 

I guess I’m mostly interested in the mechanics and how fast it’s 

going to happen. And from my point of view, as a doctor, what are 

going to be the, you know, the health-related or the people-related 

side effects that we are going to get called upon to try and help 
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credibility and trustworthiness of the mainstream climate scientists’ assessment 

of global warming and climate change (for a relevant discussion, see e.g. 

Jasanoff 2011; Collins 2014). 
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[…]. And so, I guess it’s the mechanics and the to and fro about 

just how fast is it happening and what can I do about it, and how 

can I persuade people to do something in their own life or, you 

know, with organizations (ibid.). 

Nonetheless, he holds that there is not much information in the 

climate blogosphere about “what one can do” about climate change 

(ibid.), a view which accords with those expressed by other 

interviewees too. 

Two more interviewees who described very explicitly their 

engagement in reading climate blogs as relating to their 

environmental concerns are Peter Haug and Roger Lambert. Haug, a 

retired ecologist with a PhD in systems ecology whose 

environmental values are also connected with his religious belief, 

said that he began to read climate blogs “simply because [he] was 

trying to make sense” out of the climate change issue himself, 

further explaining that one more reason for his engagement is 

related to his academic training in the analysis of environmental 

systems (Peter Haug, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). Lambert, who is 

also retired with a background in research biology, previously 

working in the sales sector, wrote as a reply to the question “Why 

did you start reading climate blogs?”: 

Became very concerned about AGW [Anthropogenic Global 

Warming] as I read more about the topic. Discovered that there 

was a lot of anti-AGW blogs posing as being truthful, which ticked 

me off. Liked the blogs because of good content, usually great 

commentary; very up-to-minute. Learned a lot and still learn a lot 

every day (Roger Lambert, Reader, Oct 2015, email interview). 

Their desire to be able to form their opinions in conversations, or 

even rebut others’ claims, is another important motivation 

discussed in the following subsection. 
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9.1.2) BECOMING ABLE TO COMMUNICATE AND ARGUE 

Reading climate blogs as a way of becoming capable of 

communicating or arguing with others about climate change is a 

motivation closely connected, of course, with most of the readers’ 

concerns about the subject. Lemvik, for instance, mentioned that he 

was already “using climate blogs to make points, or to underscore 

points” that he made in online discussions, before the US 

presidential elections in 2008 (Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 2015, 

interview), while, as already quoted, Herbert said that he is also 

interested in “[persuading] people to do something in their own life” 

(Henry Herbert, Reader, Mar 2016, interview). Much the same 

motivations were indicated by other readers as well, as shown in the 

next paragraphs. 

A data analyst in the field of safety and environment, who has 

an undergraduate and a master’s degree in biology and toxicology, 

respectively, said: 

Initially my interest was to learn more about the subject, to learn 

enough that I could argue with people on the internet, and in real 

life, I guess. Just to make sure that I understood the issues and 

the science well enough to argue with people, or talk to people 

about climate (BC, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

In like manner, an electrical engineer with a bachelor’s and a 

master’s degree, “interested in finding out information and trying to 

understand it”, described some of the blogs that he reads as “more 

focused news”, further arguing that “following a lot of the science 

makes it a lot easier to talk to folks and explain things, if they want 

to talk about it” (GH, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). In terms of the 

value that he gets out of the blogs, he additionally mentioned: 

I like the science side. I’d really find politics kind of painful, even 

though there’s a lot of political side to things. But it’s knowledge 

about where things are, where it’s going. And helping to make 

choices, sort of in the long term, of where things are going, and 
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making it a lot easier to explain the folks who might be open to 

discussion about such things, about choices they can make, and 

improve things for themselves and for the future generations […]. 

It’s quite often when you hear people saying things that’s flat 

wrong, or they’re quoting something from the media […]. So, the 

value of the blogs is that is, especially things like the Real Climate 

and the Arctic blogs, and Tamino, is so that, you know, as political 

issues come up, you know how to address things in a way that’s 

serious and looks toward the real future (ibid.). 

Another interviewee, Stephen Marshall, a retired British Army 

officer/engineer with a first degree in the natural sciences, who finds 

climate blogs interesting and a good way to be informed about 

climate science and climate change, stated: 

I very much understand the need of specialization and experts, 

you know. There’s no reason why we should not use experts to do 

the expert thing. I’m not going to get the Nobel Prize for 

overturning anything that [the scientist-bloggers] write, because 

that’s not what I’m there for. I’m there just for increasing my 

awareness. I’d like to put myself into a position when I should be 

able to argue with just about anybody who isn’t a climate scientist 

over most of the issues to a shallow level of detail (Stephen 

Marshall, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

A somehow similar explanation for reading climate blogs was given 

by John Russell, a retired cameraman, editor, and finally writer and 

director, whose one of his work experiences included interviewing 

scientists and farmers to make “short films about sustainable 

agriculture”: 

I’m less interested in complex stuff with lots of maths, as I know 

my limitations. I will never be able to contribute to climate science, 

but I am interested in the take-home message and anything which 

will help me play a more effective part in spreading the word about 

this potentially existential threat (John Russell, Reader, Oct 2015, 

email interview). 

Aaron Thierry, a post-doctoral researcher in the field of geosciences 

said that “[he wants] to understand how the climate system is 

working, and reading these blogs helps [him] do that” (Aaron 

Thierry, Reader, July 2015, interview). Thierry, who is also involved 

in campaigning on climate change issues, explained: 
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I’m reading [the climate blogs] mostly to, I guess, arm myself with 

arguments and facts that I can use to help communicate. Because 

I do quite a lot of public outreach as well, and so I often read them 

to keep current with developments in the science. I’m not always 

able to read all the newspapers in areas that aren’t specifically 

related to what I’m working on. So, often reading a blog is sort of 

an intermediate to… You know, if I really find that it’s interesting, 

I wouldn’t really worry about it. I might go and read the paper after 

reading the blog. But I think they’re often a really good 

intermediate step to that […]. So, for example, reading Open Mind 

[a scientist-produced climate blog], the one by Tamino [the 

blogger’s pseudonym]. I have actually learned a lot about statistics 

from reading his blog. The way that he writes it, this is often, you 

know, I’d say at quite an advanced level, but it’s also often taught 

as a kind of like a lesson. So, you know, “I did this first, and then 

the other, and I did this to control for this effect in the residuals”, 

and so on and so forth. And you can then actually understand 

yourself how to contact analysis better in the same way as he’s 

done it […]. Reading some of the stuff that And Then There’s 

Physics writes, you, kind of… You know, he really highlights some 

of the more trivial complexities of climate sciences that you 

wouldn’t normally get necessarily, unless you are really immersed 

and trying to pay attention to exactly what’s going on in the 

science (ibid.). 

Moreover, Thierry pointed up that he is “really interested” in 

responding to “misunderstandings about climate change or points 

that denialists would put out or sceptics would put out in the media, 

and how to best answer those” (ibid.), finding some of the blogs that 

he reads to be helpful sources for him to achieve that purpose. 

9.1.3) READING ABOUT TOPICAL ISSUES 

A further important element of the climate blogs (indicated in 

Thierry’s and Lambert’s words cited above, but also raised by many 

of the readers) is that they provide climate-related knowledge about 

topical subjects. This characteristic component was indeed 

illustrated in Chapter 8, where it was shown that climate blogging 

consists largely in writing about topical issues, what most of the 

bloggers referred to as “what’s going on” or “what’s happening” in 

the climate world. John Cross, for instance, a university teacher with 
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postgraduate and undergraduate degrees in ocean and mechanical 

engineering, mentioned: 

In terms of the [climate blogs] that I do read, I like some because 

this whole area of climate change is now so large, and I’m able to 

get a snapshot of what’s happening just by checking a couple of 

what I would consider the good blogs. Open Mind, I like, Rabbet 

Run, and Real Climate are probably the three that I like a lot (John 

Cross, Reader, Nov 2015, interview). 

The account of Ryan Cooper, a professional journalist with an 

undergraduate degree in chemistry, who, among other subjects, 

covers climate-related news, reinforces that kind of topicality that 

characterizes most of the selected blogs: 

I generally try to read [the climate blogs] so that if I see something 

worth-covering, then I can write about it, rather than the other way 

around. Because, you know, it’s hard… Always it’s a kind of 

struggle with today’s internet firehouse to just find new sources 

of coverage. And I guess that’s another function of climate blogs, 

it’s just, you know, a kind of digestion, like summarizing what’s 

been going on (Ryan Cooper, Reader, Mar 2016). 

At some other point, Cooper, who considers climate change to be 

an important issue, mentioned: 

I think the blogs are just more interesting to me in how climate 

scientists are engaging, you know, politically and rhetorically, and 

how they talk to, for example, climate deniers… Whether there are 

rhetorical strategies to, you know, like defeat those people 

politically or stop the spread of climate denial amongst the general 

population… (ibid.). 

Even though the interviewee apparently refers to all the climate 

blogs that he reads, some of which are not included in this study, 

and while engaging in political discussions about climate does not 

appear to be what the climate bloggers whose blogs have been 

analysed do, the above passage alludes again to the use of the blogs 

as sources of information that the reader could employ to form 

his/her opinion and rebut what was often described as contrarian 

views. 
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Another relevant case, which points directly to the topical as 

well as the science-based character of the information found on the 

blogs, is that of Lawrence Hamilton, a university professor of 

sociology whose work includes climate-related research: 

I was starting to do climate-related research […], and I just became 

aware that there was this very interesting resource out there where 

scientists were posting interpretations and real-time reactions to 

things. They were very helpful for, in the first place, were getting 

me to understand some of what was going on, and secondly for 

bringing me up to speed on all the contrary blogging that was 

going on. I initially spent I think equal time on the science and the 

antiscience blogs, just to see the big picture. And then I gradually 

drifted away from the antiscience blogs, because it’s just too much 

of a train wreck to be part of (Lawrence Hamilton, Reader, Feb 

2016, interview). 

Hamilton, like Thierry and other readers did, also referred directly 

to another significant characteristic of the climate blogs, the 

intermediate and science-based nature of the knowledge they make 

available. 

9.1.4) THE INTERMEDIATE AND SCIENCE-BASED CHARACTER OF THE CLIMATE BLOGS 

What has been essentially described, explicitly or implicitly, as an 

intermediate and science-based kind of climate-related knowledge 

communicated through the blogs seems to be what attracts in effect 

the interest of nearly all the interviewed readers. Hamilton explained 

in addition, for example: 

I’ve been for many years doing research in the arctic, on human 

environment interactions in the arctic. And we were initially 

looking at the natural resource development, but as I started going 

at interdisciplinary meetings, I was hearing from the physical 

scientists all about climate change. So, I became more and more 

interested in that, and I tried to self-educate on the topic. And I 

initially was doing that by reading the articles, but I found the 

blogs were a really nice intermediary. Not only they would explain 

often the authors’ papers themselves, would explain things in 

more public-friendly terms, but they would also react more 

informally in, kind of, in real time to whatever questions people 

had, and whatever legitimate or not legitimate critiques had been 

published (ibid.). 
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One more interviewee, a retired physicist with a PhD in nuclear 

physics, who has taught at university level and worked in the oil 

industry, said in terms of the same matter: 

I use some of [the climate blogs] for educational purposes, I guess, 

in the sense of staying up on the technical science. Since becoming 

interested, I’ve ordered several textbooks on atmospheric science 

and planetary science and peruse them, but I also use the blogs 

to… Like, Real Climate is written by practicing climate scientists, 

for example, and so it kind of gives me an indication of what’s the 

newest thing. You can also find that elsewhere, but I like Real 

Climate from that point of view, and I guess two or three others, 

at least on occasion do that as well […]. They can simplify the 

process of presenting the theory too. You know, like the blog 

Open Mind, and the blog And Then There’s Physics, I think, 

occasionally will have tutorials. And I’ve made climate 

presentations myself and will use occasionally some of the stuff 

that they have too. I’ll use that in some of my presentations 

perhaps (AB, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

The interviewee, who referred to climate change as “a real problem”, 

explained that there is a kind of value he gets out of reading the 

climate blogs, “both in terms of seeing what the latest things of 

interest are, and also learning the basic science”, stating in addition: 

“There are non-infrequent criticisms on some of these blogs of what 

you would call sceptical or denial talking points, you know, which 

vary on occasion (ibid.)”, in which he is also interested. At some 

other point, he explained that, by reducing the science-related 

information found on the blogs “to verbiage”, he would be able to 

“get into a substantive conversation with someone about the 

subject” (ibid). 

The accounts of two more scientists, specialized in climate 

science, are also very informative regarding the science-related 

content of some of the blogs and how this could stimulate the 

interest of experts in the field. One of them, John Callahan, an 

associate scientist/PhD student in climatology, said that his main 

motivation to start reading the climate blogs was content, “learning 

more about the topic and the scientists’ perceptions”, or as he put 
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it elsewhere, “learning about the subject matter they were talking 

about” (John Callahan, Reader, Mar 2016, interview), answering 

accordingly to the following question: 

GZ: Do you get any value out of your engagement in reading 

climate blogs? 

JC: Absolutely. Value in terms of the content, of course, in the 

different sciences, especially for sciences I don’t have a large 

experience on. I’m not a geologist. I’m not an oceanographer. So, 

when I read those blog posts, I learn a lot. I learn about certain 

scientists, and the things that they feel passionate about, and their 

strengths and weaknesses. I learn a lot about techniques. And I’m 

also learning about communication as well, […] what messages 

seem to get the strongest feedback, what messages people agree 

upon, things like that. So, I get a lot of value out of it, yeah (ibid.). 

The science-based content of the climate blogs was similarly 

emphasized by the other expert, a climate scientist with an almost 

twenty-five-year experience in the field, specifically in the climate 

modelling: 

I suppose the most interesting are blogs by working climate 

scientists who have written something which is probably not 

advanced in the science enough to make a scientific paper, or it 

needs a rapid reaction to some, correct some error or something, 

but then it’s also not high profile enough to be in the mainstream 

media. So, it’s giving a kind of a voice to scientists in a more 

informal way without having to rely on other people, like journals 

or newspapers. So, I suppose the kind of the educated comment 

on technical matters is I think which I find most interesting (HI, 

Reader, Mar 2016, interview). 

The interviewee responded to the question whether there are 

specific types of blog posts that he might be mostly interested in as 

follows: 

GZ: Is there any particular subject about climate science that you 

find on these blogs and you prefer reading? 

HI: It’s quite varied. Often it depends on just what is the topic of 

the moment which is being covered in blogs more than elsewhere. 

So, discussions of the pause, for example, hiatus, slowdown, has 

a lot of discussion in the blogosphere […]. The Paris Conference, 

the implications of emissions scenarios and carbon sinks, and so 

on. So, I suppose, yeah, the kind of somewhat nuanced analysis of 

the recent temperature record and its implications, being 
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discussed in a way which doesn’t always need to go to the 

scientific literature but is still being discussed between scientists. 

But also, seeing the kind of public’s response to that, and whether 

they are understanding it or not understanding it, and what their 

opinions are as well (ibid.). 

His comments, quite similarly to the ones made by many interviewed 

readers, call attention to a notable aspect of the nature of the 

scientist-produced climate blogs: The way that the climate-related 

knowledge is usually displayed by the bloggers (the manners that 

they discuss and explain things, the arguments they made, the 

definitions they provide, etc.) is unsuitable for peer-reviewed 

articles, but still, too technical for mainstream media such as 

newspapers. 

9.1.5) SUMMARY 

The mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs are generally 

regarded by the readers as expert, authoritative, and trustworthy 

sources of information about an important but contentious issue. 

The sort of knowledge communicated through the blogs has an 

intermediate character, lying, one could argue, between 

superficiality and technicality, while still being closer to science. This 

is apparently the element of the climate blogs which attracts the 

interest of virtually all the interviewed readers, and which defines, 

as such, almost all the blogs of this study. This dominant quality of 

the blogs, their attribute of being “more scientific” than the 

mainstream media, but still a way of communicating science to non-

experts, was initially detected by looking at the bloggers’ 

motivations and goals and has become more obvious through the 

examination of the readers’ motivations, in this part. It is, therefore, 

essential to move to how the blogs are placed by the readers in 

juxtaposition to the mainstream media (primarily newspapers) and 
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how the readers generally perceive the knowledge communicated 

through the blogs. 

9.2) CLIMATE SCIENCE IN THE MEDIA & CLIMATE SCIENCE IN THE BLOGS 

It has already been indicated, through examples from the bloggers’ 

and readers’ motivations as well as the historical elements of climate 

blogging discussed earlier, that most of the interviewees generally 

regard the climate-related news presented by the mainstream media 

as superficial, lacking in content or context, inaccurate or even 

biased (a view that accords with what appears to be the prevailing 

idea about the mainstream media’s scientific covering, as explained 

in section 2.3 of the Literature Review). To give some additional 

illustrative examples, Gavin Schmidt from Real Climate mentioned, 

when describing the character of their blog, “If you want something 

that has no content you can read, like, normal newspaper stories”, 

further explaining at another point that “the whole point was to pitch 

[their blog] at a level that was in between the technical literature, 

which is inaccessible to almost anybody, and the popular science 

that you would find in magazines or newspapers” (Gavin Schmidt, 

Real Climate, July 2015, interview). Rasmus Benestad, from the same 

blog, explained likewise: 

I work to, sort of, infuse some scientific, sort of, knowledge into 

the media. Because I think there’s too little of that. Science is 

actually very interesting, and if you can tell a story behind all these 

results… Well, like, you know, there’s always a story behind a 

statement or a result or an idea. And if you can tell that, it’s so 

much more interesting than the way science is presented in the 

media today, which is basically like “Here’s the fact. Well, that’s it” 

(Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

Considering the nature of their blog, especially in relation to the 

mainstream media, Benestad, similarly to Schmidt, expressed the 

following view: 
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[Real Climate] is fairly unique because it is, sort of, somewhere 

between the academia, with the heavy, you know, published 

journals, and the popular science. So, it’s somewhere in between. 

But it’s also useful when, say, the newspapers misrepresent 

issues, to have a voice. Well, the most important thing is that it 

provides a voice to scientists. And that is important to either 

correct the media or comment. To say that “This is what we think 

is the case” (Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

That intermediate, expert-oriented, more detailed and technical, 

kind of knowledge (indicated through the above quotes as well as 

other examples presented so far) seems to be what differentiates 

the climate blogs from the mainstream media, but also what the 

readers appreciate in terms of the blogs, especially when comparing 

the information communicated through them to the mainstream 

media’s scientific covering. Aaron Thierry, for example, mentioned 

with respect to the mainstream press, particularly newspaper 

websites: 

They can be useful, it’s useful to keep pace on what’s going on. 

But actually, there are less details. So, they won’t get to the heart 

of what’s the issue, or they won’t go into the details of how the 

findings have derived, or whatever. They’ll just say: “This result 

came out”. And they’ll have a headline which maybe or maybe 

won’t have a relevance to what’s actually in the paper [laugh]. And, 

I think, what I find with bloggers is that they tend to be […], they’re 

often going into more detail than in just in the newspaper article. 

And also, because they’re often scientists themselves rather than 

just a journalist who’s trying to understand what the scientists 

have put out in the press release, or whatever, that is a lot more 

reliable to read the blog (Aaron Thierry, Reader, July 2015, 

interview). 

Another reader explained about journalists and the way they cover 

science news: 

I’m aware that it is difficult to ─ as a non-specialist journalist, 

particularly a former non-specialist journalist ─ to get themselves 

into a position where they are really knowledgeable on a particular 

climate change topic so that the article they write is really accurate 

and informative (FG, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 
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Øystein Lemvik feels likewise that “newspapers are generally of a 

much lower accuracy” than the blogs that he reads (Øystein Lemvik, 

Reader, Oct 2015, interview), while another informative comparison 

between the blogs and the mainstream media was provided by 

Lawrence Hamilton, who explained: 

I read newspaper articles, I mean I read the New York Times and 

BBC every morning, or at least I skim them and pick up articles of 

interest. I don’t very often learn about science from them. Well, I 

would say almost never learn about science from them, but I learn 

about what’s being reported, and then I try to track down a more 

authoritative source, if the topic looks interesting. So, if they do 

something that says, you know, “A new paper discovered such and 

such”, and it sounds interesting, I’d rather go get the paper. Or 

perhaps go to blogs such as Real Climate where it might be 

discussed by the authors (Lawrence Hamilton, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview). 

Considering the difference between the climate-related information 

provided by the newspapers and the discussions about climate that 

can be found on the climate blogs, Hamilton added: 

There is a big difference, in the way I use it. What I learn on a 

science-oriented blog is I’m actually learning something about 

climate change, whereas what I learn from a newspaper is I’m 

learning how climate change is reported, or how the science is 

reported. And that’s interesting too, but it’s a different topic 

actually. So, you know, there might be something about the Larsen 

Ice Shelf, and it’s one thing to read about it from people who know 

about that research on the Arctic Larsen Ice Shelf, and it’s a whole 

another thing to see how the news media is reflecting that, and 

how people are reacting to it. But I wouldn’t try to learn about the 

Larsen Ice Show from a newspaper account. Now, the newspaper 

is not even a really good source for current events, if they have a 

science component. Such as that Australian ship that got stuck in 

Antarctic ice a couple of years ago. I think that to get a good 

description I had to go to the science blogs. The news accounts 

were very confused about exactly what had happened (ibid.). 

Hamilton, like essentially all the interviewed readers do, feels that 

the information provided by the blogs is “more authoritative”, with 

a high “level of detail” (ibid.), which are qualities that, arguably, do 
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not characterize the newspaper’s scientific covering. David Hodge, 

mentioned, similarly: 

The climate-related articles that I typically tend to see in, if you 

like, the mainstream media certainly lack technical content […]. 

Depending upon where the article is coming from, there’s typically 

a pretty heavy bias in the presentation of whatever that article is, 

and a very low information content, I find (David Hodge, Reader, 

Feb 2016, interview). 

One more reader, a climate scientist himself, finds newspaper 

science reporting to be “more superficial” and having “a particular 

slant” (HI, Reader, Mar 2016, interview). His view that “probably the 

farther you are from climate scientists the more you have to be 

careful about what is being said” (ibid.) seems to be shared, by and 

large, by all the interviewed readers. That sort of proximity to 

science which characterizes the analysed, as well as other, 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs is related not only to 

the fact that the information communicated through them comes 

from scientists/experts that are generally regarded by the 

interviewed readers, certainly the mainstream-minded ones, as 

authoritative and credible sources, but also to the idea that the 

information these bloggers provide is more scientific. The readers, 

particularly the non-expert ones, feel that by obtaining that type of 

knowledge they can have a better understanding of the matter at 

hand. To better describe this “scientificness” of the blogs, I have 

drawn upon Collins’s and Evans’s concept of the primary source 

knowledge (discussed in Chapter 2.2), while I also provide, in the 

following chapter, some additional relevant empirical examples. 

9.3) SCIENCE IN THE BLOGS AS A FORM OF PRIMARY SOURCE KNOWLEDGE 

Scientificness is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the 

quality of being scientific” (2000) ─ while the synonyms 

“scientificity” and “scientificality” (ibid.) are also used in the literature 
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(e.g. Lather 2006; Løkke 2004). In this sense, and when it comes to 

the scientist-produced climate blogs, it can be argued that 

scientificness has been described in the first place as a quality that 

the interviewed readers, especially those who do not have any 

expertise in climate science or any related field, assign to the blogs’ 

material. More precisely, and as ensues from the analysis so far, it 

appears that the non-expert readers who concur with the 

mainstream scientific assessment of global warming and climate 

change see the mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs as 

scientific sources of climate-related information that they can trust. 

Moreover, by reading and trying to understand the blogs’ articles, 

especially the most technical ones, the readers come to realize that 

there is an element of scientific quality, a more thorough discussion 

of the scientific issues, existing in the blogs that does not exist in 

other forms of communicating science-related information to the 

public, certainly not in the newspaper articles, or in any other similar 

mainstream news outlets. To further explain in what element of the 

blog posts their scientificness consists, I provide examples from the 

interviews with the readers, indicating that the way the non-expert 

readers perceive the knowledge communicated through the blogs 

(the way that they feel about the technical difficulty of the blogs’ 

material) is similar to Collins’s and Evans’s description of primary 

source knowledge. 

 As illustrated in the Literature Review (2.2), Collins and Evans 

(2007) have defined primary source knowledge as the type of 

knowledge that a person can gain by reading “primary or quasi 

primary literature” (p. 22), while Collins (2014) has argued that that 

type of knowledge can be acquired by reading professional journals 

or “highly technical material” which is available on the internet (p. 

67). Collins explains that it can be hard for a non-expert, the 

layperson, to read that kind of material, however, it is not 
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impossible, further arguing that one could “get the drift” of a 

technical paper without necessarily “understanding the equations” 

(ibid.). As also explained, primary source knowledge is more 

esoteric than the kind of knowledge one can gain by reading, for 

example, popular science books or the mainstream press, while the 

number of people who have primary source knowledge is relatively 

small. 

Many of the blog posts contain material that could be 

characterized as a form of primary source knowledge, while most of 

the interviewed readers, specifically the non-experts, explained that, 

by reading technical posts, they can understand, to a greater or 

lesser extent, some of the more technical or scientific elements of 

climate change. The educational background of the readers is 

analogous to what Collins (2016) has described as the background 

someone needs to acquire primary source knowledge (as I showed 

in Chapter 4, nearly all the readers are educated at a postgraduate 

and/or undergraduate level), while the readers also seem to 

understand the meaning of sources of science-related information. 

Moreover, their motivation to read and comprehend such technical 

material consists essentially in their interest in an issue that 

concerns them, that is, an issue which is similar, as shown in section 

2.2, to what generally motivates people to obtain primary source 

knowledge (according to Collins and Evans 2007). Some examples 

of how non-expert readers feel about that type of technical material 

communicated through the blogs are provided in the next few 

paragraphs. 

John Russell (who has worked in the film and television sector) 

explained that some of the blogs that he reads “can be very difficult 

to understand in depth”, giving as an example the blog Real Climate 

(John Russell, Reader, Oct 2015, email interview), while another 
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reader (who has a degree in English Literature) mentioned in terms 

of the blog ATTP that some of the discussions of “actual physics and 

physics’ processes can be very difficult to follow” (FG, Reader, Oct 

2015, interview). Alan Neale (who has a master’s degree in IT) said 

that he began to read “in earnest” blogs “such as Real Climate, and 

Climate Progress, Climate Central, Tamino’s, and And Then There’s 

Physics, etc.”, adding: “And it took me a long time to understand the 

terminology they were using, etc.” (Alan Neale, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview). Neale further explained regarding the blogs that he 

reads: 

They are difficult, you do have to persevere […]. So, yeah, some of 

them are very difficult because they are highly technical. So, for 

example, anything that’s got an equation in it, a lot of people will 

just turn off straight away. And sometimes there has to be an 

equation, because, you know, science, the hard sciences and the 

natural sciences, mathematics is a core, you know, a prerequisite 

for understanding what’s going on. Sometimes they are very 

difficult, and there’s no doubt about it. And it takes a long time 

and a lot of perseverance to understand the terminology, and what 

they really getting at […]. Real Climate is obviously the most 

technical, along with, often, Skeptical Science, that can also be 

quite technical at times. Climate Progress tends to be easier, a bit 

easier, because they are committing a political message as well 

[…]. Tamino, And Then There’s Physics, they lie in between really, 

they’re sort of in between. They’re not as difficult as Real Climate 

or Skeptical Science. They can be, but not generally, they tend to 

explain it a bit more. Whereas obviously Real Climate, and 

Skeptical [Science] at times, tend to go straight to the heart of the 

matter […]. There definitely is a level of technical difficulty about 

each and every blog, and there’s no doubt about it (ibid.). 

David Hodge (an IT professional, as well, with a science degree) said 

similarly: 

As I have a very particular set of blogs that I read, the majority of 

them have content which sometimes is quite challenging, and 

requires a degree of determination, and research, and all that sort 

of stuff, and a bit of practice sometimes, because my maths is a 

long time ago (David Hodge, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 
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At another point, Hodge mentioned in terms of the comments that 

the most technical blog posts typically attract: 

Science of Doom [a science-focused climate blog], for instance, 

has a lot of technical content. Some of the others as well. The 

paleoclimate guy whose name escapes me, in England
25

… Some of 

those have got fairly challenging content. There’s no doubt about 

that. So, the number of people that actually comment on those 

blogs is relatively small, and they tend to be quite knowledgeable 

themselves. And so, in a way, it makes those blogs quite a 

pleasure to read. The more politically-oriented blogs typically have 

a larger number of commenters, and the comments tend to be 

much less interesting (ibid.). 

Considering his understanding of the content of the more technical 

posts, he explained: “Do I understand it? Sometimes. And sometimes 

not, which would then require reading or doing some more research 

or whatever, and then you go back and you’re ‘Oh, yeah’, and 

eventually… So, those are sort of, like, challenges, yeah” (ibid.). 

Another reader (with an engineering university degree who also 

works in the IT sector) said about the same issue: 

And Then There’s Physics, I’d say I could probably read 80%. Four 

out of five of them I would have no problem with. One in five I 

would read, and I would struggle, and I’ll have to take quite a long 

time. I’ll have to treat it as a textbook, where I’m struggling a bit 

and say: “No. I need to sit down with this and figure out…”. When 

they discuss the lapse rate, I need to understand what the lapse 

rate is. I have to sit and study and maybe read other bits. But four 

out five I’m comfortable with. Real Climate probably seven out of 

ten I’m comfortable with. The Guardian
26

 I’m probably comfortable 

with 100%, because I think they write for my level of audience (CD, 

Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

                                                           
25

 Most probably referring to Richard Telford and his blog Musings on 

Quantitative Palaeoecology (included in my study). 

26

 Meaning the column “Climate Consensus - the 97%”, written by the scientists 

Dana Nuccitelli and John Abraham 

(https://www.theguardian.com/environment/series/climate-consensus-the-97-

percent, accessed 14 Aug 2018). 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/series/climate-consensus-the-97-percent
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/series/climate-consensus-the-97-percent
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Øystein Lemvik (a secondary school teacher with a master’s degree 

in history) mentioned with respect to the equations that the more 

technical blog posts often include: 

I do like the blogs that manage to dump things a little bit down, 

but not too much. Basically, when I read, say, Nick Stokes [a 

scientist-climate blogger] or Tamino, I see equations. And 

whenever I see an equation, I sometimes look at them and try to 

figure out what could this mean, because I did have high school 

maths. But normally I just see equations and I turn off, because I 

can’t say, I can’t really understand what this equation is supposed 

to do (Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

A similar notion was expressed by Ryan Cooper (a journalist with an 

undergraduate degree in chemistry), when he was asked about the 

same matter: 

I don’t have enough, like, physics background. Like, there’s some 

blogs I see, people who really [emphasized] get into the weeds 

with the, you know, mathematics and so forth, and the physics of 

heat balance, or whatever. And that’s beyond my capability. But I 

try to go as, you know, as a technically proof way. Some of the 

stuff on Real Climate, for example, gets pretty dense. And I do try 

to make it through. I don’t always do it. You know, sometimes I’ll 

just get bored, or side-tracked, or something. But I definitely try 

to. I feel like it’s important, as someone with a little bit of a 

technical experience, to try and have as good a grounding in the 

science as I can. And so, I will try to plough through those things. 

Even if I’m not 100% getting all the equations and stuff like that 

(Ryan Cooper, Reader, Mar 2016). 

David Sanger (a photographer with a degree in mathematics) does 

not find the blogs that he reads “that difficult”, nonetheless, he 

added: 

I mean, I think I wouldn’t be able to work out the underlying 

physics underneath it, but I understand the principles pretty 

thoroughly, I think. I’ve done a couple of online climate courses 

[…]. How well do I understand? That’s a little hard question to 

answer, but I’d say reasonably well. I mean well enough to be able 

to…, many of the basic principles to be able to sort out (David 

Sanger, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Sanger believes that that level of understanding that he has acquired 

by reading the climate blogs helps him see whether arguments made 

on the sceptical blog WUWT might “fall flat”, as he said, while he also 
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pointed to the trustworthiness that the mainstream-minded readers 

seem to assign to the mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs: 

To understand the core concepts of what’s being said and the core 

arguments of the reasoning, I don’t need to follow the specifics of 

the equation in order to do that. And I don’t think you really do. 

You know. Now, if I was a peer reviewer, then maybe there would 

be things one could tease out that would require really in-depth 

knowledge of the field. But I think there’s also a question of 

building trust. So, when you read certain writers, you develop a 

sense of trust about…, you develop a sense of whether they’re 

trustworthy or not, both by what they say and what other people 

say about them, by having approached the subject in the type of 

information they bring to their arguments. So, a lot of this is trust-

based, I think, as well (ibid.). 

Lawrence Hamilton (a university professor of sociology involved in 

climate-related research) provided another informative account, 

indicative of the intermediate character that the climate blogs 

arguably have, pointing, at the same time, to some of the readers’ 

interest in finding explanations about more complicated issues on 

these blogs:    

I think that the [blogs] I read they assume a certain amount of 

intelligence on the part of the reader, and then depending on the 

topic, they may try to keep the technical level fairly simple. But 

very often they get pushed by the readers to explain something 

more precisely. Or if they oversimplify, somebody will call them 

on it. So, I think they’re doing a great job in being sort of 

intermediaries between the articles and a wider and non-specialist 

audience (Lawrence Hamilton, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Finally, the answer to my question about the same issue given by 

Roger Lambert (who is retired, worked in the sales sector in the past, 

and has a background in research biology) highlights the science-

oriented and science-based character of the discussions taking place 

on the climate blogs, indicating, again, that there is not much 

discussion in the mainstream-scientist climate blogosphere about 

solutions to the climate change problem: 

I like difficulty ─ it is the only way in which one can learn 

something new. I really appreciate posts and comments by folks 

with real expertize and who provide documentation in their posts 
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or comments. But here is the paradox for me: I find that the most 

erudite folks, who keep the discussion at the higher or highest 

level are usually scientists who like to concentrate on the chosen 

fields, and really don’t want to talk much about solutions or 

mitigation (how we actually build the new energy system) (Roger 

Lambert, Reader, Oct 2015, email interview). 

Even though, as it has already been argued, the level of the technical 

difficulty of the blog articles can vary among different blogs, and to 

a certain extent within the same blog (as the bloggers are not 

obliged to write specific, more technical or less technical, types of 

posts), the fact that scientist-produced climate blogs contain that 

type of knowledge constitutes a very characteristic quality of such 

blogs. People (the interested public or an interested audience) read 

these blogs because they believe they can find more scientific 

explanations provided by expert, reliable, and authoritative sources, 

which are publicly available and easily accessible. Going back to the 

original concept of primary source knowledge, considering its 

credibility, and the public’s ability to assess the trustworthiness of 

a source providing that type of knowledge, Collins (2016) explains 

that: 

the meaning of a published paper cannot be understood without 

understanding its location in the social milieu of the relevant 

technical domain. Thus there are published papers that are 

indistinguishable from all the others in a journal yet which the 

professionals in the domain simply ignore. The public have no 

chance of understanding this and that is one reason why obtaining 

knowledge from the internet without further back-up is unreliable 

(pp. 71−72). 

That uncertainty appears to be challenged, as it were, when looking 

at the climate blogs of my study, but also at some other mainstream 

climate blogs followed by the interviewed readers. This is so 

because, as most of the readers explained, particularly the 

mainstream-minded ones, the technical information they find in 

these blogs not only comes from sources that they regard as 

credible, being sources provided by scientists who belong to the 
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mainstream scientific community, many of whom seem to have a 

well-established reputation in the climate science community, but 

also because, being part of the blog’s communicative environment, 

primary source knowledge can become subject to discussions and 

critiques. The readers can see how, for example, a peer-reviewed 

paper or a technical point is discussed by the bloggers whose blogs 

they mostly read, by the readers/commenters, and by other 

bloggers, even by those who belong to the contrarian side of the 

climate debate. The readers can also get in touch (either through the 

comment section or by other ways, typically email) with the bloggers 

or other readers to ask follow-up questions regarding that paper, 

scientific point, and so on. Collins and colleagues argue in a recently 

published article (2017) that in cases of scientific disputes, “it is 

often the informal assessment of the credibility of results that lead 

to one conclusion rather than another” (p. 1106), additionally 

explaining: “This social knowledge is not part of the paper itself and 

only rarely do hints of it appear in the published literature, such as 

when there are a series of ‘Comments on X’ and replies that appear 

in technical journals” (ibid.). It can be argued that, for the reasons 

outlined above, it becomes more possible for people who follow 

blogs like the ones I focussed on, but also other scientist-produced 

blogs, to be aware of that type of social knowledge. Hence, to 

consider the character and role of primary source knowledge as part 

of the blogs’ communicative environment means to reconsider, and 

indeed reconceptualize, that type of knowledge as technical 

knowledge which is open to discussion, critique, and evaluation. 

9.4) INTERMEDIATE SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The data gathered from the interviews with the readers suggest that 

their primary motivation to read climate blogs is their wish to 
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increase their understanding of an issue they are personally 

interested in and/or concerned about. This notion applies to 

virtually all cases. It becomes, however, especially apparent in those 

where the intention of becoming knowledgeable is intrinsically 

related to expressed concerns about the climate, and the 

environment in general, but also to responses to what was 

essentially described by most of the interviewees (from both groups) 

as a rejecting attitude (typically of people who belong to the 

sceptical side of the climate debate) towards climate science and 

climate change. It is, therefore, noteworthy that there is a 

correspondence between the reasons why the mainstream scientists 

blog about climate and the reasons why the mainstream-minded 

readers follow them. Even though the climate bloggers’ personal 

motivations and goals might not be identical, their wish to make 

their knowledge and perspectives about climate science and climate 

change public is indeed a common thread. By and large, this desire 

is stimulated by the lack of publicly available information or even 

the mis/disinformation about the subject, in which cases the climate 

bloggers’ overall goal consists in filing an informational gap or 

increasing the signal to noise ratio existing in the mainstream media 

and generally on the internet. However, the bloggers do so not just 

by providing some extra information, but rather, by contributing 

their science-based knowledge and perspectives. All the same, it 

appears that the climate blogs are not seen by the mainstream-

minded readers merely as another source of information. Rather 

they are regarded as a free source of credible information, typically 

about topical subjects, derived by scientists/experts, even as an 

educational resource. The knowledge provided through them is an 

intermediate between mere, superficial, information, on the one 

hand, and specialist technical knowledge, on the other. Relevant 

examples of how this resource can be used by the interested public, 
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particularly the non-experts, to increase their understanding of the 

subject in a way that could render them capable of discussing, 

arguing, and generally interacting with others in respect of climate 

science and climate change issues, often with people who might 

hold contrarian views, have been provided. It has also been 

demonstrated that non-experts (with a certain educational 

background as explained earlier) could grasp, to a greater or lesser 

extent, some of the more technical, scientific, elements of climate 

science, acquiring in this way a form of knowledge similar to what 

has been termed by Collins and Evans (2007) primary source 

knowledge (see also Evans and Collins 2008; Collins 2013, 2014, 

2016; and Collins et al. 2017). Finally, it has been indicated that the 

climate blogs appeal to experts too, people educated on a PhD level 

in disciplines relevant to climate science, even specialists in the 

field, who, as they said, are interested, often professionally, in the 

new knowledge, techniques, and methods that the blogs make 

available at times. 

The mainstream scientists’ engagement with blogging, the 

character of the climate blogs, the reasons why the readers follow 

them, and the way they feel about the knowledge communicated 

through them, indicate that such blogs constitute a new niche of 

climate science communication. This is so not merely due to the 

relatively recent emergence and development of this specific type of 

blogging but, most importantly, because of the way that the 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs are situated within a 

broader environment of climate science communication. The blogs 

circumvent the mainstream media, as well as other institutions 

through which climate science communication could take place, 

enabling the independent and direct communication between 

scientists and a broader, interested, audience. The blogs are also set 



205 
 

apart from the climate-related communications taking place on the 

internet since they seem to be regarded by and large as authoritative 

and credible sources of climate-related knowledge. The scientists’ 

knowledge and perceptions, and often some of the technicalities of 

climate science, become publicly available, certainly not in a way 

compatible with the peer-reviewed system of publication, but still by 

people who are experts and have a thoughtful approach to climate-

related subjects which differs fundamentally from the arguably 

superficial, even biased or politicized, one adopted by mainstream 

media such as newspapers. It seems that, by following these blogs, 

non-expert readers can become more knowledgeable about a 

consequential issue that concerns them. In a few words, the blogs 

are more scientific than other sources of information about climate 

science and climate change that the public can access. The final part 

of the empirical analysis is concerned with the way that the blog 

technology, specifically the possibilities for action and interaction 

that that technology offers, contributes to the scientific character of 

the climate blogs. More precisely, I explain how the way that certain 

affordances of blogs are appropriated by the climate blogs’ users 

render mainstream scientist-produced climate blogging a legitimate 

practice of climate science communication.  
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CHAPTER 10) THE COMMUNICATIVE AFFORDANCES OF BLOGS AND THEIR 

RELEVANCE FOR COMMUNICATING CLIMATE SCIENCE 

In the Literature Review and the Methodology Chapter it was 

explained that the usefulness of the idea of affordances for the 

examination of different ICTs consists in the emphasis that the 

affordances concept can put on the communicative outcomes 

shaped and supported by the actions and interactions that ICTs can 

make possible (and not on the specific elements of the technologies 

as such). In this chapter I describe, through the affordances lens, 

what the scientist-bloggers and the readers can do with the blogs 

and why the actions and interactions they can perform are important 

from a science (but also scholarly) communication standpoint. As 

mentioned before, the identification of the five affordances outlined 

in Chapter 3.1 (extensive writing, editability, persistence, content 

extension, and interactivity) is informed by the relevant literature 

(deductive approach) and based primarily on the interview data 

(inductive approach). I am particularly interested in the affordances 

which are relevant to both the bloggers and the readers (an idea that 

I explain through the examples to follow). Different interviewees 

indicated, during our discussion, a possibility for action or 

interaction which is relevant for communicating some sort of 

(climate) science-related information, material, and so on, 

constituting that possible action or interaction (that affordance) 

essential to what I describe as mainstream climate blogging. The 

affordance I discuss first is the affordance of extensive writing 

provided by the blogs. 

10.1) EXTENSIVE WRITING 

What I term the affordance of extensive writing refers to the 

opportunity offered by the blogs’ technology to its users (the 



207 
 

bloggers as well as the readers) to write and upload extensive posts, 

which typically consist of written material, although other types of 

digital content such as digital images, videos, and links can be 

included. 

The affordance of extensive writing has not been discussed, 

as far as I know, in any study about the affordances of ICTs, although 

some relevant mentions have been made in some of them. For 

instance, as noted earlier, posting (writing blog posts) and 

commenting (writing comments on blog posts) are described by 

Robertson (2011) as two of the three “educational affordances” of 

blogs (the third one being what she refers to as the affordance of 

“reading”). Another relevant mention is made by Norman in his book 

The Invisible Computer (1998). Norman claims there that, even 

though communication media are not physical objects, they do have 

affordances. He argues that the demands of broadcast media like 

TV, radio, and sometimes internet media may result in keeping each 

utterance made by panelists or commentators short, “a sound bite”, 

that is, a pithy statement aimed at being easily understood and 

repeated (p. 125). Norman explains that that kind of statements can 

lead to “gross oversimplification of complex concepts”, while he 

adds in terms of writing: “The writer can take time to construct the 

message and improve it until it conveys the intended meaning. 

Moreover, there is often space available for a detailed analysis of the 

concept, avoiding the sound bite constraint” (ibid.). Although 

Norman does not characterize writing as an affordance, arguing 

instead that written media like conventional letters, email, or fax 

afford the recipients/readers “reflective contemplation” (ibid.), his 

argument is relevant to the way that I implement the concept and 

distinguish the specific affordance. 
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The meaning of the affordance of extensive writing can 

become apparent through the statement below made by Schmidt 

(climate scientist-blogger) during my interview with him, who 

pointed to the significance of blogs as a tool for communicating 

complex issues like climate science: 

I think blogs have a very key role. So, I also tweet a lot, and I have 

to say tweeting has a lot of advantages. It’s immediate, it’s pithy, 

you know, you can make a point and then just… But [emphasised] 

you can’t get into any details. I sometimes do these ten or twenty 

tweets, and I’m going “Well”, you know, “How many people should 

read that?”. And I’m thinking “Well, why don’t I just write a blog 

post that’s like two paragraphs?”, and then, you know, I just tweet 

a link to that, and that would be there. So, blogging…, you can get 

more into depth, you can properly link an argument, and you can 

get away from just the “like/don’t like” type of thing. But Twitter, 

for instance, it’s very hard to have anything more than a “point-

response, point-response, point…, blah, blah, blah”. You know. To 

have a kind of nuanced conversation, you need more space, and 

so blogging can provide that (Gavin Schmidt, Real Climate, July 

2015, interview). 

The role that blogs can play in communicating climate science 

compared to Twitter, another popular social medium, a so-called 

microblogging platform which was launched approximately ten 

years after the first typical blogs and which until recently had a 140-

character limit to each posting (tweet), was likewise stressed by 

Schmidt in an older video interview, in which he refers to blogging 

as a way of filling in the gap “between the paper and the tweet” 

(Revkin 2012). Schmidt’s statement alludes in fact to what has been 

described as the intermediate nature of the knowledge that the 

selected climate blogs make available, an essential element of the 

blogs’ role, in the sense that, since the blogs’ technology allows 

bloggers to write and post extensive articles, it can also allow them 

to elaborate on complex issues. Blog posts were similarly 

characterized by McNeall (climate scientist-blogger) as suitable for 

“long-form stuff” compared to Twitter posts, while the account of 

the blogger of Maribo also indicates the essential role that blogs, 
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and the possibility for extensive writing they offer, can have in terms 

of not only science but also scholarly communication: 

One thing I’ve done a lot with the blog is… You know, you have a 

research paper, and you just can’t explain everything in it in a 

layman’s terms. Because of who the audience is, you know, for the 

research paper. But also, because maybe there is a figure or an 

analysis that didn’t make it into the published paper just because 

of space. So, then I’ll explain that on the blog. Right? And so, I 

almost see it as like an extra online supplement sometimes to our 

work (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). 

So, while blogs can be a good tool for offering lay explanations 

(science communication) without being subject to constraints 

relating to word limits which apply to mainstream media such as 

newspapers, they can also play a supplementary role by providing 

additional data or analysis which could not, again due to word count 

limitations, be part of a research paper (scholarly communication). 

The interview extract below is also indicative of the meaning that 

the opportunity to include large amounts of science-related data and 

information in blog posts can have, from a reader’s perspective: 

Tamino, for example, when he’s doing his analysis on his blogs, 

he would put the graphs of almost each step he goes through, and 

along with the equations that he uses as well […]. And that then 

really helps you, because you can see how he’s worked through in 

his mind as well (Aaron Thierry, Reader, July 2015, interview). 

Using an affordances terminology, blogs give the opportunity to the 

scientist-bloggers to write extensive posts, while the affordance of 

extensive writing can contribute to the specific communicative 

outcome which is the elaboration of complicated subjects, 

regardless of where the blog post is aimed at (the non-expert 

readers or the expert ones). At the same time, the blogs’ technology 

allows readers (and, of course, the bloggers too) to engage, through 

the comment section, in what was referred to by Schmidt in the 

passage quoted earlier as a “nuanced conversation”, a type of 
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comments and discussions described by Thierry, with reference to 

some of the blogs that he reads, as follows: 

Sometimes, I feel that the commenters are obviously very 

educated and have a scientific education. Reading most of the 

stuff on, you know, Tamino’s blog, or Real Climate maybe, 

Skeptical Science [a mainstream climate blog] quite often, they 

really actually are helpful comments that help you understand the 

nuances of what’s being discussed, if that’s the case (Aaron 

Thierry, Reader, July 2015, interview). 

In a similar vein, an interviewee who used to comment extensively 

in the past said that if some point required “some analysis” he would 

use the comment section to comment on it (John Cross, Reader, Nov 

2015, interview), while a reader who does not comment but does 

read the comment threads explained: 

[The comment threads] are useful pointers… For instance, the best 

example is And Then There’s Physics […]. When a post comes up, 

and somebody says something, [the blogger of ATTP], generally 

speaking, always answers it. And often it can be quite a long post 

[…]. Or the other way round, a full comment, and a long answer 

from him, explaining why he did not make that point clearly in his 

recent post (Stephen Marshall, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

The affordance of extensive writing is a basic one with respect to 

the analysed climate blogs not because it is unique to blogs in 

general but because it is associated with an essential communicative 

outcome, the communication of complex climate science-related 

topics that attract the interest of non-experts but also experts, which 

defines substantially the character of the selected blogs. As another 

interviewee, who is largely involved in reading and commenting on 

both mainstream and sceptical climate blogs, put it, even though 

blogs can lend themselves to “a quick back and forth comment/re-

comment”, they can also provide space for long comments (DF, 

Reader, Feb 2016, interview). The same person claimed at another 

point that Twitter and Facebook “lead to doing quips”, without, 

however, being in effect suitable for learning “a lot about the 

subject” (ibid.). In actual fact, Facebook (probably the most widely-
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used social medium and networking platform) does give, unlike 

Twitter, the opportunity to its users to write relatively long posts. It 

is nonetheless the place and character that have been attributed to 

the blogs in the specific sociocultural environment of 

communication that has cemented, as it were, blogging as the most 

suitable way for communicating climate-related knowledge, 

differentiating, at the same time, blogs from the other two popular 

social media, and generally other computer-mediated 

communication platforms like online forums, as a medium of 

science-related communication. 

A rather highly-engaged reader/commenter wrote as a 

response to a relevant question I asked him that online forums “tend 

to be directed towards the participants rather than a wider 

audience”, while also “they’re not publicised” (John Russell, Reader, 

Oct 2015, email interview). It seems that this is something that 

pertains to public forums like Usenet too, even to social 

media/networks like Facebook. As demonstrated earlier, in the 

chapter about the history of climate blogging (Chapter 6), the same 

scientists who were involved in the conversations about climate on 

Usenet moved to blogs in an attempt to find a place where their 

discussions could be protected from distractions. This move 

eventually led those scientists to find another place for public 

conversations, one which has the potential, as it seems to be the 

case, to resonate with a broader audience. In the next section, I 

provide empirical examples of another blog affordance, the 

affordance of editability, and discuss its meaning for the 

communication taking place through and within the climate blogs. 

The affordance of editability is also related, as I shall explain, to the 

opportunity for comment moderation provided by the blogs. 
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10.2) EDITABILITY 

Before the illustration of the affordance of editability and its 

meaning for the communication of (climate) science-related 

information, it is important to be stressed that a certain possible 

action which can take place in relation to a technology is not 

necessarily possible for every group of users, type of users, or 

individual users of that technology, nor is it feasible on all occasions. 

With respect to the blogs’ technology, the bloggers can edit or even 

delete not only their own posts but also the comments made by the 

readers, whereas the readers cannot edit or delete any of these two 

types of postings (including their own comments). This is so because 

the bloggers are the owners and administrators of the blogs, while 

the readers are not, which means that the attributes of this 

technology cannot afford the same actions for both types of users. 

This reality denotes that it is the interrelationship between the 

technology of the blog and its users that defines in which instances 

certain actions can be possible and not the perceived affordances of 

the artifact alone. 

My conceptualization of the affordance of editability follows 

the relevant literature, particularly the definitions provided by Treem 

and Leonardi (2012) and Rice et al. (2017). Treem and Leonardi 

(2012) define editability as the social media users’ opportunity to 

edit/re-edit content before posting it or after having posted it. Rice 

et al. (2017) employ the same term to refer to the users’ ability to 

edit information produced by themselves or others before they post 

it, as well as to the possibility to produce or edit collaboratively a 

document. My definition is not identical to these two definitions 

though. What I mean by the affordance of editability is the bloggers’ 

opportunity to edit (or update) posts previously uploaded by them, 

explicitly including the possibility to moderate (edit out) comments. 
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Editing or updating previously uploaded posts 

Considering the first part of the definition (edit/update older posts), 

the extract below, from the interview with the blogger of ATTP, is 

suggestive of the role that the affordance of editability can play in 

the communication of climate science-related knowledge, especially 

from professional scientists who, like the blogger of ATTP, are not 

climate scientists. The blogger explained with reference to a follow-

up question I asked him about one of the responses he gave to an 

older (email) interview: 

GZ: You wrote me that your activity as a climate change blogger 

has been taken seriously, and that “[you] do find that a little 

concerning as all [you] claim to be is a blogger who happens to be 

a professional scientist”. 

ATTP: Yeah. 

GZ: So, why do you find that concerning? 

ATTP: Just because, you know, there are limitations to how much 

I know. So, you write a blog that you think is a fair representation 

of your own views on something, or your own understanding, but, 

you know, you don’t want to write things that are wrong. And the 

advantage now is that people will tell me when I get something 

wrong, and then I can change it, you see. So, I’m maybe less 

concerned about that now, because there’s enough people I know 

who will say… (And Then There’s Physics, Apr 2015, interview). 

The blogger continued by referring to a then recent case, in which, 

as he said, “within a few minutes” after he had posted a wrong claim, 

he was corrected by one of his readers, further explaining: “So, I 

wrote an update and I just said that I was wrong. And that’s fine. So, 

that kind of things are right” (ibid.). 

Even though the bloggers did not generally expand in the 

interviews upon the meaning that the opportunity to edit or update 

previously uploaded posts can have, the importance of doing so can 

be demonstrated through examples from their blogs. The data 

discussed next were collected during the first and the second stage 

of the analysis of the blogs’ content, in which, along with the 
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thematic analysis that I conducted, I additionally searched for 

elements relating to the way that I have employed the concept of 

affordances. 

The blogger of ATTP, for instance, has written a rather 

technical blog article about the climate system, motivated 

apparently by a guest post uploaded on the sceptical blog WUWT. At 

the end of the article, the blogger has added the following update 

with reference to some of the technicalities of the topic: 

Edit and acknowledgement: I’ve just realised – and Chris Colose [a 

climate scientist] has confirmed – that the temperature feedback 

includes the lapse rate, so Roger’s feeback [sic] estimate is about 

right. However, I still maintain the the [sic] correct radiative 

imbalance is the difference between what it is at the end of the 

time interval and at the beginning, not the average over the time 

interval. Hence, the discrepancy is not quite as great as Roger’s 

calculation suggests [Roger Pielke Sr is the meteorologist who 

wrote the guest post for the WUWT blog] (And Then There’s 

Physics 2015a). 

In an update of another post, discussing a then recently published 

scientific paper about climate sensitivity, the same blogger writes 

“Update: I had an email from Ray Pierrehumbert [a climate scientist] 

with some additional context. I’ve added it below […]” (And Then 

There’s Physics 2015b). In two more blog articles about the same 

topic (2015c; 2015d), the blogger has made edits based on 

comments posted by two of his readers. Similar edits have also been 

made by other bloggers. Victor Venema, in one of his posts about 

the homogenization of climate data (Venema 2015), a method in 

climate research used to remove non-climatic changes, has made a 

correction quoting a comment posted by a reader on an older ATTP 

article, while Doug McNeall, has used comments to make corrections 

and updates of the same kind. 

As the examples from the blogs indicate, it seems that most 

of the bloggers edit or update their posts to provide additional 
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information, context, data or analysis regarding the subject of 

discussion, clarify a point made by them, further discuss a point 

made in the comments, and/or correct (complicated or simple) 

mistakes that the same bloggers might have made. In this sense, 

the affordance of editability can be associated with the opportunity 

to improve an already produced document in a quick and direct way. 

Although the bloggers do not generally regard blog posts, even the 

most technical and detailed ones, as capable of replacing the peer-

reviewed papers, the significance of the affordance of editability 

with respect to such posts consists in the fact that they can be 

improved directly, often according to feedback given by others. 

Moderating (editing out) comments 

The opportunity to moderate (edit out) comments constitutes the 

second part of my definition of the affordance of editability. Both 

blogging platforms employed by the interviewees (WordPress.com 

and Blogger.com) allow for comment moderation, to wit: allow 

bloggers to decide whether they want to post comments left by the 

readers or not, by manually approving or deleting them. Hence, my 

decision to define this opportunity as editability is based upon the 

fact that it is provided by the blogs’ technology, which enables the 

administrators of the blogs to undertake a certain action, or a set of 

actions, with distinguishing communicative outcomes. Bloggers, by 

deciding how to handle the information that could be part of their 

blogs, not only as articles written by them but also as comments 

posted by others, define essentially the character of their blogs. In 

terms of the analysed blogs, the possibility for comment moderation 

plays a significant role in creating a space for constructive 

discussions. 

The bloggers are aware of the fact that debates in the 

comment section could attract more readers and commenters, could 
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increase, in other words, the traffic of their blogs, a fact that seems 

to be suggestive of a general tendency that people have towards 

controversies (especially those taking place across social media 

platforms), and indeed of the difficulty in creating focus when 

dealing with technical issues like the ones about climate science. 

Michael Tobis said, for instance, with respect to this reality: 

I think that the problem is that there is so much information out 

there in the world that it’s hard to nucleate a conversation that has 

influence. And the more that you are trying to say things that are 

complex or contingent, the harder it is to get attention. So, I think 

the bad side is that the blog world loves controversy. And if you 

get into an argument with someone, even if it’s a stupid argument, 

it gets more attention than if you say something that is intelligent 

and complex and [that] is hard to get through the people. So, the 

fundamental problem here is similar to the fundamental problem 

in journalism, that people think, people believe they want to have 

an intelligent conversation, but they end up liking to argue… 

(Michael Tobis, Only in It for The Gold, July 2015, interview). 

Likewise, the blogger of Maribo stated “I’m trying to avoid the sort 

of blog fights, which is a big thing these days, because I just don’t 

feel like that’s the readership I’m looking for” (Maribo, Sep 2015, 

interview), while a similar notion was expressed by Bart Verheggen, 

regarding particularly the readership of his English blog: 

I think I had a small but faithful group of followers, let’s put it that 

way. And those who read my blog on a regular basis appreciate it, 

but the number was fairly small. And I think it’s also a reflection 

of me being… I’m kind of a friendly laid-back guy. I’m not really 

trying to stir up a trouble with people… So, it’s maybe not so 

exciting. Like, people go on the internet to learn, but what’s 

maybe much more so, they go to be entertained. As someone 

who’s making a bit of a fight with Anthony Watts about something, 

or someone who’s attacking McIntyre [the owners of two climate 

sceptical blogs]. That’s a lot more fun to read, than if I’m trying to 

write in a very settle way about climate communication or 

something. That’s less entertaining… (Bart Verheggen, My view on 

climate change, Apr 2015, interview). 

Victor Venema explained, along the same lines, that the posts 

focusing on science are read and commented less than the ones 
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discussing a controversial issue, although there has been an evident 

increase in the number of people who visit the science posts: 

The real science posts, they don’t get that much comments, and 

they’re also read a little bit less. Or even more than a little bit. I 

think the real science posts are typically read… In the beginning it 

was even one to ten, I think, nowadays it’s something like one to 

four, where science posts are read four time less than more 

climate debate posts. Actually, it’s getting a bit better, which is 

surprising (Victor Venema, Variable Variability, May 2015, 

interview). 

What all the interviewed bloggers seem to be really interested in is 

having a comment section protected, so to speak, from abusive 

comments and distractions, while the interviewees realize that 

“there are other places” on the internet, as some of them 

characteristically said, where people can engage in debates. In most 

cases, the rules of engagement in the comment sections of the 

analysed blogs are explicitly set by the bloggers (typically in the 

“About” sections of their blogs but also in other blog posts), while, 

as ensues from the examination of the blogs as well as the 

interviews, these rules can be summarized as follows: Insulting, 

distracting, off-topic, or repetitive comments are not generally 

accepted. Ideally, comments should be constructive and contribute 

to the discussion. 

Moreover, it appears that, by following such a moderation 

policy, the bloggers can influence, in a sense, the nature of the 

comments and the conversations that unfold in their comment 

sections, not only because they delete the comments that they 

consider to be not acceptable but also because they prevent people 

from posting such comments. By way of illustration, James Annan, 

mentioned in terms of his moderation policy: 

Most of the comments are fairly intelligent […]. When I get really 

stupid comments I just delete them. I’m not really interested in 

engaging in some of the sort of really silly debates with the 

sceptics, with the denialists, who say idiotic things. There’s other 
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places they can talk about that if they want. It’s my blog, and I just 

can’t be bothered with it, so I just delete them. So, I don’t have to 

delete very many because they give up pretty quickly. If you delete 

their comments they get away (James Annan, James’ Empty Blog, 

May 2015, interview). 

A similar situation was described by the blogger of ATTP, who 

clarified with respect to an older question that I had asked him: 

GZ: In the pilot interview, through email, you wrote that you have 

generally worked out how to write something that will get a lot of 

attention, but then you find that you have to deal with all sorts of 

moderation issues. 

ATTP: Yeah, yeah. 

GZ: Could you explain this a bit further? 

ATTP: I just meant that if I write something, say, criticizing Richard 

Tol [an economist/climate sceptic], or Matt Ridley [a climate 

sceptic/lukewarmer journalist and businessman], or Andrew 

Montfort [a climate sceptic blogger], I can write it in a way that’s 

probably acceptable, it’s not insulting, but it’s sufficiently, you 

know, critical, that I’ll get lots of comments, and people will get 

fired up. But then you have to deal with the fact that people are 

saying things that you don’t really want them to say (And Then 

There’s Physics, Apr 2015, interview). 

The importance of editing out comments and the role of moderation 

in creating a desirable environment of discussion is indicated in the 

next part of the interview passage, when the same blogger 

explained: 

Now, what’s changed, of course, is that, because I’ve been 

moderating heavily, a lot of the people who would be saying things 

that I would regard as unacceptable, unnecessary, don’t comment 

as much anymore. So, it’s not as much of a problem anymore, 

because I’ve kind of trimmed who comments. So, early on I would 

write something and have all these people attacking me, or 

attacking other commenters, or other people. But also, I think I’ve 

also encouraged my own commenters… I mean I see some of the 

people who comment on my blog commenting elsewhere and 

being completely [emphasised] vitriolic, having a massive 

[emphasized] fight with somebody else. But they never do that on 

my blog. And so, people have, I think, also learned that I’m not 

interested in fights (ibid.). 

Likewise, Victor Venema answered to my question whether he was 

facing any problems with the commenters: 
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Not really, not on my own blog. The mitigation sceptics, they are 

quite nasty, and on their own blogs they write terrible stuff, also 

about me. But when they come to me they are normally quite 

polite. I also nowadays moderate all the comments in advance, 

which has the advantage that you don’t get replies to comments 

which you would prefer to delete. So, if you moderate in advance, 

it’s relatively easy to delete comments. And if their language is, I 

don’t know, too stupid, and there are no arguments, then I 

typically delete it. And I guess that you can also create such a 

civilized culture, because I do not get too many of those (Victor 

Venema, Variable Variability, May 2015, interview). 

As Rasmus Benestad, one of the Real Climate’s bloggers, also said, 

their moderation policy “instils the culture” of informative and 

constructive conversations “so people know what to expect” when 

they read the comments or post comments themselves (Rasmus 

Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

Virtually all the readers pointed towards the difference 

between the discussions that take place in the comment sections of 

the blogs and those that unfold in the relevant sections of other 

websites, especially mainstream newspaper and magazine websites, 

about which John Russell wrote, for instance: “Often they’re not 

written by such scientifically-informed writers and their comments 

are only moderated for basic offensiveness, rather than to correct 

misinformation” (John Russell, Reader, Oct 2015, email interview). 

The example provided by Lawrence Hamilton could represent how 

most of the readers feel about the conversational space of the 

newspaper websites in particular: 

I think the quality of things like the comment stream after a news 

article is very, very low. There is virtually no moderation. There 

was an article about [undecipherable] that came out a week ago, 

and I read the comments in rough, 450 of them, and I read most 

of those. And it seemed like the first couple of dozen were fairly 

intelligent, people had different views and were, you know, 

expressing some sort of coherent argument. But it just spun off 

into internet trolling, and it became incoherent (Lawrence 

Hamilton, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 
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The answer given by the same person to the follow-up question I 

asked him seems to summarize the view that most of the 

interviewees have about the same subject: 

GZ: So, do you see any difference between the comments on 

newspaper websites, on the one hand, and the comments which 

are posted on the blogs that you read, on the other? 

LH: Well, yeah, two huge differences. One is that blogs like And 

Then There’s Physics, or Open Mind, or Arctic Sea Ice [a 

mainstream climate blog run by a non-scientist], or Real Climate, 

they’re selective in terms of the audience, that people would go 

there because they want to learn about science. But secondly, 

they’re moderated. There is some intelligent person or group 

behind it who is filtering out all that stuff that makes the 

newspaper comments so vitriolic and worthless (ibid.). 

In sum, that kind of conversational environment that the bloggers 

try to create in their blogs seems to be acknowledged and 

appreciated by the readers, as many examples from the interviews 

demonstrate. Another essential affordance for that type of 

environment is the affordance interactivity, which I analyse in the 

last part of this chapter, after the affordance of persistence and the 

affordance of content extension. 

10.3) PERSISTENCE 

The affordance of persistence has been described by Treem and 

Leonardi (2012) and Evans et al. (2017) as the possibility for the 

information produced by social media users to be stored, and 

accessed later, while Hopkins (2015) has used the word “storage” to 

refer to a similar opportunity offered by the blogs’ technology, 

having defined the term as the bloggers’ and readers’ chance to read 

older posts and the bloggers’ chance to store content. As Treem and 

Leonardi (2012) demonstrate, the concept of persistence has 

interested communication scholars for more than two and a half 

decades (e.g. Clark and Brennan 1991, Donath et al. 1999, Bregman 

and Haythornthwaite 2001, Whittaker 2003, Hancock et al. 2007), 
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while the same affordance has been described through the terms 

“reviewability” (Clark and Brennan 1991) and “recordability” 

(Hancock et al. 2007). The importance of the affordance of 

persistence can be best perceived when comparing technologies of 

synchronous (e.g. video-conferencing) or semi-synchronous (e.g. 

instant messaging) communication (see e.g. Avrahami et al. 2008) 

to technologies of asynchronous communication like blogs (see e.g. 

Brooke 2012). Treem and Leonardi (2012) explain that in 

technologies like video-conferencing or instant messaging “the 

conversation is normally bound in time and a record of the 

interaction does not exist beyond what participants remember or 

copy and paste to another application” (p. 19), additionally arguing 

with respect to social media like wikis and blogs: 

Social media afford both persistence of content in its original 

form, such as an initial contribution to a blogs [sic] or wiki, as well 

as communal persistence through ongoing conversations, such as 

additions to a wiki or comments on a blog (p. 20). 

The authors review the role of the affordance of persistence in 

organizational action, illustrating how persistence can be associated 

with “(1) sustaining knowledge over time, (2) creating robust forms 

of communication, and (3) growing content” (ibid.). The pith of 

Treem’s and Leonardi’s argument is that persistence allows for 

knowledge, information, and communications to be reused, 

reanalysed, and developed (both quantitatively and qualitatively). 

What I mean by the affordance of persistence is the possibility 

offered by the technology of the blogs to its users to access the 

information available on the blogs over time, that is, to access 

information previously uploaded on them, either as blog posts or as 

comments. My approach is therefore essentially built on the above 

definitions. My conceptualization diverges, however, from Hopkins’s 

(2015) in that my focal point is exclusively the opportunity offered 
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to both bloggers and readers to access information which is publicly 

available. Unlike Hopkins, I am not interested in unpublicized 

content (typically draft articles or comments pending approval) 

which is accessible only by the bloggers. This is so because, even if 

storing unpublicized content is something that bloggers can do, and 

indeed an opportunity for action given by the blogs’ technology, this 

action does not have any distinct communicative outcome, 

especially one that could be viewed as being clearly related to the 

communication between bloggers and readers or among different 

readers (Theoretically speaking, draft articles or comments awaiting 

approval could remain in this status forever). 

A notion indicating the importance of the affordance of 

persistence in communicating climate science was emphatically 

expressed by Schmidt during the interview, when explaining in 

terms of one of the opportunities that blogs offer: 

One of the things that was very useful is the fact that you could 

get lots of lay explanations of things that were in one place. So, I 

found myself referring back to stories or pieces that I wrote, not 

the stuff that was like in reaction to some random article in the 

Wall Street Journal, but the more kind of explaining stuff, like “Why 

do you people would keep going crazy with the solar forcing?”, 

“What is it with these tipping points”, or, you know, “How do you 

do advocacy?”, or “How do you think about paleoclimate?”, those 

kinds of things. Those have stood the test of time. So, a lot of the 

other stuff which is like “Oh, let’s comment on this report that just 

came out”, or “Let’s criticize this article”, or “Somebody’s said 

something stupid on TV”. Like, nobody remembers any of those 

incidents, for the most part. And I look back, and I’m going “I don’t 

even remember any of these incidents”. So that kind of stuff is 

tedious. But there’s a lot of things in there that were more…, I’m 

not going to say timeless, but have greater resonance over time. 

And I look back and I use those pieces a lot (Gavin Schmidt, Real 

Climate, July 2015, interview). 

Benestad, Schmidt’s co-blogger in Real Climate, feels that their blog 

has “gone through many of the questions” about climate science 

issues, while he also said that he uses Real Climate “as a resource”, 

“as a database”, where he can read “posts that are actually valuable 
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and still valid” (Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

A similar idea was expressed by Verheggen, who also pointed to 

how blogging, and the possibility for blog posts to remain durable 

over time, can be utilized in conjunction with Twitter: 

I kind of sense that maybe I have a bit of a broader audience now 

than I had five-six years ago. And some things that I wrote in the 

past, I think, are still very useful to be read. At least that’s what I 

like to think. So, if I see a discussion and I’m like “Hey, I wrote 

something about this”, then I’ll point people to it via Twitter and, 

all likelihood, there’re people who’ve never read that post six 

years ago, because hardly anyone read my blog back then (Bart 

Verheggen, My view on climate change, Apr 2015, interview). 

Doug McNeall said, along the same lines, with reference to his blogs, 

especially the one he uses for discussions about graphical 

communication: 

I don’t tend to interact with the comments very much. I tend to, 

sort of, have a thought and write it down, and then have it to be 

able to refer to in the future. That’s useful for me […]. There’s 

useful things that you might be able to refer back to, and 

knowledge that stays stable for a while, and that could be useful. 

With the Better Figures stuff, I think, that was really for people to 

say “Hey, look. There are some rules here that are useful if you’re 

communicating graphically. And here’s the reference here, and 

you can go and check back, and that’s useful…” (Doug McNeall, 

Doug McNeall’s blog/Better Figures, Sep 2015, interview). 

At another point, McNeall stated: “I’m not really blogging for views, 

I’m blogging for a record, almost. So that if people are interested in 

what I’ve got to say they can go and find it” (ibid.). The blogger of 

Maribo explained likewise that the utility of blogging as a way of 

aggregating scientist-produced “back-up notes” and “make them 

public” could be analogized to a suggestion that Stephen Schneider, 

a famous climate scientist and climate science communicator, used 

to make in the past, when blogs had not been introduced (Maribo, 

Sep 2015, interview). 

The possibility to sustain knowledge and information over 

time is an essential outcome associated with the communication of 
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climate science and climate change. Contrary to ephemeral 

communications supported by mainstream media such as TV, about 

which an interviewee who used to comment a lot in the past 

mentioned, for instance, “Too much can be said too quickly, and it’s 

very hard to correct everything” (John Cross, Reader, Nov 2015, 

interview), blogs can constitute sources of stable knowledge and 

information. With reference to the analysed cases, this opportunity 

can be beneficial for the bloggers, who can use the blogs as a record 

of content which could be useful for their work as scientists or 

science communicators, but also for the readers, who can reflect on 

the knowledge accumulated on the blogs. Regarding this 

opportunity that the readers have, Alan Neale stated when referring 

to blog posts that could be “really technical and really hard”, as he 

said: “The bloggers tend to be posting about something for a 

reason. They have written other papers or other blogs in the past. 

So, what you can do, you can go back, and read that other one again” 

(Alan Neale, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). Another interviewee 

explained similarly: 

I like it when people delve into an issue and try to explain to me 

how things interact with each other. Say, for instance, a blog post 

at And Then There’s Physics which just had three or four posts 

back, when he was starting to explain the differences between the 

fast and slow carbon dioxide circles, is a very interesting one 

(Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

Writing follow-up posts about the same subject seems to be a 

practice undertaken frequently by the bloggers, as shown through 

several examples from the blogs (see Appendix 2). By doing so, the 

bloggers can expand more upon the same topic, rendering it 

possible for the readers to find knowledge about technical (or even 

non-technical) issues which has been built up. It is also worth 

mentioning at this point the case of Richard Telford, whose one of 
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the very first motivations for staring a blog is explained in the quote 

below: 

I was thinking of several things at the time. I was interested in 

writing a book. But I couldn’t be bothered to write a book all at 

one. So, I thought I could produce it, sort of, almost page by page, 

and have those as blog posts (Richard Telford, Musings on 

Quantitative Palaeoecology, May 2016, interview). 

Another useful implication of the affordance of persistence is 

sustaining information about one’s work. The account of the 

blogger of Maribo indicates something mentioned by other 

interviewed bloggers too, how accumulating and maintaining that 

type of information on a blog can play an important role in creating 

collaborative relationships: 

When I first started doing more media interactions, a lot of it was 

because people just do a google search for an expert on some 

issue, and I’ve written a whole bunch of blog posts about it [about 

that issue], and then they’ll look, and they’ll say “Oh, he doesn’t 

just write about this, he actually does a research on that subject” 

(Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). 

It should be clarified that, even though editing or updating a blog 

post means, in fact, changing the content of which that post is 

comprised, the affordance of editability does not cancel that of 

persistence. Bloggers typically edit or update their posts to add 

extra information, correct a mistake, and so on, which indicates that 

the affordance of editability plays a supplementary role with respect 

to the affordance of persistence. In a broader sense, this is one of 

the examples suggesting that it is essential to look not just at 

isolated affordances but rather at the interplay between different 

affordances provided by the same technology and the role of that 

affordances in specific communicative outcomes associated with 

that technology. Another affordance constituting an important part 

of the actions and interactions that occur through and within the 

blogs is the affordance of content extension. 
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10.4) CONTENT EXTENSION 

The operation of hyperlinks in academic blogs has been examined 

by Luzón (2008), who has found that two of the functions that 

hyperlinks can accomplish consists in distributing information and 

assisting the collaborative creation of knowledge. Hopkins (2015) 

has explicitly defined the ability to link to content from the same 

blog or other websites as the affordance of hyperlinking, one of the 

basic affordances of blogs. What I define as the affordance of 

content extension is the possibility provided by the blogs’ ancillary 

technology, the hyperlinks, to link directly to extra texts or content. 

So, even though my approach builds importantly on Hopkins’s 

definition, I try to distinguish in a more direct way the feature of the 

technology from the affordance. This is to say that, while 

hyperlinking refers straight to a technological feature (the 

hyperlink), content extension refers to what an individual can do by 

using this feature, that is, to the affordance offered by the 

technology. A user, by inserting a hyperlink into his or her text, 

adds, in actual fact, extra text or content that can be accessed 

almost instantly by the person who clicks on the hyperlink. This 

practice has important implications for the discussions that unfold 

on the blogs, but also the activity of reading per se, as shown 

through the following empirical examples. 

 According to the interview data, the bloggers typically insert 

hyperlinks into their posts when they want to cite a source, provide 

a reference, link to websites or content (such as articles, videos, or 

images) that they believe it is useful, relevant to the discussion or 

simply find interesting, or even when they wish to remind the 

readers about a post written by the same bloggers in the past. The 

blogger of Maribo said, for instance: 
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I often link back to my own posts, because we’re trying to say 

“Hey, we’ve written about this before”, so I might have to repeat 

it. And then I link to relevant news stories, and to other really 

smart blog posts about it (Maribo, Sep 2015, interview). 

Similarly, John Kennedy explained: 

If I’ve got information from somewhere, I’d like to link to that 

place. So, when I’m describing the climate of a particular month, I 

would link to the original source for the data. Like the Met Office 

that provided the information, or something like that, or the 

dataset I collected it from. Other than that, it’s a bit haphazard 

[laugh] […]. If I’m talking about a paper, like, I think, the most 

recent post was about an article that someone had written. So, I 

linked to the original blog which had that article on it. I don’t have 

a particular plan when it comes to hyperlinking (John Kennedy, 

Diagram Monkey, June 2016, interview). 

Doug McNeall said that his decision to include hyperlinks in his 

posts is “purely driven by content”, and that the hyperlinks that he 

inserts link to sources which usually are “very tight to the content” 

(Doug McNeall, Doug McNeall’s blog/Better Figures, Sept 2015, 

interview), while Richard Telford stated: “I always include hyperlinks 

to the papers and to blogs” (Richard Telford, Musings on 

Quantitative Palaeoecology, May 2016, interview). Rasmus Benestad 

explained, likewise: 

If I know a website that is a good sort of reference, I would include 

that as a hyperlink. It is also a good practice to give people credits, 

if they credited you, and also to point people to see themselves 

the material or the information where the discussion is based on 

(Rasmus Benestad, Real Climate, interview, Oct 2015). 

The usage of hyperlinks as a way of directing the readers to 

explanatory sources is indicated in the following quote from the 

interview with the blogger of ATTP: 

A year or so ago, I’d actually explain something like “The 

Greenhouse Effect”, or, you know, some temperature trend, and I 

would’ve written my own little code to do it. But, of course, there’s 

lots of other resources out there that do it anyway. So, sometimes 

I just don’t bother, I just link to something else, and say “Read 

this, if you want to know about this” (And Then There’s Physics, 

Apr 2015, interview). 
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The readers generally follow the links that are included in the blog 

posts if they think they are interesting, relevant, useful, and so on. 

One of them described, for example, how blogs can help readers to 

find material that could be useful and informative, even though he 

also mentioned that not all hyperlinks link always to such content: 

Climate blogs, they can surprise. I mean, you can get really, really 

good information quite unexpectedly. Somebody links to an 

article, brings up a paper… It’s difficult to know whether you’re 

going to get good information all the time. I think they’re not 

necessarily consistently do it on any particular topic. What 

happens, as I said earlier, if you read a spread of blogs regularly, 

then lots of fascinating information comes up. Often things you 

didn’t know you were looking for, but are nonetheless extremely 

informative and useful (FG, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

The role of the hyperlinks as sources of informational or explanatory 

material appears to be indeed acknowledged by virtually all the 

interviewed readers. What many of them value the most, as it seems 

to be the case, is the evidential character that hyperlinks can have. 

Aaron Thierry explained in terms of this issue: 

I’ve been so trained to referencing all the major claims that I make 

and the work I do when I write scientifically. If someone has got a 

graph, or a figure, or something like that, that they say, you know, 

“This looks like this”, or whatever, and they don’t put a reference 

to the source of it, I just get really annoyed with that actually. That 

would be a sign that I probably wouldn’t carry on reading the blog 

if they did that regularly. Because often I do want to check for 

myself where did this come from. Can I follow it up? Can I use this 

for my own work, or understanding? Can I use it in my own 

outreach? And for that, I want to know where it’s come from, so I 

can check this source and make sure that I really agree with how 

they’ve interpreted it, and if I’m going to use it in that way (Aaron 

Thierry, Reader, July 2015, interview). 

Regarding the climate blogs that he reads, Thierry mentioned later 

on: 

I think, most of the people of whose blogs I read they are 

generally people who you can seek on the hyperlink and they 

will take you to something that says more or less what they 

say it says, which is a good, a very good thing [laugh] (ibid.). 
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Another reader, Øystein Lemvik, explained that, depending mainly 

on his available time, he tries to follow the links that the bloggers 

include in their posts, while he always tries to do so when he starts 

reading a new blog, because he wants to see, as he said, “whether 

or not [he] can trust the blog writer to accurately represent what he 

is claiming as a source” (Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 2015, 

interview). Roger Lambert wrote, similarly, that he wants “to see the 

source info and evaluate it” (Roger Lambert, Reader, Oct 2015, email 

interview), while David Hodge explained, along the same lines: 

With the blogs that I read, at least, generally these links are put up 

as supporting evidence to whatever the topic is about. And 

experience shows that if you follow these links, you actually see if 

the guy’s been doing his work and he’s been honest with his 

presentation. So, quite a few articles I’ve read, you follow the links 

and you find that “Oh, in the link, it’s completely different from 

what the author said was in the link”. That typically tends to 

happen on the more denialist blogs (David Hodge, Reader, Feb 

2016, interview). 

Hyperlinks can play such an evidential role, or at least are often 

expected to do so, in both the articles posted by the bloggers and 

the discussions unfolding in the comment sections. David Sanger 

answered, for instance, to my question whether he follows the links 

that the bloggers, or even the commenters, include in their posts: 

I’m very keen on, sort of, tracking down original sources for 

whatever is said. At least in terms of, you know, people putting up 

data. So, I often go to the government agencies sites, the NOAA, 

NASA, Met Office, […] and try to figure out for myself whether 

what’s been said is checked out (David Sanger, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview). 

One more reader stated, the same way, “I like to see the evidence of 

what people are saying” (HI, Reader, Mar 2016, interview), while John 

Cross explained: 

A lot of this discussion, at least the discussions that I like too, 

depend heavily on some sort of reference material. And, in actual 

fact, if somebody would post something I would disagree with, I 
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would say “Oh, that’s interesting. Do you have anything to back it 

up?” (John Cross, Reader, Nov 2015, interview). 

A similar situation was described by the blogger of ATTP, regarding 

the conversations that unfold in the comment section of his blog 

and the use of hyperlinks as reference material. The interviewee, 

who knows that a quarter of the regular commenters of his blog are 

scientists, said with respect to those who comment frequently (both 

scientists and non-scientists): 

Some of them seem very knowledgeable. And there’s a distinct 

difference, I think, because there’s quite a large number of them 

who would quote papers or link to papers on my blog, even if they 

aren’t scientists, and seem to understand them quite well. Which 

is something that you don’t see very often elsewhere. People 

would make statements on other blogs that are wrong, without 

any evidence, whereas even the people who aren’t scientists on 

my blog seem to understand the concept of providing a reference. 

So, they say something, they will refer to a paper, or refer to the 

IPCC, or something. And so, they do seem to be quite 

knowledgeable (And Then There’s Physics, Apr 2015, interview). 

Almost the same parallelism between academic writing and 

hyperlinking as a way of supporting one’s claims by offering 

evidential content was made by Thierry: 

When I do put comments on, almost always I will put a link to 

something else. So, that’s my own…, perhaps my own insecurity 

about whether or not I feel like what I’m saying is authoritative or 

not, but also, I think it’s just polite actually to say: “This is what I 

think, because of I’ve read so and so”. I think it’s a good academic 

practice, but it’s also a good practice generally in debates, so as 

people can just find each other’s sources (Aaron Thierry, Reader, 

July 2015, interview). 

At another point, Thierry referred to the role that the content 

provided through hyperlinking can play in rebutting comments 

made by others: “If I felt it was really wrong what was said, I would 

probably put a link saying: ‘Well that bit is not right, because of so 

and so, and here’s a paper that backs up what I’m saying’” (ibid.). 

Tom Fuller explained, the same way, “If I see somebody posting 

something that I know is incorrect factually, I will post a correction 
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usually with a link to source material (Tom Fuller, Reader, Feb 2016, 

interview)”, while John Russell wrote as a response to one of my 

questions: 

GZ: When would you stop engaging in a specific discussion? 

JR: When I no longer feel I'm contributing anything or it's no longer 

effective in influencing bystanders. For instance if in a post about 

dwindling Arctic ice extent, someone has mentioned that Antarctic 

sea ice is growing, I might provide an explanation with a link and 

point out that the Arctic loss greatly exceeds the Antarctic 

increase, with another link. If the other commenter then rejects 

my science-based evidence, I might not bother making further 

comments, as it’s enough to challenge what’s been originally said 

and hopefully the original commenter has revealed themselves to 

be in denial of the science […] (John Russell, Reader, Oct 2015, 

email interview). 

The significance of the affordance of content extension consists 

exactly in the fact that any type of content, which is additional to the 

articles or the comments posted by the bloggers or the readers, 

becomes available almost instantly. This notion was expressed 

clearly by one of the interviewed readers, Howard Goodall, who also 

differentiated between the climate blogs that he reads and the 

mainstream media: 

One thing that I would wish would happen more often ─ and this 

is where blogs have actually got more value than the mainstream 

media, is because bloggers, especially science bloggers, are more 

likely to put in a link to the paper, or a link to a press release, or 

a link to wherever they got that information, than anybody else. 

And you can read the Guardian, and things like that […], but unless 

you go out and physically try to find the information, you don’t 

know where it’s based on. And one of the real strengths about 

bloggers is that they tend to, if they are going to say something, 

they normally give you a link immediately that would give you an 

idea of why they said it. Something to check on. And that’s very 

valuable, I think (Howard Goodall, Reader, May 2016, interview). 

Goodall went on expanding on the difference between the climate 

blogs and the mainstream media, by saying: 

By and large, when somebody [from the blogs] has got something 

to say, they’d like to back it up with a reference. And they do that 

very often. What annoys me to death is when people like the BBC, 
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and the Guardian, and even the Telegraph, don’t do that. They’ll 

say something, and you think, “Well, how on earth am I going to 

fact check that?”. With the blog, you don’t get that problem. It’s 

an easy way of fact checking what somebody is saying […]. 

Whereas, very often, […] in the mainstream media […], you have 

to go and physically find that out yourself. And it’s not easy (ibid.). 

The affordance of content extension, the opportunity offered by the 

hyperlink, as a technological element, to link almost instantly to 

additional material, has been described through the above examples 

as a way by which the users of the climate blogs can direct, or be 

directed, to content that can be informative, explanatory, or 

corroborative. Hyperlinks seem to play an important role, in this 

sense, in rendering the climate blogs spaces of useful information, 

in which discussions can take place on an evidential basis. The 

affordance of interactivity analysed in the following section 

constitutes an essential element of the blogs’ conversational space.  

10.5) INTERACTIVITY 

The term “interactivity” has been used by Hopkins (2015) to refer 

mainly to the opportunity for direct interpersonal interaction 

through the comment section offered by the blogs, what the same 

author considers to be one of the blogs’ emergent affordances (see 

Table 2.2). This is what I also regard as the affordance of 

interactivity. The possibility for the blogs’ users to interact with each 

other through the comment section constitutes an important 

affordance, and one that is fundamental to the blogs’ 

communicative environment. As already mentioned, the bloggers try 

to maintain a considerate and constructive level of discussion in 

their blogs, by focusing mainly on the scientific aspect of the topics 

they write about, moderating the discussions taking place in the 

comment section, and generally trying to instil the idea of 

informative and inoffensive conversations to the readers. The 

readers, in turn, seem to appreciate and value that type of 
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conversational environment. As ensues from the analysis of the 

interviews with both the bloggers and the readers, the readers 

comment when they want to contribute their knowledge, 

perspectives or insights, share information that they find 

noteworthy, important or useful (including references to papers or 

other websites), explain or correct points made by the bloggers or 

other commenters, ask questions (such as additional explanations 

or clarifications), give positive feedback or even express their 

criticism. The examples below indicate how such an environment 

can contribute to the constructive and informative role that the 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs can play in the 

communication of science. 

Considering the expert and informative nature of the 

interactions taking place on what he described as “boutique” or 

“niche” blogs run by scientists, Ryan Cooper (non-expert reader) 

said: 

I think some of the smaller ones can have, like, the best blog 

commenters. I think this is rarer than it used to be, but some of 

those little boutique blogs that just have like a real dedicated 

readership, where they’re people who know what they’re talking 

about. Then you can have real scientists writing about it and then 

other real scientists actually commenting on, and clarifying the 

point, or pointing out errors, and stuff like that. And that’s pretty 

cool. The times that I don’t regret reading the comments, I would 

say, it’s on things like that. You know, the small, like, kind of niche 

blogs, where it’s just like one scientist […], and then you’ve got a 

dedicated readership of real experts or informed amateurs (Ryan 

Cooper, Reader, Mar 2016). 

The informative character that the interactions between bloggers 

and commenters can have in some of the blogs that he reads was 

stressed similarly by Øystein Lemvik (non-expert reader), who 

explained that often the bloggers’ involvement in the comments can 

reveal their thoughts or thought process, helping in that way the 

reader to understand the matter at hand:  
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I do read comments on And Then There’s Physics and Stoat. I 

generally don’t do at Rabbet Run. I sometimes do at Real Climate. 

And the reason is both the level of discussion but also the 

involvement of the blog author. And Then There’s Physics is really 

involved in discussions, which is very interesting, because he 

thinks aloud, and you can follow him ─ thinking aloud, that’s 

wonderful. And Stoat generally does inline comments, which is 

interesting to see, because he also keeps his thought process in 

the open. And Real Climate does the same thing […]. Also, I read 

Bart Verheggen’s. Whenever I stumble into his blog, I do read his 

comments. Only In It for the Gold, I stopped reading, but Michael 

Tobis has recently started at ATTP, so I do also like to read his 

comments when I have the time (Øystein Lemvik, Reader, Oct 

2015, interview). 

A very illustrative account is also the one provided by one more (non-

expert) reader, who explained in terms of how he can improve his 

understanding of complicated or even difficult, as he said, notions 

through his engagement in commenting on the climate blogs and 

interacting with other people: 

It’s certain that you get more out of them as a medium if you 

engage. And that obviously requires that you do occasionally, at 

least occasionally, comment. I think that… There’s a simple factor 

of enjoyment. It can be intellectually challenging and stimulating 

to comment […]. Especially if you are sometimes quickly engaged 

in often a quite high-level argument with people who know what 

they’re talking about. That’s just stimulating. It’s just as you would 

perhaps sit with colleagues in the bar, and just take ideas around. 

There is that level of frank intellectual pleasure in debate, dispute 

even. And, of course, if you are on a serious conversation, you are 

trying to, say, from my layman’s perspective, improve 

understanding of complex and sometimes difficult ideas. There’s 

nothing [emphasized] like discussing them with people who know 

what they’re talking about, to point up the falls and failures in your 

own understanding, sometimes. Sometimes quite bluntly getting 

corrected [laugh] (FG, Reader, Oct 2015, interview). 

The same reader went on mentioning that he regards the fact that 

one’s comments can be corrected by the expert bloggers or even 

the other readers “as one of the knowledge privileges of the internet, 

in general”, further arguing: 

There are some quite serious people turn up in blog comments, 

serious people, you know, academics, people astounding, 

members I would recognize. To be able to engage those people in 
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conversation and get the benefits of their knowledge it’s, you 

know, it’s being invited to the top table, without really having any 

credentials for being there, which I think is a real privilege. And 

it’s sometimes not perhaps acknowledged or stressed enough, but 

this is a kind of magic pipe, you know, it connects just anybody to 

really valuable sources of information (ibid.). 

The reader also said that, being fifty years old, that type of direct 

interaction that the blogging technology provides is something new 

for him, and something that he finds “fabulous and useful” (ibid.), 

additionally explaining in terms of the value he has gotten out of his 

engagement in reading the blogs and interacting through their 

comment sections: 

Climate blogs have been an important part, and not the only, but 

an important part in helping me get to where I’ve arrived. Humble 

and modest though it is, but it’s better than nothing. And so yes, 

I have that sense of having learned something or being in the 

process of learning something important […]. I get a lot of the 

sense of value, because it allows me to be in virtual proximity, if 

not in actual direct communication, with people who really know 

what they’re talking about. You know, people who are actual 

atmospheric scientists, or you know, actual environmental 

scientists, and who are there discussing these things, right in front 

of me. And that is a privilege, and I value this accordingly (ibid.). 

Lawrence Hamilton (social scientist involved in climate-related 

research) explained that “on some blogs [the comments] are of a 

very high quality, and you learn as much or more from the 

comments”, while at another point he said: 

[The bloggers] are very responsive to sincere feedback, or if 

somebody wants more information, they’ll respond to that telling 

them where to get it, or they’ll try to offer a better explanation 

themselves. And what you may also find is that readers chime in 

with additional information. Sometimes they have technical 

knowledge that the blog owner does not, and that can be very 

helpful (Lawrence Hamilton, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

The next quote from the interview with the same reader is also 

indicative of the climate blogs’ interactional space and how experts 

through their involvement in that space can contribute valuable 

information and knowledge: 
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If you’ve got a smart group of listeners, there is a good chance 

there will be other people who can bring in knowledge that neither 

the other readers nor the blog owner has themselves. I mean it 

could be something simple like, you know […]. Or it could be that 

there is someone who knows more about a particular topic, let’s 

say “How satellites estimate temperature”, than other people do. 

Someone might be a climate modeler and not an expert on 

satellite measurement, but perhaps someone else does know that, 

you know, has that piece of the puzzle and then bring it in (ibid.). 

With respect to how bloggers or readers might respond to questions 

posted on the comment sections, Aaron Thierry (geoscientist) said: 

If I didn’t understand something, I might put a question on the 

blog. And, it’s not very often, but I’m kind of more hoping that the 

person who wrote the blog replies rather than somebody else. But 

sometimes somebody else has put a response that’s helped me 

(Aaron Thierry, Reader, July 2015, interview). 

Alan Neale explained likewise that he has posted questions on some 

of the blogs in the past: 

I have asked them in the past, say, “What does that mean exactly?” 

or “What is the implication of that?”. But you don’t always get a 

reply, don’t forget, because if there are so many posts on the site, 

you don’t always get a reply. But somebody else might reply on 

their behalf for you. So, sometimes you do get a reply but it’s not 

by the actual person that’s written the blog, it’s by another 

commenter (Alan Neale, Reader, Feb 2016, interview). 

Adding later on: 

It’s very gratifying that a commenter or a blogger, who writes the 

blog, will come back to you and answer your query. Because it 

means that you’ve understood the material enough that you’ve 

asked a good question that they feel it’s worth answering (ibid.). 

The informative role of the interactions taking place in the comment 

sections was also noted by John Callahan, a climatologist, who 

explained that by reading the blogs’ comments and looking the 

readers’ reactions to a blog article, he can get additional, often 

technical, feedback about that article. So, even though Callahan 

mentioned that “Reading other people’s comments, and looking at 

their perspectives would be secondary to learning more about the 

topic and the scientists’ perceptions”, he explained: 
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I would say I read [the comments] because I’m interested to see if 

most people agree with this method, or the blog post, or if there 

is dissent on it. That’s my main reason. It’s to just to see “OK. I 

like what this person says”. It is a blog post, it’s not peer-reviewed, 

it’s a blog post. So, I like to see if most of the comments are 

agreeing with this, or if they’re not. And if they’re not, what are 

the arguments. And I’m very interested to hear any poster’s replies 

back. So, on several blogs, the original poster will just put some 

comments here and there, just small sentences. I’m very 

interested to see that conversation go back and forth. But the main 

thing is just to see, you know, are people agreeing with this or 

not, and if they’re not why (John Callahan, Reader, Mar 2016, 

interview). 

Another role that the interactions taking place in the comment 

sections can have was described by one more reader, a climate 

scientist as well, who said that by looking at the comments he can 

get an idea of how people, scientists but also members of the non-

expert public, might react to a piece of climate-related information: 

I like to see what people think regardless of their background. 

Because the important thing is they’re taking an interest in some 

way, even if it’s not always a positive interest, at least they’re 

taking an interest in the subject, and I think that’s good […]. I find 

it useful to see what people think, including members of the public 

as well as scientists (HI, Reader, Mar 2016, interview). 

Similarly, Gavin Schmidt (one of Real Climate’s bloggers) explained 

that, by reading the comments, but most importantly, interacting 

with the commenters (which is something that he used to do much 

more in the past, as he said), he was able to get an idea of what the 

readers might have understood or not, or get an idea of what was 

missing from his blog post: 

At the beginning, there were less comments, and the things that 

people said were more novel, and so I would engage. You know, 

somebody would say something, and I would chime in. You know, 

we’d have little backs and forths. And that was quite useful, 

especially for helping me to understand what it was that people 

got from what I wrote initially, and what was missing, and what 

people really didn’t understand (Gavin Schmidt, Real Climate, July 

2015, interview). 
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Finally, the account expressed by Bart Verheggen denotes how the 

ability for readers to interact can play an essential role in 

maintaining the informative and non-distracting character of the 

conversations in the blogs: 

There’s a pretty steady number of followers that are really also 

engaging actively in discussion. Also, with each other, to learn 

from each other. And also, if a sceptic comes along and comments 

on my blog ─ because, of course, they’re free to do so, then there’s 

a lot of people standing by to…, you know, to tell him how the 

scientific picture looks like (Bart Verheggen, My view on climate 

change, Apr 2015, interview). 

In a follow-up interview, he mentioned in terms of the co-bloggers 

of his Dutch blog: 

Basically, they were frequent commenters on my blog, and I was 

impressed with their knowledge about the topic and the degree to 

which they engage with the discussion. They became quite loyal 

readers. And they helped me, without their intention of necessarily 

helping me, they were just doing what they liked to do, which is 

engaging in discussions on climate [laugh]. But it meant that I 

didn’t need to respond to nonsense necessarily, because some of 

my loyal readers, them included, would respond to nonsense 

arguments. So, I had my hands more free, there was less work for 

me to be done, because I did feel that nonsense needs to be 

rebutted, but they would already do that in a very good way. Made 

it easier for me, if they would do that (Bart Verheggen, My view on 

climate change, May 2015, interview). 

The affordance of interactivity, that is, the opportunity for direct 

interaction provided by the blog technology, contributes to the 

informative environment of the climate blogs. The readers can 

improve their understanding of complicated and difficult topics not 

only by participating in conversations, by interacting, in other 

words, with people with higher level of knowledge of the subject or 

even specialized scientists (people “who know what they are talking 

about”, as some of the interviewees said), but also by having access 

to information and knowledge resulting from the interactions taking 

place in the comment sections (without necessarily a reader having 

to participate him/herself to such interactions). Knowledge is not 
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presented merely as one piece of information, but rather a reader, 

by considering how commenters (including the bloggers) interact 

with each other, has the chance to look at how knowledge becomes 

subject to discussions, evaluations, or even criticisms, often being 

able to follow the thought process of those who are engaged in a 

conversation. This way, the interested readers do not have to take 

the presented knowledge at face value, so to speak, since that 

knowledge becomes part of the blogs’ communicative environment. 

The specialized scientists can look at other scientists’ opinions or 

have an idea of the reactions and views of non-experts. In a few 

words, it can be argued that the affordance of interactivity (along 

with the other communicative affordances of blogs discussed in this 

chapter) allows for an improved way of communicating climate-

related knowledge. 

10.6) SUMMARY 

This chapter was concerned with what the bloggers and readers of 

the mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs can do by using 

the blog technology, by appropriating the opportunities for action 

and interaction offered by the blogs, that is, their affordances, and 

what is the meaning of their activities with reference to the 

communication of climate science. The analysed affordances are not 

unique to blogs, nor are they necessarily the only affordances of the 

blog technology. The communicative affordances of blogs I have 

discussed in this chapter are affordances the appropriation of which 

render the specific type of blogging a distinct climate science 

communication practice. These affordances have acquired their 

specific meaning, as affordances relevant for communicating 

climate science, for they have been interpreted and utilized in a new 

way by people with certain types of interests, concerns, and 

purposes. 
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Climate-related knowledge is elaborated and becomes subject 

to nuanced analysis, while content which has been already produced 

and posted by the scientist-bloggers can be improved quickly and 

directly, often according to feedback provided by other experts. 

Extra sources of information about a post are added to further 

support the argument or point made in the post, provide evidence 

about the claims made by the bloggers or the commenters, or 

explain statements. This information can be accessed almost 

instantly, while its existence adds to the reliability and 

trustworthiness of the discussion. A reader can contemplate and 

reflect on knowledge and communications which are not ephemeral. 

Non-experts can obtain a better understanding of how scientists 

develop their arguments, but also scientists can get an idea of other 

scientists’ opinions or the views of members of the non-specialized 

public. Discussions among expert scientists become publicly 

available, while non-experts can communicate directly with the 

scientists to ask for explanations or clarifications, or simply express 

their opinions. Mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs can be 

viewed as spaces of informative and constructive discussions open 

to the public, but still, they are spaces that belong to the scientist-

bloggers who set the rules of the conversations. In a few words, the 

new way by which the communicative affordances of blogs are 

appropriated by the scientist-bloggers and the readers reflects a 

process of communicating science in a more scientific and, at the 

same time, open and participatory manner, which renders 

mainstream climate blogging a distinct and legitimate practice of 

communication of climate science. 
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CHAPTER 11) CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has focused on twelve mainstream scientist-produced 

climate blogs with the aim of critically exploring how they form part 

of a broader climate communication environment, examining the 

contribution of what I have described as mainstream climate 

blogging to the communication of climate science and climate 

change. My examination of the practice of mainstream climate 

blogging followed the assumption that the emergence and 

development of this type of blogging should be associated with 

some qualities and possibilities provided by the blogs, the 

utilization of which renders blogs a new way of contributing to the 

already existing climate communication. It was this hypothesis on 

which my central argument, that the mainstream climate blogs have 

come in due to the inefficiency existing in the broader media 

environment of climate communication, has relied. The study has 

answered three research questions (the meaning of which has been 

illustrated in Chapter 3.3), based on empirical data collected from 

three essential sources, the twelve analysed blogs and primarily the 

scientist-bloggers and readers of mainstream climate blogs. 

The first question had an overarching character, reflecting the 

main purpose of the study, and focused on the role that the 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs play in the broader 

environment of climate communication. My analysis suggests that 

the scientist-bloggers are independent communicators of climate 

science and climate change who aim at filling the information gaps 

and addressing the mis/disinformation existing in the 

communication of climate-related information especially through 

the mainstream media and the internet, by adding their science-

based knowledge and perspectives, that is, adding “something 
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more” that people, particularly non-experts, would be able to find in 

the public domain. The first research question has been answered 

alongside the second and the third one. The second question 

focused on the nature of the knowledge communicated through the 

blogs and the way it adds to their definition as communicators of 

climate science and climate change. The knowledge that the 

scientist-bloggers contribute has been described as expert 

knowledge, an intermediate between the climate-related information 

presented by the mainstream media and the specialist technical 

knowledge communicated through the peer-reviewed scientific 

papers. This scientific element that the blogs have, compared to the 

mainstream media, their proximity to science, as I have argued, 

seems to appeal to an interested and concerned audience, a 

dedicated readership who view the blogs as authoritative and 

reliable sources of knowledge. The readers distinguish the blogs 

from the mainstream media by which climate-related topics, covered 

typically in a superficial or even politicized way, are simply 

disseminated to the public, but also from the plethora of internet 

sources which are generally regarded as rather unreliable. In a few 

words, the climate blogs’ knowledge seems to be considered 

credible and authoritative as well as more scientific. The third 

question centred on how the opportunities offered by the blog 

technology, and the ways these opportunities are appropriated by 

the bloggers and readers, make climate blogging a distinct practice 

of climate communication. I have argued that the bloggers and 

readers have realized the opportunities for action and interaction 

offered by the blog technology, that is, the affordances of the blogs, 

which they interpret and appropriate based on their interests and 

goals, rendering the specific type of climate blogging a legitimate, 

more open and participatory, practice of climate science 

communication. That type of science communication is recognizable 
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and appreciated by both scientists and the interested public. The 

answers to my research questions have pointed towards the 

description of the blogs as an expert-oriented climate science 

communication niche, a niche which is differentiated from the wider 

environment of climate communication. 

11.1) MAINSTREAM CLIMATE BLOGGING: A NICHE OF CLIMATE SCIENCE 

COMMUNICATION IN A POST-TRUTH ERA 

Even though elements of scholarly communication exist in the 

mainstream climate blogs run by scientists (it has been mentioned 

that these blogs are also places of communication among scholars 

from the same or different fields or a way that could stimulate that 

type of communication), I believe that what essentially characterizes 

mainstream climate blogging is the description of the blogs 

primarily as a manner by which an interested, non-expert, audience, 

can have access to nuanced discussions of technical matters. 

Furthermore, a non-specialized audience can even engage actively 

in a conversational environment which was generally described as 

constructive and informative, obtaining in this way a deeper 

knowledge of the matter at hand, even a better understanding of the 

scientists’ arguments. In this sense, the importance of these blogs 

consists primarily in that they are spaces for communication 

between scientists and a non-expert public, or spaces where the 

public can learn from the interaction among scientists. As such, 

mainstream climate blogging can be viewed above all as a practice 

of climate science communication, and the mainstream scientist-

produced climate blogs as an expert-oriented climate science 

communication niche. 

The mainstream climate blogs are a niche as they constitute a 

very small part of the climate communication that takes place in the 
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wider media environment, an environment that includes mainstream 

media such as newspapers and TV, the internet, and so on. 

Moreover, they are a niche because they counter, as it were, and as 

already explained through several examples, the way science is 

typically presented to the public within that environment. The 

material communicated through these blogs is not suitable for mass 

communication, being often technical and rather difficult to 

assimilate knowledge which appeals to an attentive, dedicated, 

relatively small, and indeed a niche audience. It could be argued 

that, to some degree, the communication taking place through the 

climate blogs reflects what Castells (2009) has described (as shown 

in the Literature Review of this thesis) as “mass-self communication”; 

the communication of “self-generated” and “self-directed” messages, 

or simply put, independently created messages, the potential 

audience of which depends largely on how, and by whom, a mass-

self communication tool is utilized. One could also argue that 

Habermas’s (2006) concern about the ability of intellectuals (as he 

wrote) or (in our case) experts to create focus in the internet age, 

which is characterized by an overload of information, still holds true, 

maybe even truer nowadays as the internet permeates even more 

people’s lives. To be sure, accounting for the impact that the 

mainstream scientist-produced climate blogs can have, especially if 

by “impact” we mean the number of people who can engage 

essentially with the knowledge communicated through them, is 

difficult. Even so, what this study has shown is that there are people, 

scientists and members from the non-expert public, who have 

realized the potential of blogs for communicating, and learning 

about, a consequential but contentious issue. 

At the beginning of this study (Chapter 2.6), it was explained 

that, during the last few years, terms such as “fake news” and “post-

truth”, are common in public discourses. Many discussions revolve 
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around how such notions, especially the idea of a post-truth 

situation, in which factual information and logical arguments are 

undermined on account of emotions, beliefs or ideologies, are 

associated with a declining public trust in science. During such a 

period, the opportunities for that kind of independent and direct 

communication between scientists and the public that blogs provide 

become even more important. Such opportunities could suggest 

that the lack of institutionalism of scientist-produced blogs, in 

general, but also the way that the scientific community should be 

probably thinking about blogs (and quite possibly other similar 

communication technologies) needs to be reconsidered. 

11.2) CONTRIBUTION 

As explained at the beginning of this research, and further 

illustrated in the Literature Review (sections 2.8 and 2.9), there 

seems to be a growing scholarly interest in the capacity of blogs for 

the communication of science. In the light of an apparent gap in 

studies investigating extensively blogs produced by scientists 

focusing on a specific scientific field, this thesis contributes to the 

literature on science blogging, and generally science 

communication, by providing the first, to my knowledge, in-depth 

and holistic account of climate blogs run by mainstream scientists, 

distinguishing these blogs from other forms of climate science 

communication (and generally science communication). 

Empirically, I followed a multimethod approach, having 

analysed in depth an extensive amount of data collected through 

three different sources (the bloggers, the readers, and the blogs). 

The interviews I conducted with the bloggers helped me collect 

essential information for the development of Chapter 6, probably 

the only (albeit basic) historical account of climate blogging and 
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generally science blogging. The discussion in the same chapter 

indicates scientists’ realization of the new opportunities for 

communication offered by the internet, additionally suggesting that 

the scientists’ transition from Usenet to blogs denotes a 

sociotechnical evolution in practice, not just an individual choice of 

a new technology. I also relied heavily on interviews with the blogs’ 

readers. As far as I know, this is the first in-depth qualitative 

interviewing with blogs’ readers for the purposes of analysing 

science blogs. Important insights into readers’ perspectives have 

been provided by researchers who have surveyed readers of climate 

blogs (Lewandowsky, Oberauer, and Gignac 2013) and other science 

blogs (Sublet et al. 2011; Jarreau and Porter 2017). However, the in-

depth interviews of my research were aimed at acquiring a deeper 

understanding of both the ways that the readers interact with the 

blogs and the bloggers, as well as the meaning of such interactions 

with reference to the communication of science, and the ways that 

these readers, with certain backgrounds, interests and motivations, 

feel about the knowledge communicated by scientists through a 

specific type of blogs. This is accordingly another, more precise, 

contribution to the literature on science blogging and science 

communication, but also to the literature on public understanding 

of science (PUS). Finally, the twelve blogs that constitute the focus 

of my multiple-case study seem to be a good representation of the 

particular type of climate blogs online, while having implemented 

one of the few extensive analyses of blog posts (more than 320 

posts were analysed thematically), this thesis has provided a more 

complete description of the mainstream scientist-produced climate 

blogs. 

Considering the use of theory, I put special emphasis on the 

concept of affordances. I conducted a detailed review of the relevant 
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literature (Chapters 2.10 ─ 2.16), emphasizing the ontological and 

epistemological implications of the notion, and stressing the 

relevance of the term for the analysis of ICTs, that is, of technologies 

the materiality of which is impalpable. This thesis has contributed 

to the literature on affordances as it is one of the very few studies 

focusing on the affordances of the blog technology, identifying, 

most importantly, certain affordances based on what people can do 

with blogs within a specific context of communication. I 

concentrated on why such affordances are important for the 

communication of science, how their appropriation renders 

mainstream climate blogging a distinct practice of climate science 

communication (Chapter 10). My conceptualization was informed by 

the relevant literature and definitions; however, it was based 

primarily on the data collected through the interviews. I identified 

five affordances of blogs relevant for the communication of (climate) 

science (extensive writing, editability, persistence, content 

extension, interactivity). I have used the term “extensive writing” to 

refer to a distinct affordance of blogs. Editability had already been 

defined as one of the affordances of ICTs, but my contribution 

consists in that I have also considered the possibility to moderate 

(edit out) comments to be another part of the definition, which 

applies particularly to blogs (and possibly similar technologies). I 

refined the affordance of hyperlinking, proposed by Hopkins (2015), 

as I wanted to distinguish the feature of the technology from the 

affordance, i.e. the feature of the technology from what people can 

actually do by utilizing this feature. For this, I used the term “content 

extension”. I believe that, if we consider blogs to be a medium of 

communication within which a variety of genres and sub-genres can 

be identified (Rettberg 2014), and if we define media based on what 

people do with them in different contexts and situations (Couldry 

2012), my implementation of the notion of affordances (my 
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suggestion that what people can do with media such as blogs can 

be best described through the affordances lens) has also added to 

the literature on new media in general. 

Finally, through my discussion of Collins’s and Evans’s idea of 

primary source knowledge (part of their theory of expertise 

illustrated extensivelly in Collins and Evans, 2007), I have suggested 

that the meaning of primary source knowledge should be 

reconsidered when it is part of the mainstream climate blogs’ 

communicative environment (Chapter 9.3). Collins’s and Evans’s 

theory of expertise constitutes probably the first attempt to 

systematize scientific expertise. By providing some empirical 

examples from the interviews with the readers, I have attempted to 

illustrate how the type of knowledge communicated through the 

blogs could be viewed as a form of primary source knowledge. More 

precisely, the way the blogs’ knowledge was described by most of 

the readers corresponds to Collins’s and Evan’s definition, however, 

unlike Collins’s and Evans’s notion, primary source knowledge could 

be reconceptualized, I have argued, as more authoritative and 

reliable when it is part of the mainstream climate blogs’ 

environment, as it becomes more open to discussions, evaluations, 

and critiques. 

11.3) FUTURE RESEARCH AND ACTIONS 

This thesis has focused on two main (interrelated) aspects of 

mainstream climate blogging as a practice of climate science 

communication, the way science is communicated through the blogs 

and the nature of knowledge communicated through them. I believe 

that future research should be directed towards the analysis of 

themes revolving around these aspects, regarding not only blogs 

but other similar technologies too. In terms of blogs, further 
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research could focus on the written scientific discourses of scientist-

produced blogs, and the meaning of such discourses for the 

communication of science, or the way readers might engage in the 

production of knowledge through the blog comments. Other types 

of science blogs, especially those focusing on scientific areas which 

are of broader public interest or concern, should also be considered. 

This thesis has described mainstream climate blogging as the result 

of an effort initiated independently by scientists, however, blogs 

constitute only part of the internet technologies that enable direct 

communication between their users. Moreover, such technologies 

are still quite new compared to other ways through which science 

has traditionally been communicated. Generally, I believe that future 

studies and actions should emphasize the role that new internet 

technologies of information and communication, especially 

technologies such as social media and blog-like websites, which are 

widely used and generally praised for their communicative 

capacities, could assist the public’s engagement with science, 

especially with scientific areas which, like climate change, intersect 

with people’s everyday lives. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1 – The interview questions 

1.1 – Group 1 (The bloggers) 

(The interview questions were slightly modified depending on the 

blog/bloggers, e.g. when the blog is run collaboratively). 

 

1) Could you tell me a few things about your work as a scientist 

(academic background, research areas that you are specialized in, 

your current research and work, etc.)? 

 

2) Could you tell me about your history as a blogger? When did 

you start blogging and about what subjects? 

 

3) Before blogging, were you engaged in any other online 

activities with respect to climate science and climate change? If so, 

could you tell me a few things about these activities? 

 

4) Are you now involved in any other online platforms (other 

blogs, online forums, online magazines, social media such as 

Twitter, Academia.edu, etc.)? 

 

5) What did initially motivate you to start blogging about climate 

science and climate change? 
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6) Have your initial motivations changed over the years? 

 

7) How much time do you spend writing and managing your 

blog? 

 

8) How much do you read and comment on other blogs? 

 

9) How do you choose a subject to blog about? Do you blog 

about issues that you locate, for example, on other blogs and 

internet platforms, in media such as TV, radio, newspapers, etc.? Do 

you find subjects to blog about in sources such as scientific papers? 

 

10) Are there any specific issues about climate science and 

climate change that you feel strongly about, that you think they are 

important and need to be addressed, and that you write about them 

on your blog? 

 

11) Do you upload guest posts? If so, by whom? 

 

12) Do you upload open threads? If so, how often? Do you put 

subjects on them? 

 

13) How do you decide what links, videos, and images to put on 

your blog posts? Have you noticed whether they increase the 

visibility of specific blog posts? 
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14) How many people, on average, are involved in your blog as 

readers? How many of them are involved as commenters? 

 

15)  Do you moderate your comments? Why (yes/not)? 

 

16) What sort of comments and/or feedback do you usually get 

from commenters in the comment section? 

 

17) Are those who participate in the discussions on your blog the 

same people, and how often do they comment? 

 

18) Do you take part in the discussions in the comment section? 

 

19) How do you feel about the level of knowledge of climate 

science and climate change that regular commenters have? Are any 

of them scientists (climate scientists or scientists from other 

relevant fields)? 

 

20) Do readers and commenters send you any comments and/or 

feedback through other ways (email, other social media, etc.)? If so, 

what sort of comments and/or feedback do you usually get in these 

cases? 
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21) Are there any particular subjects that create more focus (in 

terms of the number of readers and comments)? 

 

22) How do you decide to put a blog on your blogroll? 

 

23) How do you interact with other bloggers, scientists or non-

scientists (only through blogging, or through other ways as well)? 

 

24) Has your activity as a climate blogger created any interaction 

between you and other scientists who do not blog? 

 

25) Has your activity as a climate blogger created any interaction 

between you and media such as TV, the press, scientific journals and 

websites, etc.? 

 

26) What value do you get out of your activity as a blogger? 

 

27) Could you tell me a few things about the software/hosting 

service that you use? How did you choose it? How do you find it? 

 

28) Would you like to add anything? 
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1.2 – Group 2 (The readers) 

1) Could you tell me a few things about your occupation and 

background? 

 

2) What types of blogs do you read (only climate blogs, or blogs 

about other subjects as well)? 

 

3) Since when do you read climate blogs?  

 

4) Why did you start reading climate blogs? 

 

5) How frequently do you read and (in case you comment) 

comment on climate blogs, and how much time do you spend 

reading and (in case you comment) commenting on them? 

 

6) Which climate blogs do you read? 

 

7) How did you locate them? 

 

8) What do you find interesting in these blogs?  

 

9) What sort of blog posts do you usually read? For example, is 

there any specific subject or issue that you are mostly interested in? 
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10) Do you read the comment threads as well? Could you explain 

why? 

 

11) Do you comment on the blogs that you read? If so, why and 

how often? Could you give any examples? 

 

12) Do you include links, videos, images, etc. in your comments? 

If so, why? [If applicable] 

 

13) Do you comment pseudonymously/anonymously or with your 

real name? Could you explain why? [If applicable] 

 

14) Do you engage in discussions that take place in the comment 

sections? Could you explain why? [If applicable] 

 

15) When would you stop engaging in a specific discussion? [If 

applicable] 

 

16) Could you explain why you do not comment? [If applicable] 

 

17) Do you follow links the bloggers and/or the commenters 

include in their posts? Could you explain why? 

 



256 
 

18) Do you make use of any other types of media, not necessarily 

only online, in order to be informed about issues relevant to climate 

science and climate change?  

 

19) Are you engaged in discussions about climate science and 

climate change that may take place on other online platforms, such 

as online forums, websites that may allow comments, etc.? 

 

20) How would you describe them (18 & 19) compared to the 

blogs? i.e. how would you describe the information about climate 

science and climate change that you get from that media and/or 

platforms compared to the information that you get from the blogs? 

Also, how would you describe the comments posted on those 

platforms compared to the comments posted on the blogs? 

 

21) Do you interact with the bloggers and/or the commenters 

through ways other than commenting (such as email, other social 

media, by telephone, in person, etc.)? If so, why/in which cases? 

 

22) Has your engagement in reading climate blogs or commenting 

on them created any further interaction between you and bloggers 

or commenters? For example, do you collaborate with any of them, 

have you been asked to write guest posts, etc.? 

 

23) Do you give feedback to bloggers about specific blog posts? 

If so, why and through which ways (only through the blog comments, 
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or through other ways as well, such as email, other social media, by 

telephone, in person, etc.)? 

 

24) How do you feel about the level of difficulty of the climate 

blogs that you read? Could you give specific examples? I mean the 

technical difficulty of the information that they provide. 

 

25) How do you feel about the level of knowledge that (the other) 

commenters have? I mean their knowledge about climate science 

and climate change. 

 

26) Do you get any value out of your engagement in reading 

climate blogs or commenting on them? 

 

27) Do you have your own blog? If so, could you tell me a few 

words about it? What is it about, and which are your aims? 

 

28) Would you like to add anything?  
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Appendix 2 – Subject of blog posts 

Findings resulted from the second analytical stage (Thematic 

analysis of 20 posts per blog). 

2.1 – Rabett Run (01/04/2015 – 27/04/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Another April Fools 

Prank  

Comments on the reaction of climate 

contrarian blogs to the release of the 

first view CO2 data from the 

Orbiting Carbon Observatory. 

2. Amitai Etzioni and 

Willie Soon 

Comments on an old interaction 

between a sociology professor and 

the Tobacco Institute. The post is 

not directly related to climate 

science/climate change, although, at 

the beginning, an analogy is made 

between the sociology professor and 

a contrarian climate scientist. 

3. Part II: The Etzioni 

Project Finds a Home 

A follow-up to the previous post. 

4. Franzen attacks 

Audubon’s attempt to 

do something about 

climate, withholds info 

that he’s on the board 

of competing 

organization [*] 

The post is motivated by an article 

written for the New Yorker. The 

subject is the one described in the 

title. 

5. Part III: The Rise and 

Fall of the Project 

Ezioni 

A follow-up to posts 2 and 3. 

6. Any bunny Want to 

Send a Message to the 

APS 

Discusses the American Physical 

Society’s 2015 draft statement on 

the Earth’s Climate Change. 

7. Beneath Contempt The central subject of the post is the 

climate system. The post seems to 

be motivated by a newspaper article 

written by a theoretical physicist 

entitled “Climate Science Is Not 

Settled”, particularly by a guest post, 

regarding the newspaper article, 

written by the physicist on a blog 

run by Judith Curry, a scientist with 

contrarian/lukewarmer views. 

8. Andy Lacis Writes to 

Steve Koonin 

Essentially a repost of a comment 

made by another physicist (NASA) on 

Judith Curry’s blog. The post/repost 
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is relevant to the issue discussed in 

Rabett Run’s previous post. 

9. Identifying specific 

people in the 

Philippines who were 

killed by climate 

change [*] 

Discusses the subject described in 

the title as an aspect of the climate 

change problem. 

10. Man bites dog [*] A very short post about a journalist 

using climate change to explain 

sports. 

11. Support Continental 

Movement 

A very short post about continental 

drift. Not related to climate 

science/climate change (at least not 

directly). 

12. EV costs at a tipping 

point for un-American 

countries [*] 

Shortly discusses a graph about 

electric vehicles’ prices. Not directly 

related to climate science/climate 

change.  

13. A Train Wreck Avoided The post is about the blogger’s 

comment on APS’s Draft Statement 

on Earths Changing Climate (see 

also post 6). 

14. Under what 

circumstance does 

McConnell's message 

to foreigners to do less 

on climate  

change help America 

rhetorical question? [*] 

Comments on a political statement 

about Clean Power Plan. 

15. Veep candidates bring 

a 0-5% increase in 

party vote in their 

home state [*] 

Comments on vice-presidential 

candidacy. Not relevant to climate 

science/climate change. 

16. Eli and the Merry Elves The post is about a comment on a 

paper authored by climate 

contrarians. The comment was made 

by a group of scientists, including 

the blogger. 

17. March gave us the 

warmest 12 months in 

a row. And the 

warmest 13 months, 

14 months...20 

months...40 

months...59 months… 

[*] 

Comments on global warming and 

Ted Cruz’s contrarian views. 

18. More from Andy Lacis Another repost of Andy Lacis’s 

comment (see also post 8). 

19. Does He or Don’t He President Obama’s Anger Translator 

video. Not relevant. 
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20. Sausage Grinding 

School 

Comments on a paper about 

environmental/climate targets. 

 

* Written by one of the two co-bloggers 

2.2 – ATTP (03/04/2015 – 07/05/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. ECS > 2K again Discusses a recently published 

scientific paper about climate 

sensitivity. 

2. A juvenile tactic? The central subject of the post is 

climate sensitivity. The post is a 

reply to a tweet made by Matt 

Ridley, a climate 

contrarian/lukewarmer journalist 

and businessman, which 

comments on a recent ATTP 

post. 

3. Things I thought were 

obvious – part 2 

Touches on issues related to 

climate risk, climate policy, and 

climate debate. The post is a 

comment on a recently uploaded 

post by another scientist-

blogger, Judith Curry, who has 

climate contrarian/lukewarmer 

views. 

4. No more flying? The post seems to be motivated 

by a working paper about the 

role of climate scientists in 

society. The post expands on this 

issue. 

5. Steve Koonin and the 

small percentage fallacy 

Comments on a newspaper 

article written by a theoretical 

physicist entitled “Climate 

Science Is Not Settled”. The post 

discusses issues about the 

climate system and greenhouse 

effect. 

6. Andy Lacis responds to 

Steve Koonin 

Essentially a repost of a comment 

made by another physicist 

(NASA) on another blog. The 

post/repost is relevant to the 

issue discussed in ATTPs 

previous post. 

7. Two years Two-year anniversary of the 

blog’s launch. The post 

discusses the blogger’s personal 



261 
 

experience of climate blogging 

and the online climate debate. 

8. Judith Curry’s testimony Comments on a statement made 

to the Committee on Science, 

Space and Technology of the 

United States House of 

Representatives by another 

scientist-blogger, Judith Curry, 

with contrarian/lukewarmer 

views (see 3). The post also 

includes comments on a 

comment made by one of the 

ATTP’s readers about the same 

issue. The central subject of the 

post is climate policy. 

9. Ecomodernism The blogger’s view about the 

recently published Ecomodernist 

Manifesto. 

10. Ecology and the 

environment 

The blogger’s ecological and 

environmental thoughts, 

apparently motivated by the 

subject of the previous post (the 

Ecomodernist Manifesto). 

11. The Avoidance of the 

Intellectual 

Comments on a quote by Edward 

Said about the role of 

intellectuals (experts, academics, 

academia in general) in society. 

12. Testing the IRIS 

Hypothesis 

Comments on a recent scientific 

paper about an older scientific 

hypothesis (the IRIS hypothesis)  

13. Lomborg science Comments briefly on the 

appointment of a climate 

contrarian economist and author, 

Bjørn Lomborg, at an Australian 

university. The blog seems to be 

motivated by a recent newspaper 

article. 

14. How many times do we 

have to do this? 

Comments on the decision of the 

Global Warming Policy 

Foundation (GWPF) (a contrarian 

policy institute) to enlist 

scientists to examine adjusted 

global warming figures. 

15. Matt Ridley on fossil fuels! Comments on a newspaper 

article about Africa and fossil 

fuels (energy policy) written by 

Matt Ridley, a climate 

contrarian/lukewarmer (see 2). 

16. Skepticism vs Denial A brief promotion of the 

University of Queensland’s 



262 
 

MOOC/online course “Making 

Sense of Climate Science Denial”. 

17. Genuine optimism The post is motivated by a video 

posted on another blog. The post 

is about the announcement of 

Tesla batteries by Elon Musk. 

18. The impact of the “hiatus”? Discusses a blog post written by 

another mainstream scientist-

blogger and a scientific paper 

both of which are about the 

global warming hiatus. 

19. Tolerably tepid? The post is motivated by a 

newspaper article about 

lukewarmers, written by a 

climate scientist. The post 

discusses lukewarmers’ position. 

20. Arguing about 2 degrees 

C 

Comments on climate policy 

issues and the 2◦ C climate 

target. The post seems to be 

motivated by a Nature comment. 

 

2.3 – Only In It For The Gold (29/04/2015 – 26/06/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. The Problem 

With 

Ecomodernism 

Discusses climate policy with respect to 

Lukewarmerism and Ecomodernism. 

2. A 

Simultaneous 

Defection from 

Civilization 

and Abdication 

of Power 

Touches on issues relevant to the politics of 

climate change and climate policy. The post 

is about a question, and the conversation 

that followed, about the idea of a globally 

binding emissions treaty that the blogger 

asked on Twitter. 

3. Why I am not a 

Paid Scientist 

Refers to problems with computational 

climate modelling. 

4. The choice The whole post consists of the phrase “The 

anthropocene must be either well-managed 

or brief.” 

5. Use Your 

Words [*] 

A guest post about the difference between 

climate change and global warming. 

6. The Doorway 

is Not Very 

Wide and Gets 

Narrower Every 

Day 

Discusses issues about climate policy, 

climate risk, and climate science 

communication. The post seems to be 

motivated by two relevant magazine articles. 

7. Texas Flood The post consists only of a You Tube music 

video (Stevie Ray Vaughan’s “Texas Flood”), a 

relevant graph, and a picture, apparently 
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alluding to the rainfalls/floods in Texas (May 

2015). 

8. Blame it on the 

Boogie 

The post is about the floods in Texas, 

focusing on their results. 

9. Wasting time 

on Twitter 

The post is about a short 

discussion/disagreement between the 

blogger and another person on Twitter. The 

post consists of a screenshot of the 

discussion, which is about climate stability, 

and a few lines of comments. 

10. Response to 

"The Age of 

Disinformation

" Which 

Ironically 

Disinforms 

The post is about Texas flooding. It is 

motivated by a website article written by a 

climate contrarian meteorologist. 

11. On Being 

Ahead of One's 

Time 

The post is motivated by a recent article in 

Chronicles of Higher Education which 

addresses the issue of relativism (and its 

relation to climate change discussions) in a 

similar way that the same issue was 

addressed by the blogger almost two 

decades ago on Usenet. 

12. Headscratchin

g About the 

Attribution 

Question 

Discusses India’s recent heat wave and the 

communication of climate change. 

13. The sort of 

thing that 

needs 

explaining 

A very short post commenting on a quote by 

Washington Post about Texas rainfalls. 

14. Why Climate 

Change is a 

Hard Problem 

The post consists of a You Tube video of a 

lecture about climate change given by the 

blogger in the First Unitarian Universalist 

Public Affairs Forum #1436. 

15. Fun with Doom The post is a quote by Ram Dass, a spiritual 

teacher. Not relevant. 

16. Oreskes 

Interview 

John Cook’s (founder of the Skeptical Science 

mainstream climate blog, and researcher on 

climate change communication) interview 

with Naomi Oreskes (historian of science) 

about the climate change problem. The post 

consists almost entirely of the relevant 

YouTube video. 

17. Anthropocene 

Images and 

their Messages 

Comments mainly on the issue of 

Anthropocene, but also on climate change. 

18. Do you believe 

us yet? 

A short comment on record large-scale warm 

monthly temperatures in May 2015. The post 
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also includes a mention of the Hiatus and 

the Tropical Hot Spot issues. 

19. Post-Panic 

Attack 

The post is about a Facebook group 

recommended to the blogger. Not relevant. 

20. On Laden vs 

Revkin 

The post seems to be motivated by a debate 

between science journalists Greg Laden and 

Andy Revkin. The central subject is science 

journalism/public communication of science. 

 

* Guest post 

2.4 – James’ Empty Blog (04/04/2015 – 12/07/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. BlueSkiesResea

rch.org.uk: 

Climate 

sensitivity 

workshop at 

Schloss 

Ringberg 

The blogger’s participation/experience in 

the climate sensitivity workshop at Schloss 

Ringberg (Reposted from Blue Skies 

Research, the other blog co-authored by the 

blogger). 

2. [jules’ pics] 

Easter in 

Scotland 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

3. Overconfident 

and 

undertrained 

The blogger’s participation in the Vienna 

marathon. Not relevant. 

4. [jules’ pics] 

Vienna Market 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

5. Trek recall of 

1,000,000 

bicycles 

Not relevant (Motivated by an online 

magazine article about Trek issuing one 

million bike recall). 

6. BlueSkiesResea

rch.org.uk: 

The EGU 

review 2015 

Review of the EGU (European Geosciences 

Union) General Assembly 2015 where the 

blogger participated (Reposted from Blue 

Skies Research). 

7. [jules’ pics] 

Vienna 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

8. [jules’ pics] 

The prodigal 

cat 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

9. Aad luck A very short article about the listing of 

authors’ names in scientific papers. Not 

relevant. 

10. Impact factors Citations of scientific papers. Not relevant. 

11. 25th 

Anniversary of 

the Most 

Bumps race. Not relevant. 
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Important 

Event Ever, 

Part 1 

12. 25th 

Anniversary of 

the Most 

Important 

Event Ever, 

Part 2; the 

morning after 

the night 

before. 

Bumps race. Not relevant. 

13. [jules’ pics] 

Our garden 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

14. That hiatus 

thing 

The post is about the global warming hiatus. 

The blog is motivated apparently by a 

recently published scientific paper on the 

same subject. 

15. [jules’ pics] 

Parking! 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

16. Which Hunt? Comments on an issue arisen around 

comments made by a scientist. Not relevant. 

17. [jules’ pics] 

Englefield v 

Myohoji 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

18. [jules’ pics] 

Lovely James 

Photographs. Not relevant. 

19. Wha daur say 

mass in ma 

lug? 

A relatively short post motivated by the 

Pope’s encyclical on climate change. 

20. Mini ice age' 

coming in next 

fifteen years! 

The blog post is a response to a newspaper 

article (Independent) published the previous 

day which claimed that, according to solar 

scientists, there will be a little ice age in 

2030. 

 

2.5 – Variable Variability (04/04/2015 – 24/08/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Irrigation and 

paint as 

reasons for a 

cooling bias 

The influence of irrigation and watering on 

air temperature. The post discusses that type 

of influence as an aspect of a subject (the 

amount of global warming shown by raw 

temperature data) covered in previous posts. 

2. Changing your 

mind 

Discusses issues relevant to the character of 

science, the role of scientists, 

scholarly/science communication, and the 

climate debate. 
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3. Flying to the 

geo science 

flash mob in 

Vienna 

#EGU2015 

Discusses aspects of climate change and 

other environmental issues, as well as issues 

about the role of scientists in society. 

4. Why raw 

temperatures 

show too little 

global 

warming 

An issue that the blogger has discussed in 

previous posts as well (see e.g. post 1). In 

this post, the blogger puts the core subject 

into perspective. 

5. I set a WMO 

standard and 

all I got was 

this lousy 

Hirsch index - 

measuring 

clouds and 

rain 

Explains aspects of the cloud and rain 

measurement process, an area in which the 

blogger has worked (cloud measurements). 

6. Two new 

reviews of the 

homogenizatio

n methods 

used to 

remove non-

climatic 

changes 

Discusses two initiatives for reviewing the 

methods to remove non-climatic changes 

from temperature data. The initiative for one 

of the two reviews was launched by the 

Global Warming Policy Foundation (GWPF) (a 

contrarian policy institute) and for the other 

one by the Task Team on Homogenization 

(TT-HOM). The blogger chaired the latter. 

7. 4th 

anniversary of 

Variable 

Variability 

Four-year anniversary of the blog’s launch. 

The post is about the blogger’s personal 

experience of climate blogging as well as the 

online climate debate. 

8. Gavin Schmidt, 

welcome to 

Hamburg 

Discusses aspects of the climate change 

problem and the politics of climate change, 

as well as the character of science. 

9. Extending the 

temperature 

record of 

southeastern 

Australia [*] 

A guest post by another researcher/blogger 

about extending the temperature record of 

southeastern Australia. The article was 

originally posted in the guest blogger’s own 

blog.  

10. Climate 

change: the 

science is 

settled 

Discusses aspects of the scientific consensus 

on climate change as well as relevant aspects 

of the climate debate. 

11. No, blog posts 

cannot replace 

scientific 

articles 

The post seems to be motivated by a tweet 

made by a journalist concerning blog posts 

and journal articles written by academics. 

The post discusses the relationship between 

social media/blogs and scholarly/science 

communication. 

12. Congress of 

the World 

Explains why sharing climate data is 

important. 
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Meteorological 

Organization, 

free our 

climate data 

13. No! Ah! Part II. 

The return of 

the uncertainty 

monster 

The post is motivated by a recently 

published scientific paper regarding the 

global warming hiatus. The last part of the 

post mentions the subject of the previous 

post as well as the idea of building up a 

climate reference network. 

14. Comparing the 

United States 

COOP stations 

with the US 

Climate 

Reference 

Network [*] 

A guest post written by a researcher 

introducing a recent study which compares 

the US Climate Reference Network stations 

with nearby stations. 

15. Free our 

climate data - 

from Geneva 

to Paris 

Discusses the resolution on sharing climate 

data passed by the 17th Congress of the 

World Meteorological Organization in Geneva 

(see also posts 12 and 13). 

16. Did you notice 

the recent anti-

IPCC article? 

A follow-up to post 13 about the same 

subject (A recently published scientific paper 

about the global warming hiatus). 

17. Overconfidenc

e in the nut 

test 

Discusses aspects of the climate debate/the 

character of science. 

18. Lakes are 

warming at a 

surprisingly 

fast rate 

Discusses lake and river temperature rising. 

19. History of 

temperature 

scales and 

their impact on 

the climate 

trends [*] 

A guest post written by another researcher 

providing a historical account of temperature 

scales and their impact on evaluating 

historical climate data. 

20. Karl Rove 

strategy #3: 

Accuse your 

opponent of 

your own  

weakness 

Generally, discusses the climate contrarians’ 

stance, including a few examples. 

 

* Guest post 
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2.6 – Real Climate (01/04/2015 – 02/10/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Reflections on 

Ringberg [by 

Gavin Schmidt] 

Reflects on the Climate Sensitivity workshop 

at Schloss Ringberg attended by the blogger. 

2. Unforced 

Variations: 

April 2015 

Open thread 

3. A Scientific 

Debate [*] 

A guest post written by a paleoclimatologist 

relevant to the climate change debate. 

4. An Online 

University 

Course on the 

Science of 

Climate 

Science Denial 

[*] 

A promotional guest post about the 

University of Queensland’s MOOC/online 

course “Making Sense of Climate Science 

Denial”, written by the organizer of the 

course. 

5. The return of 

the iris effect? 

[*] 

A guest commentary from an atmospheric 

scientist about an older scientific hypothesis. 

6. Nenana Ice 

Classic 2015 

[by Gavin 

Schmidt] 

A relatively short post about the Nenana Ice 

Classic 2015 contest, an annual ice pool 

contest. 

7. How long does 

it take 

Antarctica to 

notice the 

Northern 

Hemisphere is 

warming? [**] 

A post about a new scientific paper on ice 

core record from Antarctica, co-authored by 

the blogger. 

8. Unforced 

Variations: 

May 2015 

Open thread 

9. Global 

warming and 

unforced 

variability: 

Clarifications 

on recent Duke 

study [*] 

A guest post written by two climate 

scientists (one of them is a blogger) about a 

scientific paper, that they recently wrote, 

regarding variability in global mean surface 

temperature. 

10. Unforced 

Variations: 

June 2015 

Open thread 

11. NOAA 

temperature 

record updates 

and the 

The post is motivated by a recently 

published scientific paper about the global 

warming hiatus. 
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‘hiatus’ [by 

Gavin Schmidt] 

12. Debate in the 

noise [**] 

The post is apparently motivated by the 

same paper (see previous post) and relevant 

media discussions. It is about the same 

subject as post’s 11. 

13. Heaven 

belongs to us 

all – the new 

papal 

encyclical [*] 

A guest post written by a social scientist 

commenting on the Pope’s encyclical on 

climate change. 

14. Unforced 

variations: July 

2015 

Open thread 

15. Unforced 

variations: Aug 

2015 

Open thread 

16. Ice-core dating 

corroborates 

tree ring 

chronologies 

[*] 

A guest post by another researcher on 

Greenland ice cores. 

17. Let’s learn 

from mistakes 

[by Rasmus 

Benestad] 

The post discusses the publication process 

and main conclusions of a recently published 

paper co-authored by the blogger which 

examines a selection of papers that reject 

Anthropogenic Global Warming. 

18. Bjørn 

Lomborg, just 

a scientist with 

a different 

opinion? [**] 

The post seems to be motivated by a recent 

controversy around the climate contrarian 

Bjorn Lomborg. The post discusses 

Lomborg’s publication record and stance on 

climate change issues, especially sea level 

rise. 

19. Unforced 

Variations: 

Sept. 2015 

Open thread 

20. Unforced 

variations: Oct 

2015 

Open thread 

 

*Guest post **Post written by another Real Climate blogger  
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2.7 – Musings on Quantitative Palaeoecology (09/04/2015 – 
09/12/2015) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Limits to 

transfer 

function 

precision 

Addresses a scientific issue relevant to the 

reconstruction of past environmental 

conditions. 

2. All age-depth 

models are 

wrong, but 

getting better 

A brief post about a presentation made at 

EGU (European Geosciences Union) regarding 

an old paper written by the blogger. 

3. A deliberately 

misleading 

title? 

The post is motivated by a climate contrarian 

blog post (WUWT) regarding a climate 

science paper. 

4. Is there robust 

evidence of 

solar variability 

in 

palaeoclimate 

proxy data? 

A very brief post linking to the blogger’s EGU 

poster. 

5. Expressions in 

R 

A rather technical post about a mathematical 

expression. 

6. The most 

interesting 

part of Murry 

Salby’s lecture 

Comments on a lecture given by a climate 

contrarian who argues that the increase in 

CO2 emissions is almost natural. 

7. Dissembling 

with graphs: 

Murry Salby 

edition 

A follow-up to the previous post. 

8. Alea iacta est Not clear/Not relevant 

9. Incidence of 

papers 

reporting 

spurious 

correlations 

with solar 

variability 

correlates with 

solar variability 

Comments on a scientific paper reporting 

spurious correlations with solar variability. 

10. From the 

Journal of 

Younger Dryas 

Impact 

Hypothesis 

Studies 

Comments on a recently published scientific 

paper about an older hypothesis regarding 

the impacts of a stone-age comet.  
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11. News from 

International 

Paleolimnology 

Symposium 

2015 

A very brief post about the blogger’s 

attendance at the Paleolimnology 

Symposium in China. 

12. Going to a 

conference in 

China? 

Thoughts on the Paleolimnology Symposium 

in China attended by the blogger (see 

previous post). 

13. Estimating 

unbiased 

transfer-

function 

performances 

in spatially 

structured 

environments 

A short presentation of a peer-reviewed 

paper co-authored by the blogger, which was 

originated by an old paper of his. 

14. You cannot 

smooth your 

way to 

significance  

Comments on a recently published scientific 

paper about solar activity on palaeoclimate 

records. 

15. Numberology 

or Physics? 

Comments on a recently published scientific 

paper about periodical climate fluctuations. 

16. Doubling down 

on nutations 

A follow-up to the previous post. 

17. You don’t have 

to explain 

everything  

A general comment on papers about 

paleoclimate analysis, particularly on the 

analytical approach that many of that type of 

papers follow. The blog post seems to be 

motivated by a record under review at 

Climate of the Past Discussion. 

18. CFC 

concentrations 

not emissions 

affect ozone 

The blog post is motivated by guest post on 

a climate contrarian blog (WUWT), written by 

another climate contrarian. 

19. I am so close 

to deleting my 

ResearchGate 

profile 

Complaints about his Research Gate account. 

Not relevant. 

20. Biased 

outcomes 

The blog post seems to be motivated by the 

results of that year’s Norwegian Research 

Council (NFR) FRIMEDBIO call. Not relevant. 
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2.8 – Maribo (26/04/2015 – 18/07/2016) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Emissions of 

Convenience: 

The other side 

of oil spills 

The post is about shipping emissions/oil 

spills. It seems to be motivated by a recent 

small spill of bunker fuel into the waters of 

Vancouver’s English Bay. 

2. Weather, 

climate and 

the “limiting” 

nutrient in 

waterways 

The post is about waterway nutrients and 

climate. 

3. Canada’s 

moving 

climate target: 

the numbers 

Discusses Canada’s moving climate 

target/climate policy. Apparently motivated 

by Canadian government’s commitment to 

reduce greenhouse gasses emissions “by 

30% below 2005 levels by the year 2030”. 

4. Has climate 

change played 

a role in the 

Syrian conflict? 

Discusses the Syrian conflict, relating it to 

climate change. The post is a repost of an 

older post (written two years earlier). 

5. The Canadian 

emissions  

quandary: Has 

this ship 

sailed? 

Discusses Canada’s emissions 

targets/climate policy (see also post 3). 

 

6. A blast from El 

Nino’s past 

The post is essentially a reposting of an old 

(1997) Ski Canada magazine article written 

by the blogger, in which he gives a brief 

explanation of the phenomenon of El Niño. 

7. A fiery future 

for western  

Canada? 

Essentially a posting of a documentary about 

forest fires in British Columbia and the role 

of climate change. The blogger appears in 

the documentary. 

8. Invitation to 

participate in 

climate blog 

research 

project  

My recruitment posting. Not relevant. 

9. Four steps to 

rebuilding 

Canada’s 

reputation on 

climate change 

Recommendations about Canada’s climate 

policy/climate targets. 

10. Seven key 

issues to be 

addressed at 

the Paris 

climate 

summit  

Addresses 7 key issues that the blogger 

thinks they need to be resolved in the Paris 

climate summit. 
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11. Why would 

Canada 

support the 

1.5 C 

temperature 

target? 

The post discusses Canada’s emissions 

targets/climate policy. The post seems to be 

motivated by a statement made during the 

UN Climate Summit in Paris by Canada’s 

Environment Minister Catherine McKenna, 

according to which Canada supports “the 

idea of eventually limiting global warming to 

less than 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels”. 

12. The Paris 

climate 

agreement  

awards 

The blogger comments on the Paris 

agreement using the metaphor of awards, 

presenting “awards for the best, worst, and 

most dubious achievements in the Paris 

climate agreement”. 

13. Yangdidi 

highlights 

experiences of 

Super Typhoon 

Maysak 

survivors [*] 

A guest post written by another researcher 

concerning the impact of the super typhoon 

Maysak on the islands of Yap. 

14. Resettlement 

due to climate 

change, past 

and future 

Discusses climate change-driven 

resettlement in low-lying Pacific island 

nations. The blogger has done research on 

such islands focusing on climate change and 

adaptation. 

15. Oscars so 

white, planet 

not so white 

Discusses aspects of the global warming 

issue. The post seems to be motivated by 

Leonardo Di Cabrio’s (actor/environmental 

activist) speech in the Oscars. 

16. Canada’s 

contribution to 

meeting the 

Paris 

temperature 

targets 

Discusses Canada’s emissions 

targets/climate policy and the Paris 

agreement. The post seems to be motivated 

by the First Ministers’ Meeting in Vancouver 

and the effort to establish a climate policy 

agenda. 

17. Can Canada 

live up to the  

promise of the 

Paris Climate  

Agreement? 

Discusses Canada’s emissions 

targets/climate policy and the Paris 

agreement. The post seems to be motivated 

by the blogger’s new article about Canada’s 

climate policy, published in Policy Options. 

18. The Vancouver 

Climate  

Agreement  

The post discusses climate policy/emissions 

targets. It is motivated by an activity 

undertaken by the blogger’s students in his 

course about climate change and society. 

19. Can coral reefs 

recover from 

bleaching? The 

case of Tobago 

[*] 

A guest post written by another researcher 

about coral reefs’ bleaching and climate 

change. 

20. Where to throw 

things on an 

Generally, about the blogger’s research 

experience in the Central Pacific. The post 
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atoll: Dispatch 

from the 

Marshall 

Islands 

briefly addresses some issues related to 

climate change and the islands. 

 

* Guest post 

2.9 – Diagram Monkey (09/11/2014 – 15/12/2016) 

Title of post Short description 

1. On the deep 

suspicion 

approach to 

estimating 

measurement 

uncertainty 

Discusses an approach on the estimation of 

uncertainty in historical climate data sets. 

2. Uncertainty 

and rounding 

errors 

Discusses a method on the calculation of 

climate data uncertainty. 

3. Was 2014 the 

warmest year? 

The post is about whether 2014 was or was 

not the warmest year on record. The post 

analyses the subject in terms of how climate 

data uncertainty interacts with that kind of 

rankings. 

4. January 2015 Statement of the climate (January 2015). It 

also mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. 

5. February 2015 Statement of the climate (February 2015). It 

also mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. 

6. March 2015 Statement of the climate (March 2015). It 

also mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. 

7. April 2015 Statement of the climate (April 2015). It also 

mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. 

8. May 2015 Statement of the climate (May 2015). It also 

mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. 

9. Drifting buoys 

and Argo 

floats are not 

the same thing 

Briefly explains the difference between 

drifting buoys and Argo floats (climatological 

tools). 
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10. Was 2015 the 

warmest year? 

The post consists only of the word (answer 

to the title’s question) “Yes”. 

11. December 

2015 

Statement of the climate (December 2015). It 

also mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. The post begins with a short 

explanation of why December 2015 was 

unusually warm. 

12. November 

2015 

Statement of the climate (November 2015). It 

also mentions the impact of 

climatological/meteorological events on 

some countries. The post begins with a short 

explanation of one of the reasons (the El 

Niño phenomenon) why November 2015 was 

unusually warm. 

13. Severe tests Comments on an older article which analyses 

climate model predictions in light of Karl 

Popper’s “severe tests” point of view. 

14. Six of one; half 

a dozen of the 

other 

Comments on a scientific statement about 

temperature uncertainty. The blogger 

provides a rather technical explanation of his 

view. 

15. The non-

Paradox of 

Consensus 

Comments on an older blog article which 

argues against the climate change 

consensus. 

16. The length of 

life 

Comments on a recently published paper on 

Nature about human lifespan. Not relevant. 

17. More on life Follows up on the previous post. Not 

relevant. 

18. Life just goes 

on 

Follows up on the previous posts (16 & 17). 

Not relevant. 

19. Using Blender 

to visualize 

climate data 

Describes a tool for visualizing climate data. 

20. Wiggles Describes a graph about global temperatures 

made by the blogger, and how it was 

created. 

  



276 
 

2.10 – Doug McNeall’s Blog (30/01/2014 – 16/12/2016) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Why I Don’t 

Advocate for 

Climate 

Science Policy 

Explains why the blogger does not advocate 

for climate science policy. The blogger also 

comments briefly on an older newspaper 

article of a similar subjects written by 

another climate scientist. 

2. A Brief 

Observation 

On  

Statistical 

Significance  

Comments briefly on the meaning of 

statistical significance in science, especially 

climate science. 

3. Pausing for 

Thought 

Presents briefly a recently published 

commentary on the communication of the 

recent slowdown (“pause”) in global surface 

temperatures co-authored by the blogger 

and two more climate scientist-bloggers. 

4. The Great 

Thing About 

UQ Is We Know 

How to Spell It 

Presents briefly two papers co-authored by 

the blogger, and discusses his participation 

in the Society for Industrial and Applied 

Mathematics Conference on Uncertainty 

Quantification in Georgia. 

5. What Got You 

into Science? 

Presents the answers to the question that the 

blogger asked on Twitter “What got you into 

science?”. The blogger also explains in a few 

sentences what motivated him to become a 

scientist. 

6. Protected: 

Damages 

(From 2009) 

Password protected post. 

7. A Brief 

Comment on 

Timing 

Discusses a commentary, co-authored by the 

blogger, on a paper about climate 

uncertainty. 

8. Vulnerability, 

Exposure, And 

Disasters 

Comments briefly on an article written by the 

blogger for the Guardian newspaper 

regarding climate related disasters. The post 

includes a few extra sources regarding the 

newspaper article. 

9. How to Win at 

Twitter 

The post addresses some of the main tactics 

in Twitter debates. 

10. Why Model 

Climate? 

Presents the main points of a presentation 

about climate modelling, “aimed at the 

interested-but-non-specialist public”, made 

by the blogger. A link to the video of the 

presentation is also included. 

11. On Tweeting 

Conferences 

Comments on/Replies to a blog post written 

by another scientist-blogger (Victor Venema) 

regarding the right to tweet scientific 

conferences. 
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12. Small Victories Comments on the importance of ceasing 

colour palettes for scientific visualizations 

(an area in which the blogger is specialized 

in). 

13. Internal 

Variability in 

Surface 

Temperature  

And the Hiatus 

Presents some of the main points of a paper 

about the global warming hiatus co-authored 

by the blogger. 

14. Could We Run 

a Twitter 

Poster Session? 

Discusses the idea of running a Twitter 

poster session. 

15. On the 

Existence of 

The Hiatus 

Comments on a recently published scientific 

paper about the global warming hiatus. 

16. More Ways to 

Win at Twitter 

The post addresses some of the main tactics 

in Twitter debates. Follow-up to post 9. 

17. The Best 

Climate 

Science 

Journals 

(Update) 

Presents a list of the best climate science 

journals according to Google. The blogger 

posted another, similar, list 3,5 years before 

the specific post. 

18. Behind the 

Scenes at The 

New Podcast 

From  

The Met Office 

Presents the Met Office podcast, Mostly 

Weather, in which the blogger is involved as 

a discussant. 

19. Gaussian 

Process 

Emulator 

Example 

A very brief post about a tool/process for the 

creation of scientific graphs. 

20. Choosing Your 

Next Design 

Point 

A very brief post about a tool/process for the 

creation of scientific graphs (Similar to the 

previous post). 

 

2.11 – Better Figures (15/09/2012 – 23/8/2016) 

Title of post Short description 

1. Decadal 

Temperatures 

Provides feedback to a graph representing 

decadal temperatures after the request of a 

colleague, another climate scientist-blogger 

(John Kennedy). 

2. Drought Small 

Multiple 

Presents, and very briefly comments on, an 

animated representation of the US droughts 

between 1964 and 2010 made by a 

computer scientist. 

3. Better Palettes Presents a sea level trend map and some 

new versions thereof created by the blogger. 
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4. Oh No, FAO Comments on an infographic about human 

hunger. Not Relevant. 

5. Too Much 

Information? 

Comments on a recently submitted 

climatological paper, particularly on the 

figures used in it. 

6. The Pump 

Handle 

Comments on a video/motion graphic about 

the concentration of atmospheric CO2 

created by researchers from NOAA Earth 

System Research Laboratory. 

7. How to Strip 

Meaning from 

Graphs 

Comments on the way that a graphic about 

global average mean temperature was 

interpreted in a newspaper article written by 

a climate contrarian. 

8. Better 

Timeseries 

Explains a data visualization process used by 

the blogger and colleagues (also presented 

in a talk to the UK Polar Network). 

9. Projection 

Distortion 

Presents two maps about observed 

temperature change created by a colleague 

and climate scientist-blogger. 

10. End of The 

Rainbow 

Open letter to the climate science 

community co-authored by the blogger and 

colleagues about ceasing the rainbow palette 

in visual communication of climate science. 

11. Making Better 

Figures [Video] 

Links to a video of a presentation given by 

the blogger about how to make better 

figures. The post also lists the main points 

covered during the talk. 

12. Picking A 

Colour Scale 

for Scientific 

Graphics 

Provides instructions for making easily 

understandable scientific graphics. 

13. A Welcome 

Development 

for Matplotlib 

Presents a video of a talk about a new 

colourmap. 

14. All the Rules 

You Could 

Need 

A very brief post presenting a few sources of 

information about making better 

visualizations. 

15. Joaquin In 

Rainbows 

A relatively short comment about the use of 

Hurricane Joaquin’s visualizations by the US 

media. 

16. Better Figures 

Does RMETS At 

The ECMWF 

Discusses very briefly the blogger’s 

participation in the Visualisation of 

Meteorological Data event organized by the 

European Centre for Medium Range Weather 

Forecasting. 

17. Legislating for 

Better 

Information 

Design 

A note about product information design 

legislation. Not relevant. 
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18. A Significant 

Achievement 

A very brief note about a recently published 

paper. Follow-up to post 13. 

19. A Class Act Briefly presents a monochrome palette map 

used in a recently published paper. 

20. New 

Adventures in 

Global 

Temperatures 

Presents an interview with a colleague about 

global temperatures visualization. 

 

2.12 – My view on climate change (22/02/2014 – 06/10/2016) 

Title of post Short description 

1. John Christy, 

Richard McNider 

and Roy Spencer 

trying to overturn 

mainstream 

science by 

rewriting history 

and re-baselining 

graphs 

The post is motivated by an op ed written 

by climate contrarians claiming that 

humans cannot influence climate. The 

post comments on the op ed. 

2. ClimateDialogue 

on Climate 

Sensitivity  

Presents and comments on a discussion 

about climate sensitivity on Climate 

Dialogue, a website in which the blogger 

is also involved. 

3. Open thread 

Summer 2014 

Open thread 

4. Survey confirms 

scientific 

consensus on 

human-caused 

global warming 

Presents the main conclusions of a survey 

co-conducted by the blogger about the 

scientific consensus on anthropogenic 

global warming. 

5. FAQ for the 

article “Scientists’ 

Views about 

Attribution of 

Global Warming” 

Presents and answers some Frequently 

Asked Question about the survey (see 

previous post). 

6. Video-interview 

about climate 

science survey 

paper 

The post consists of a short description of 

the uploaded video, as well as the actual 

video, in which the blogger was 

interviewed about the climate science 

survey paper that he co-authored (see 4 

and 5). 

7. Open thread – 

Winter 

2014/2015 

Open thread 

8. Climate 

researcher Bart 

A guest post/repost written by a 

mainstream climate researcher, motivated 
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Strengers wins 

wager with 

climate sceptic 

Hans Labohm [*] 

by a wager between him and a climate 

sceptic about mean global temperature. 

9. Responses to the 

Climate Science 

Survey 

Presents the responses to the climate 

survey co-conducted by the blogger (see 

also 4, 5, and 6). 

10. PBL survey shows 

strong scientific 

consensus that 

global warming is 

largely driven by 

greenhouse gases 

Follows up on some of the responses to 

the climate science survey (see also 4−6 

and 9).  

11. A warm 2015 and 

model –data 

comparisons [*] 

A guest post about 2015 being the 

warmest year on record. 

12. Rick Santorum 

misrepresents our 

climate survey  

results on Bill 

Maher show 

Response to/clarification about 

misrepresentations regarding the climate 

science survey (Rick Santorum was a US 

Presidential candidate) (see also 4−6 and 

9&10). 

13. Richard Tol 

misrepresents 

consensus 

studies in  

order to falsely 

paint John Cook’s 

97% as an outlier  

Response to/clarification about 

misrepresentations regarding the climate 

science survey. The post is motivated by a 

comment submitted to the Environmental 

Research Letters (ERL) journal by Richard 

Toll, a climate contrarian economist (see 

also 4−6 and 9, 10 & 12). 

14. Wanted: blog 

readers to be 

interviewed as 

part  

of PhD research 

into climate 

blogging  

My recruitment posting. Not relevant. 

15. From complex 

clarity to nuanced 

misunderstanding

: Response to 

Hollin and Pearce 

The post is about a recently published 

comment in Nature, written by the 

blogger and colleagues (including the 

blogger of ATTP), on another Nature 

article, written by two social scientists, 

about the communication of the IPCC’s 

reports. 

16. Antarctica: ice 

gain or loss? [*] 

A guest post written by another 

researcher about global sea level rise. 

17. Consensus on 

consensus: a 

synthesis of 

consensus  

estimates on 

The post is about a recently published 

ERL article, co-authored by the blogger 

and colleagues, which reviews different 

studies on the climate change consensus, 

all of which come to very similar 

conclusions. 
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human-caused 

global warming  

18. New survey of 

climate scientists 

by Bray and von 

Storch confirms 

broad consensus 

on human 

causation 

The post is motivated by a recently 

published survey on the climate change 

consensus. The post is a commentary on 

the survey. 

19. Climate inertia Explains the importance of understanding 

climate inertia as “a crucial aspect of the 

climate system, both scientifically but 

also societally”. 

20. Earth’s 

temperature over 

the past two 

million years  

Discusses a paper recently published in 

Nature which reconstructs “global average 

temperature over the past two million 

years”. 

 

* Guest post 
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