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Abstract 

Forest issues are widely discussed in Bangladeshi print media. Different policy actors (both central and 
peripheral) participate in the media discussion to express their opinions on and interests in forest issues. The 
media play an important role in the construction of the social, environmental and economic context of the 
Bangladeshi forest sector where forest policies are formulated and modified. Nevertheless, while extensive 
research has been carried out to explain the formation of the environmental discourse, very little research has 
been done on the specific relationship between the policy outcomes and media discourses. This study tries to 
determine the influence of media discourse on forest policy changes in Bangladesh. It analyses the media 
discourse from 1989 to 2009 in the “The Daily Ittefaq”, a reputed Bangladeshi print medium of Bangladesh, 
along with Bangladeshi forest policy documents from 1989 to 2010. A quantitative, qualitative content analysis, 
followed by expert interviews of forest policy decision makers was the chosen methodology. The empirical 
findings of the study reveal that media discourses do not drive the forest policy change in Bangladesh; rather the 
international concurrent forest discourses trigger symbolic forest policy changes in Bangladesh. 

Keywords: forest media discourse, substantive and symbolic policy change 

1. Introduction 

Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated developing countries in the world, with only 2.52 million ha of 
forest. The contribution of the forests to the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) is around 2% (Choudhury 
& Hossain, 2011). In addition, forests are also one of the major sources of energy and livelihood for the people 
of Bangladesh. Historically, the Bangladeshi forest sector has been characterized by the continuous depletion of 
forest resources, both in terms of area and quality (FMP, 1994). This depletion warranted reforms in forest 
policy and management in Bangladesh (Mustafa, 2002). Since the early 1980s, the forest sector in Bangladesh 
has witnessed changes in policy terms and management strategies (Bangladesh Forest Department, 2010). The 
concepts of ecotourism, participatory management and climate change issues have become important in forest 
policy programmes. The emergence of climate change as the biggest threat for the country prompted 
environmental discussion in both the public and the private arenas. A substantial portion of within this 
environmental discussion was dedicated to the forest (Mia, 2011). The print media does not lag behind in 
reporting on various forest issues in Bangladesh. Different political actors (central and peripheral) have 
discussed the forest sectors’ problems and opportunities in the Bangladeshi print media (Sadath et al., 2012). On 
many occasions, the notion that the forest is in crisis is the preferred line of argumentation (Sadath et al., 2013). 
The print media has drawn attention to the problems of forest conditions continuously. The crisis of forest 
conservation and management are widely discussed in the national print media discourse (Sadath et al., 2012). 
This media coverage on forest issues may have some influence over forest policies. Central actors (politicians, 
administration and judiciary) use the print media to promote or legitimize their policy decisions and a political 
system’s civil society actors/peripheral actors use mass media to propagate their ideas and opinions through 
argumentation in a rational discourse (Kleinschmit & Krott, 2008).  

There have been claims that the media have been an influential factor in environmental policy changes, like the 
one involving the elimination of two-stroke engine rickshaws and Polly-shopping bags in Bangladesh (Anam, 
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2002). The different types of media have different strength and weaknesses in fulfilling the different functions. 
“New” digital media is characterized by its openness for discussion on the one hand and by its fragmented 
information on the other (Kleinschmit, 2010) in comparison it is the strength of the “old media” like newspapers, 
television or radio aggregating and channelizing information. For this reason these media types are still the ones 
opinion leaders and in particular political decision makers rely on when searching for indicators of the public 
opinion (Kleinschmit & Krott, 2008). Given this particular role of “old media” this paper will further on deal 
with newspaper reporting. However, newspapers, as well as the other “old media” are an actor with political 
interest on their own. Consequently the selective function of newspapers, deciding which information becomes 
news and which not, follows specific rules (Kleinschmit, 2012). Political actors know about these rules and adapt 
to it when competing for media attention. In this way the reported reality is already a constructed reality, adapted 
to the media rules. During the last two decades there have also been a significant number of forest policy 
changes (both symbolic and substantive) in the Bangladesh forest sector, where combating deforestation and 
wildlife conservation are the two major policy programmes (Sadath & Krott, 2012). The facts that these two 
issues had wider media coverage during the last two decades (Sadath et al., 2012) and that policy changes took 
place provide the opportunity to investigate the role of the media in the introduction of change in forest sector 
policy in Bangladesh. This paper will concentrate on the discourse in newspapers in Bangladesh and policy 
change between 1989 and 2010. The general research question is how the media discourse on forest issues 
influences change in the forest sector policy. Based on the theory, the following chapter will specify the ways in 
which the research question leads to hypotheses that guide the empirical analysis. 

2. Media Discourse and Policy Change 

Communication is imperative in politics. The ability to send, receive and process politically relevant messages is 
vital in the policy processes (Chaffe, 1975). In these processes, the media become the provider of a public sphere 
wherein the aggregate of stakeholders’ opinions and interests are found (Kleinschmit, 2012). Hence, the media 
discourse on certain forest issues could be understood as the aggregate of policy actors’ positions on those issues 
within the media. Based on theoretical concepts by Fairclough (1995), Dijk (1985), Real (2009), and Keller 
(1997) this study considers forest media discourse to be the communication about topics and actors relevant to 
forest issues present in print media.  

2.1 Policy Program and Policy Change  

From the forest policy perspective, the central actor of a political system intervenes by introducing a new policy 
programme or by changing the existing policy programme in response to a forest problem or issue that may have 
received media attention. According to Krott (2005), these policy programmes constitute statements by (forest) 
stakeholders concerning the utilization and/or protection of the forest, made in a social context. He explains that 
the basis of a forest policy programme includes corresponding pieces of legislation, as well as administrative 
guidelines and concepts. Later he adds specific components that determine the informative performance of the 
political programme (Krott, 2005).  

Since this study examines the relationship between the media discourse and policy change, understanding policy 
change is very important. The analysis of policy change examines the policy process and outcomes to determine 
what the changes are (Giessen, 2011). In addition, changes in social, economic and environmental factors at any 
given time may warrant changes in forest policy. Central actors make policy change claims often (Sadath & 
Krott, 2012), and these policy changes may be real or symbolic (Gustafsson, 1983). A real/substantive policy 
change is a change in policy goals and in implementation in response to forest issues and problems (Sadath & 
Krott, 2012). These changes may be made in an incremental fashion or through a radical approach (Krott, 2005; 
Voitleithner, 2002). The number of claims associated with actual substantial policy change is questionable, 
however. There is a discrepancy between the publicly announced policy goals and their substantial 
implementation in almost all political systems. Many policy decisions are announced without substantial means 
for new implementation. Such policies are merely symbolic (Gustafsson, 1983; Sadath & Krott, 2012). The 
reason for these symbolic policy changes could be that they are a way to show acknowledgment of public 
opinion. 

2.2 Policy Media Interaction 

Public opinion plays a key role in policy decision-making because the government requires public support and 
acceptance to legitimize its policy decisions. If we assume that the media reflect public opinion (Sadath et al., 
2013) then the media play a vital role in presenting the general perception on any certain issue or event, 
particularly crisis events. The public discourse on critical events in environmental and forest issues that is 
supported by the media has a chance to influence policy decisions. However, during environmental crises, like 
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the famous disposal of Shells’ Brent Spar oil buoy or the forest dieback problem in Germany, Austria and 
Switzerland, the media took one side of the story and made the issues more emotionally charged instead of using 
rational discursive argumentation (Kleinschmit, 2012). It can therefore be assumed that, by promoting a 
particular policy direction, advocated by a certain political actor or a coalition of actors (see example Hajer, 
1993), the media play a key role in policy change (Robinson, 2000). This promotion of a particular policy line 
regarding forest issues may be explained by the concept of framing (see examples in Entman, 1991, 1993). 
Certain issues are framed and receive increased media attention to encourage policy intervention. In terms of 
foreign policy decisions, the CNN effect is a well-established theory that argues that the media have the capacity 
to influence policy making (Gilboa, 2005; Robinson, 1999). This phenomenon refers not only to the effects CNN 
has but emphasises the power of media networks to influence political processes by selective coverage of certain 
issues (Barker, 2005). In many cases the political events that occur in a political system are not only reflected in 
the media but are also shaped by it (Matthew & Lewenstein, 2002). The media have their own selective 
mechanisms to decide which aspects of a certain issue will be reported and which will not. For instance, the 
media is selective in reporting forest issues in Bangladesh according to their selection criteria, which in media 
theory are referred to as “newsworthiness” (Weingart, 1998). So the print media may consciously frame forest 
issues to advocate certain policy outcomes or they may provide different policy actors with opportunities to 
frame the forest discourse so as to favour their interests. Extensive media attention for a particular forest issue 
could determine immediate response and attention by policy decision makers (Yanovitzky, 2002). However, the 
extent of the influence of media over policy processes is still debatable. Robinson (2000) devised the 
“policy-media interaction model” to determine the media’s power over policy processes. His policy-media 
interaction model is based within the context of Hallin (1986) and Bennett’s (1990) press-state relation 
framework. According to Robinson when the government has a clear, well-defined and articulated policy 
objective, the media have no influence over policy, rather, the government tends to set the news agenda and 
shape the media discourse. But when there is uncertainty in policy objective definition the media have influence 
over the policy process. In the absence of clear, well-articulated policy lines the government is vulnerable to 
extensive media attention devoted to an issue and responds to the carefully framed media discourse (Robinson, 
2000). The media have been credited as being a policy agenda setter (Dearing & Rogers, 1996), and policy 
makers tend to infer the public’s perception on issues from the media's agenda (Linsky, 1986). The fluid and 
competitive nature of the political arena makes decision-makers more responsive to issues that are prominent 
within the media agenda, otherwise they may run the risk of losing their current position of power (Yanovitzky, 
2002; Lemert, 1981; Linsky, 1986). In addition, media construction of an issue opens a window of opportunity 
for policy change (Kingdon, 2003), particularly in the event of environmental catastrophe and crisis 
(Kleinschmit, 2012). Therefore, concentrated, heightened media attention on certain forest issues at certain times 
may prompt policy change (Yanovitzky, 2002). Based on this theory the study suggests the hypothesis that 
media discourse on certain forest issues can initiate forest policy change in Bangladesh. 

3. Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis 

The analysis of policy change requires the information about the formal policy outcomes as well as about the 
drivers or processes that cause the change. A quantitative-qualitative approach is suitable for cause and effect 
analysis in the policy field, because this approach increases both the reliability and the validity of the data 
(Schusser et al., 2012). Hence, a quantitative-qualitative research approach with content analysis and expert 
interviews was chosen for this study. 

In this study, we define the discussion on forest issues in the print media as media discourse. The best form of 
media discourse analysis is content analysis. Content analysis reveals social reality through a manifest text and a 
non-manifest context (Neuman, 2006). According to Krippendorff (1980) it is the research technique for making 
valid, explicative inferences from data about their context. In addition, content analysis is the appropriate method 
used to reveal objectively the significant text, words or symbols within a large volume of newspaper text 
(Neuman, 2006). The first part of this study consists of content analysis of political communication regarding 
forest issues found in the media discourse, using quantitative data. The daily newspaper “The Daily Ittefaq”, a 
reputable Bangladeshi newspaper, was chosen for this. The daily Ittefaq was selected because of its popularity in 
society and its ability to reach political elites and decision-makers. In addition, the daily Ittefaq publishes articles 
that include a broad range of issues and subjects, including environment, politics, culture and sports. Relevant 
articles from the “Daily Ittefaq” were collected manually using the National Library Archive of Bangladesh. The 
search was limited to the years 1989 to 2009. The database search for relevant articles was performed using the 
keyword ‘Forest’, and the articles found were then screened to obtain the relevant articles. The selection criterion 
was that articles chosen had to contain at least one paragraph dealing with Bangladeshi forest issues. After 
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screening, 609 articles with 630 statements were obtained for content analysis. Quantitative content analysis was 
then performed on these newspaper articles to determine their general direction regarding forest issues and 
problems in Bangladesh. A coding system was developed and used for this content analysis. The coding system 
and procedure are very important for the validity and reliability of content analysis (Neuman, 2006). This 
content analysis provides the first empirical results of the study. Based on the data, a time line for media 
discourses was drawn, in respect of the four major Bangladeshi policy programmes (Sadath & Krott, 2012). 

The political programme analysis is based on a total of 87 available policy documents from 1989 to 2010, 
collected from the Bangladesh Forest Administration’s library and from the Circle and Divisional offices. Not all 
these documents deal with Bangladeshi forest policy change. After screening, 58 documents were selected as a 
sample that deals with policy change based on the analytical policy programme approach (Sadath & Krott, 2012). 
The 58 documents were analysed to find the substantive and symbolic policy changes during the study period. 
As policy formulation takes longer, the policy change analysis was done for one year more than the media 
analysis. The content analysis of policy documents provides four policy programme streams between 1989 and 
2010 (with substantive and symbolic changes) concerning four major forest policy programmes in Bangladesh.  

For comparison, the media streams of four major forest policy programmes were matched with their respective 
policy programme streams so as to observe the parallels between the two. Synchronicity between a media stream 
peak and a substantive or symbolic change of policy programme stream was considered to indicate a possible 
causal effect of the media on policy change. However, the parallels found do not ensure the media’s influence. 
Therefore, a qualitative content analysis of the relevant media articles was done to ascertain the objectives of the 
article or a speaker’s statement in respect of policy change.  

Expert interviews were carried out with Bangladeshi forest sector policy decision-makers concerning the reasons 
for change in policy programmes, particularly regarding the changes that occurred in parallel with the media 
peaks. Each symbolic and substantive change was discussed with the policy stakeholders using open-ended 
interview guidelines. A snowball technique identified 18 policy stakeholders responsible for policy 
decision-making in Bangladesh. The information provided by each interviewee was checked against relevant 
documents in order to verify whether the opinions were supported by facts. In this manner, empirical analysis 
combined quantitative data analysis with qualitative analysis of text and interviews.  

4. Results 

Sadath and Krott (2012) found four major policy programmes in Bangladeshi forest sectors during 1989 and 
2010. Those were deforestation, wild life conservation, forest encroachment and coastal afforestation. The 
results are discussed in line with these four policy programmes. 

4.1 Deforestation  

The media stream concerning deforestation is more or less stable, with mostly nine to eleven statements per year, 
except for small peaks. Four peaks were found (Figure 1), with more than fifteen media reports on deforestation 
in 1997 (22 statements), 1999 (18 statements), 2000 (17 statements), and 2002 (19 statements). The content of 
the media discourse on deforestation from 1989-2009 did not change, and it was about deforestation and its 
different causes. No significant emphasis on any one topic regarding deforestation was found. The deforestation 
issue had a stable presence in the media and did not receive increased attention that would put pressure on 
Bangladeshi politics. The result is in line with findings about the forest dieback issue in Germany after the 1980s. 
The forest dieback maintained media presence but did not receive the amount of attention it did in the early 
1980s (Krumland, 2003).  

The policy stream consists of 6 substantive and 2 symbolic changes. Out of these 8 policy changes 4 changes are 
parallel to the media peaks mentioned previously. In 1998 biodiversity conservation was added symbolically to 
the objectives of the policy programme addressing deforestation. At the same time there was also a positive 
change in the financial instrument of the same programme. However, the expert interview confirmed that the 
symbolic change was driven mostly by the international forest discourse at that time, especially the discourse 
among donors. This claim is also supported by a policy document that clearly explains Bangladesh’s obligation 
to CBD (MOEF, 1995). The amendment of the Forest Act in 2000 and the reorganisation of the Forest 
Department in 2001 are also closely parallel to the media peak of 1999 and 2000. But the qualitative analysis of 
the media content confirms no significant relation between the two media peaks and the two substantive changes. 
Rather, it was the international donors and the international expert discourse that influenced the two very 
important policy changes. Apart from these three, all other substantive and symbolic changes were not parallel 
within the time stream. In addition, the media articles do not deal with biodiversity in regard to deforestation, but 
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Table 1. Media-policy relation at a glance 

Issues Media attention* 
Substantive 

policy changes 
Symbolic 

Policy Change
Linked by 

parallel Peaks 
Substantive 

link 

Deforestation Moderate (12) Yes Yes Yes No 

Wildlife Moderate (10) Yes Yes Yes No 

Forest conflict Low (1.6) Yes Yes No No 

Afforestation Low (2.8) Yes Yes No No 

Corruption Moderate (11.2) No No No No 

*(High= < 15/year, Moderate= <7--15/year, Low = 0-7/year). 

 

As a whole, our analysis indicates that most forest issues get constant but low media coverage. The forest 
discourses in the Bangladesh print media are strong only in crisis argumentation, where deforestation and 
wildlife conservation are the issues. These results are similar to those elsewhere in the world, since 
nature/environment crises are very likely to be a topic in the media (Krott, 2005). Most forest issues in 
Bangladesh do not receive a level of attention that is high enough to influence policy changes. This can be seen, 
for example, in Livesey (2001), Hajer (1997) and in the case of the forest dieback problem in Germany, Austria 
and Switzerland in the early eighties (Kleinschmit, 2012). Although the media-assisted campaign against 
two-stroke engine auto rickshaws, meant to help control air pollution, was successful in bringing a policy change 
towards banning those kinds of vehicles in the capital (Anam, 2002), no similar cases were found in forest sector. 
Seven modest forest-related media attention peaks were found in the media stream. There were also changes in 
the policy stream in proximity to these six media peaks, but the expert interviews indicate no relation between 
the media attention and the policy changes. Earlier, relevant policy documents corroborate this (see for example 
FMP, 1993; MOEF, 1994; FD, 2007; MOEF, 1995). Instead, other influential factors appear to have had an 
effect on both substantive and symbolic policy changes. These include the internal interests of the forest 
administration, governmental interests, pressure from international treaties, and international development 
partners. The results also indicate that the symbolic policy changes are more strongly linked to the international 
forest discourse than to the national one. The forest’s role in climate change mitigation was symbolically tackled 
by the existing coastal afforestation programme, which did not receive much attention in the media discourse in 
Bangladesh but was a prominent component in the international discourse (Sadath et al., 2013). This symbolic 
response may have resulted from the interest of the Bangladeshi government in receiving more international 
financing and investment under the REDD and CDM programmes. Similarly, biodiversity conservation was 
symbolically added to the forest policy programme of Bangladesh in the late 90s as a reaction to the global 
expert discourse.  

The expert interviews indicate that the reason why the media’s influence on policy change is limited is that the 
media cannot sustain a given topic or issue for very long. With the appearance of new events and crises the 
current issue fades away and today’s important issue becomes yesterday’s news tomorrow. At the same time, the 
certainty of policy objectives and goals regarding the forest policy of central actors also limits the ability of the 
media to influence forest policy change in Bangladesh. The Bangladesh forest policy is dominated by the public 
sector. The main goal of the Bangladesh forest administration is to conserve the natural forest and increase forest 
production through afforestation and reforestation. Hence, there has not been any policy interest conflict within 
the forest policy subsystems in Bangladesh. There has not been any doubt among the decision-makers of what 
needs to be done. In addition, there is no frequent shift of policy goals. Therefore, according to policy studies 
(Baumgartner & Bryan, 1993), Bangladesh forest policy follows clear lines. Empirically, forest policy in 
Bangladesh fits the model by Piers Robinson (2003), in which the media have low influence due to the actors’ 
having clear policy lines and mission.  

6. Conclusion: Low Influence of Media on Forest Policy in Bangladesh  

The analysis finds out five media streams those deal forest issues with a rather small but stable representation in 
the national selected print media in Bangladesh between 1989 and 2009. The study also revealed substantive and 
symbolic changes related to four of the five media streams and no policy changes related to the corruption media 
stream. There are few parallels between media peaks and policy change when it comes to the deforestation and 
wildlife media streams, where no substantive links between media and policy changes could be established. 
Deforestation and wildlife conservation issues dominate the forest discourse in the media in Bangladesh. 
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Because of low media attention in general, few moderate peaks were identified. Policy changes were also found 
in proximity to these peaks but qualitative analysis revealed that the content of policy change is not linked to the 
content of media reports. Therefore the influence of media cannot be proven. In most of the cases the media 
discourse highlights the causes and problems regarding deforestation and wildlife conservation and conflict. 
Qualitative comparison of the content of the issues did not find a connection of this media attention to the 
identified policy changes (both symbolic and substantive). Rather, the factors driving substantial changes were 
the internal needs and desires of the forest administration, governmental political commitment, commitment to 
international treaties and international development partners. In addition, the international concurrent forest 
discourse triggers the symbolic policy changes in the Bangladesh forest policy programme. Therefore the 
research hypothesis is not supported and the empirical data show that the media discourse does not drive the 
forest policy programme in Bangladesh. This study also provides research methods that have potential for 
empirical research on the media’s influence on policy outcomes.  
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