
Fracking refers to the method of hydraulic fracturing that was 
first used by Stanolind Oil in 1947 (Montgomery and Smith 
2010), but recently has become the central method for 
extracting once inaccessible reserves of unconventional gas, 
including coal seam gas, shale gas, and tight gas (IEA 2012) 
increasing natural gas production by 90 percent and oil 
production by 30 percent (Montgomery and Smith 2010). 
The method of fracking involves pumping a mixture of water 
and chemicals under high pressure to create fractures in 
rock that allow gas to escape (Brown 2007). It is estimated 
that roughly 60 percent of existing wells in use today 
incorporate fracking (Montgomery and Smith 2010). Mooney 
(2011) offers an extremely illuminating discussion of issues 
surrounding the techniques used to capture unconventional 
gas—all of which are mistakenly placed under the umbrella 
of “fracking” that actually only refers to one part of the total 
extraction process. He warns that focus on fracking may 
distract from the larger issue of failed well casings. 

 

 

The Framing of Fracking 

 

Our goal is to identify the central frames being used to 

understand fracking in the newspaper media. Results of a 

qualitative examination of the newspaper articles containing 

the word “fracking” led to the identification of ten emergent 

themes or frames.  These included the following: 

1.Environment: the article focuses on environmental issues 

such as water contamination, earthquakes, radiation, or air 

pollution 

2.Economy:  the article is concerned with economic benefits 

related to jobs and income 

3.Energy: the article is focused on the amount of energy that 

will be created by fracking 

4.Health: the central concern of the article is on the potential 

health risks of fracking in addition to danger related to 

explosion/accidents 

5.Quality of Life: the article suggests economic and 

environmental concerns can both be addressed 

6.Sustainable Balance: the article suggests economic and 

environmental concerns can both be addressed 

7.Protests and Debates: focus is on the decision making 

process with regard to fracking; includes protests, debates, 

forums, meetings, and information gathering efforts 

8.Public Opinion: the article mainly discusses public support 

or opposition to fracking; includes attempts to influence 

public sentiment through propaganda 

9.Exploration:  discusses exploration for gas 

10.Government: refers to government doing a study, 

investigating a company, writing or enforcing regulations, or 

something similar; includes articles about litigation 
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General Patterns  

Overall, the primary frames most frequently identified are 

shown in the figure below.  The top three include government 

(29.51%), protests and debates (25.43%), and the 

environment (23.19%). 

 

Patterns by Country 

There was some variation in terms of which frames were 

primary for each individual country. The environment was the 

dominant frame in Australia (35.3% of Australian news 

articles), the U.K. (36.8%), South Africa (31.6%), and Ireland 

(28.6%). South Africa equally emphasized the incidence of 

protests and debates (31.6%), as did Ireland (28.6%).  In 

New Zealand protests and debates was the most common 

primary frame, comprising 38.5% of articles in New Zealand. 

Finally, government was the most common primary frame in 

both the U.S. (36.8%) and Canada (33.2%).  

 

Patterns in Editorials 

Of all the articles about fracking, about one fourth of them 

(24.9%) were editorials. The primary frames most commonly 

invoked in editorials were the environment (35.5% of 

editorials), government (23.7%), and protests and debates 

(19.4%). Many of the editorials were imploring the 

government to take action that would regulate or prohibit 

fracking altogether.  

 

In many respects newspaper coverage of fracking mirrors 

older environmental debates with one side arguing for the 

protection of pristine landscapes and the other charging 

back that this was a form of NIMBYism (Not In My Back 

Yard) and that protecting pristine environments was a luxury 

we could not afford given the potential economic and energy 

benefits. By leaving health concerns on the sideline, the 

environmental impacts are understood to be something 

external and even non-essential to well being. 

 

The overwhelming emphasis of the media has been on how 

the government interprets and responds to environmental 

concerns, and how the public has been debating and 

protesting the action of the gas industry. What may be of 

more interest is the range of potential frames that the media 

has neglected or ignored altogether. For instance, we find 

little or no discussion of how fracking may affect rural areas, 

how fracking may undermine the quality-of-life in drilling 

locations, how other economic interests such as those 

based on tourism or agriculture may be sacrificed, or the 

direct threat to human health if fracking fluids are consumed 

through a contaminated water supply. 

 

It would be fair to state that the newspaper media have 

mirrored a “GasLand” understanding of fracking held by the 

public, which is to a large extent an environmental 

understanding. While this documentary has been central in 

raising awareness and concern about fracking, it has also 

limited the scope of concerns. The media, by not 

emphasizing some of the other relevant and potentially more 

dangerous components related to human health, has 

presented a narrower than necessary view. The clever uses 

of the word “fracking” itself may distract from other more 

problematic parts of the process, such as those related to 

faulty well casings. 
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