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Framing woodland key habitats in the Swedish media – how has the framing
changed over time?
Isabella Hallberg-Sramek a, Therese Bjärstig b and Annika Nordina

aDepartment of Forest Genetics and Plant Physiology, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU), Umeå, Sweden; bDepartment of Political
Science, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The concept of woodland key habitats is well-established in northern Europe, denoting sites in the
forest landscape with particularly high biodiversity. In Sweden, woodland key habitats have been
inventoried on individual forest owner’s land by the Swedish Forest Agency since 1993. Recently,
various actors have questioned the woodland key habitat concept and its policy implications. To
investigate how framing of the concept has changed over time we conducted a media analysis
based on theories of collective action frames. The analysis covered the period 1991–2018 and a
total of 293 articles in daily newspapers. Our results showed that, over time, woodland key habitats
have mostly been framed by government agencies, journalists and environmental organizations as
suffering as a result of forestry practices and that nature conservation is the solution to this
problem. Actors presenting other or conflicting frames are not as common and they occur mostly
when the frequency of articles is high. However, it is noteworthy that individual forest owners
sometimes framed themselves as suffering economically from the woodland key habitats, which
contrasts with the dominant framing. There were no large differences between national and
regional newspapers in the framing of woodland key habitats.
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Introduction

Analysing the media is important since it has a great influence
on public opinion; in addition, different stakeholders (in this
study called actors) often use the media as a platform to
influence policy (Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013; Djerf-Pierre
and Shehata 2017). For actors, it is especially interesting to
frame conflicting issues in the media, such as the conflict
between nature conservation and forestry, since they then
have the opportunity to promote their own view on the
issue to the public and policy makers (Schön and Rein 1995;
Westling 2012; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013). One such
conflicting issue pertains to the inventories of woodland key
habitats in Sweden.

The concept of inventorying woodland key habitats, which
are areas in the forest landscape with particularly high nature
conservation values, is used in most countries in northern
Europe (Nitare and Norén 1992; Timonen et al. 2010; Wester
2016). In Sweden, the Swedish Forest Agency has inventoried
and registered the woodland key habitats on individual forest
owner’s land (sometimes called non-industrial private forest
owners), since the beginning of the 1990s, while larger forest
owners such as forest companies have performed their own
inventories (Wester 2016). In 2016, 2% of the forests that are
suitable for wood production1 were registered as woodland
key habitats, and half of them are situated on individual forest
owners’ land, a group who also own half of the forest land;

the rest were on land belonging to forest companies and the
state (Wester 2016). The woodland key habitats have proven
to be biodiversity hotspots and of great value for nature conser-
vation (Timonen et al. 2011). In addition they are the focus of a
debate that has been going on between the actors since the
concept was launched. The debate is driven by the policy impli-
cations, which have changed over time.

At first, in the early 1990s, the inventories were meant to be
a decision support tool for forest owners, mostly individual
forest owners with limited knowledge about nature conserva-
tion, when deciding on areas to designate as voluntary set-
aside for nature conservation. However, at the end of the
1990s market-based certification schemes, such as the
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Programme for
the Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes (PEFC),
included in their standards the statement that woodland
key habitats must be set aside from forestry (Schlyter et al.
2009; Johansson 2013). More importantly, they also stated
that certified forest industries were not allowed to trade
wood from woodland key habitat areas, which constrained
the opportunities for individual forest owners to sell timber
from these habitats. In 2005, the Swedish Forest Agency and
the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency highlighted
woodland key habitats on individual forest owners’ land as
being specifically prioritized areas for formal protection
(Swedish Environmental Protection Agency and Swedish
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Forest Agency 2005). In 2016 about 40% of the area was for-
mally protected, while the forest companies were expected
to set aside these areas voluntarily without compensation
(Wester 2016). While the initial goal of the inventories was
to inform individual forest owners about areas with high bio-
diversity, the implications of the inventories and registrations
of woodland key habitats for the individual forest owner have
shifted over time from being areas of interest for voluntary
set-asides, to being a form of “involuntary” set asides due to
the difficulties in trading wood from these areas.

To understand how this development might have inter-
played with the debate in media, this study focuses on the
development of the issue of woodland key habitats in news-
papers over time. Few studies have focused on actors’ atti-
tudes towards woodland key habitats (Gustafsson and
Hannerz 2018; but see Götmark 2009; Uggla et al. 2016; Bjär-
stig et al. 2019), and so far, none has explored the framing of
woodland key habitats in the daily media. Our aim is to
develop an understanding about how the woodland key
habitat debate has developed over time by analysing the
actors that are present in the Swedish media and how they
frame woodland key habitats. The following research ques-
tions guided our study: (1) how have woodland key habitats
been framed over time in the media, (2) which actors are
framing woodland key habitats in the media, (3) what are
the differences and similarities between the actors’ framings
of the issue and (4) are there differences between newspapers
from different regions/or at different political levels in how
woodland key habitats are framed?

The next section presents the analytical departure for our
media analysis and outlines the concept of framing. Section
3 describes the research design, i.e. materials and method.
In section 4, the results are presented, and then discussed
in section 5, which also includes our final conclusions.

Analytical departure

The analytical departure for this study is based on a framework
first used in media analysis by Feindt and Kleinschmit (2011). It
builds on research regarding the role of the media and actors
in the media as well as theories of framing, and it has sub-
sequently been successfully used to analyse forest policy
and biodiversity issues in the media (i.e. Kleinschmit and Sjös-
tedt 2013; Sadath et al. 2013; Park and Kleinschmit 2016).

Interaction between the media and policy

The media is one of the sources that the public uses to form its
own opinion regarding an issue, and the less a person knows
about an issue, the more likely it is that the person will adopt
the opinion that are portrayed in the media (Neuman et al.
1992; Krott 2005; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013). The media
is also often used by policy makers as an indicator of public
opinion (Kleinschmit and Krott 2008). Even though new
media such as social media and other internet-based media
have become a large part of the media landscape today, tra-
ditional forms still have a substantial influence on public
opinion in Sweden (Djerf-Pierre and Shehata 2017). In fact,
Djerf-Pierre and Shehata (2017) found that the traditional

media have the same influence on public opinion today as
during the previous limited-choice media era.

The two main ways that the media influences public
opinion and policy processes are (1) by setting the agenda
and (2) by framing issues (Crow and Lawlor 2016). Hence,
the “media does not only tell people what issue to think
about but also how to think about that issue” (Park and
Kleinschmit 2016, p. 8). For an issue to reach the public and
policy makers through the media, it must first compete with
other issues since space is limited (Djerf-Pierre 2012). The
people who decide which issues will reach the public and
policy makers are within the media industry, for example jour-
nalists and editors; this control is often referred to as the
agenda-setting power of the media (Gerhards 1994; Feindt
and Kleinschmit 2011; Crow and Lawlor 2016). The media
industry also modify (and tweak) the issue to fit better with
their target audience; this is known as the frame-setting
power of the media (Scheufele 1999; Gerhards and Schäfer
2007; Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011; Crow and Lawlor 2016).
The way in which frames in the media are constructed, i.e.
the frame building process, is complex and dynamic and
there is interplay between the media and the audience, politi-
cal actors and lobbyists and the existing framing of the issue
(Scheufele 1999). Experienced actors use their knowledge of
this to penetrate the media filter and gain publicity (Altheide
and Snow 1979; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013).

Actors in the media and collective action frames

The actors that gain attention from the media and are given a
voice are considered to have a standing (Gerhards and Schäfer
2007; Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011). “By standing, we mean
having a voice in the media. /… / Standing refers to a
group being treated as an actor with voice, not merely as
an object being discussed by others” (Ferree et al. 2002,
p. 86). Hence, having a standing is desirable for actors, since
they then get a chance to promote their interests. The stand-
ing is connected to a specific issue and the standing of actors
must be viewed in relation to other actors and their relevance
to the same issue. Thus, the frequency that an actor appears in
the media is an indicator of their strength in relation to other
actors (Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011). In this respect, the litera-
ture also speaks of frame sponsors, who are actors with a
standing who deliberately promote a certain frame in the
media (see description of frame below; Van Gorp 2007).
These deliberate frames are then referred to as advocate
frames (Tewksbury et al. 2000, p. 806). However, when
framing issues in the news media, the influence of journalists
on other actors’ frames is substantial and it is a lot harder to
separate the more deliberate advocate frames from the
more spontaneous frames (Van Gorp 2007). Nevertheless,
we attempted to do this by dividing the articles into argumen-
tative (where we should find the advocate frames) and
descriptive (were the frames should be more spontaneous
due to the interplay with the journalist; see section 3.2).

When an actor has a standing, they have the opportunity to
frame the issue; this is especially important for actors in confl-
icting issues (Schön and Rein 1995; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt
2013). Framing issues in the media increases the possibility
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that others will adopt the same view on the matter (Entman
1993). According to Chong and Druckman (2007, p. 104)

the major premise of framing theory is that an issue can be viewed
from a variety of perspectives and be construed as having impli-
cations for multiple values or considerations. Framing refers to
the process by which people develop a particular conceptualiz-
ation of an issue or reorient their thinking about an issue.

When Entman (1993) specifies how this can be expressed in
practice in communicative texts he states that

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make
them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation,
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the
item described. (p. 52)

Thus, when actors with a standing (or frame sponsors) frame
an issue in the media, they select and enhance specific
aspects of the issue to promote their own interests.

One way for an actor to frame an issue to promote their
own interests is by presenting a “collective action frame”, as
described by Benford and Snow (2000). The collective action
frame presents

a shared understanding of some problematic condition or situ-
ation they define as in need of change, make attributions regard-
ing who or what is to blame, articulate an alternative set of
arrangements, and urge others to act in concert to affect
change. (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 615)

This approach is often used for political mobilization
(Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013). Both Benford and Snow
(2000) and Entman (1993) build their theories on the work
of Gamson (1992), who states “collective action frames are
not merely aggregations of individual attitudes and percep-
tions but also the outcome of negotiating shared meaning”
(Gamson 1992, p. 111), hence they both highlight the fact
that frames are created with the audience or frame receivers
in mind. However, as the work of Benford and Snow (2000)
has previously been used as a framework for media analysis
in the field of forest policy research (i.e. Feindt and Kleinsch-
mit 2011; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013; Sadath et al. 2013;
Park and Kleinschmit 2016), we have chosen to use their
concept as our point of departure for this study.

To study frames, one could identify the “core framing
tasks” or core elements of a collective action frame. These
are: (1) a diagnostic element, which points out the causer of
the problem; (2) a prognostic element, which points to the sol-
ution and/or helper to resolve the problem; and (3) a motiva-
tional element, which stresses why it is urgent to do anything
about the problem by pointing out a victim (Snow and
Benford 1988; Benford and Snow 2000). Crow and Lawlor
(2016) use a similar approach but within another framework.
However, like Feindt and Kleinschmit (2011) and others, we
use the collection action frame-theories of Benford and
Snow (2000) as our framework when analysing how woodland
key habitats are framed in the media (Figure 1).

In previous studies involving frame analysis according to
Benford and Snow (2000), the approach has differed depending
on the issue of interest. In Sadath et al. (2013), Kleinschmit and
Sjöstedt (2013), and Feindt and Kleinschmit (2011) the three
core elements of collection action frames – the causer, helper/

solution and victim – have been identified and classified into cat-
egories referred to as nature or society as well as actor categories
such as journalists and individuals. Park andKleinschmit (2016) on
the other hand, only used actor-based categories both for cate-
gorizing the actors with a standing and for the three framing
elements. This was because they were particularly interested in
which actors include other actors in their framing (and how
they framed them). They also excluded the role of the victim,
and only identified the causer and helper/solution, when cate-
gorizing the frames since they argued that “it [the victim] is
ambiguous, neither entirely supporting nor discrediting an
actor, and will therefore not help to understand the interests of
the speakers assigning this role” (Park and Kleinschmit 2016,
p. 9). We do, however, include the role of the victim, as well as
the causer and helper/solution in this study and we also
include non-actor categories. The reason for including non-
actor categories is that we are not only interested in which
actors that are being highlighted in the frames, but also what
role the actors with a standing are assigning to, for example, for-
estry, society or the woodland key habitat concept itself.

In addition to studying how different actors frame the
woodland key habitat-issue, it is also interesting to see how it
is framed over time, on different political levels and in
different parts of the country. This is because powerful actors
have been shown not only to have the power to frame an
issue, but also to reframe the dominant frame in the media
in order to fit their own agenda (Arts et al. 2010; Castelló and
Montagut 2011). In addition, social movements, journalists
and key events have been found to have this power
(Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Entman and Herbst 2001;
Marchi 2005; Van Gorp 2007; Mythen 2010; Castelló and Mon-
tagut 2011). Previous research has also shown that biodiversity
issues can be framed differently in different levels of the media
(Sadath et al. 2013). Thus, there is interest in examining
whether there is a difference in how woodland key habitat is
framed in the Swedish national media versus regional media.
In addition, since there is a spatial aspect to the woodland

Figure 1. The collective action framework developed by Benford and Snow
(2000), which states that an actor who wants to promote change and collective
action will present who or what that is the causer of the problem, who/what is
suffering [the victim] as a result of the problem and who/what is the helper/sol-
ution to the problem.
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key habitats, e.g. there is a higher proportion of and more
extensive woodland key habitats in north-western Sweden
than in the rest of the country (Bjärstig et al. 2019; for more
detailed data see Wester 2016), there is also an interest in
studying media from different parts of the country.

Materials and method – conducting a media
analysis

The data at hand were mainly collected as part of a student
project (Hallberg-Sramek 2018). The method used for collect-
ing and analysing data is based on the method first devel-
oped by Feindt and Kleinschmit (2011) and later successfully
used by others (i.e. Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013; Sadath
et al. 2013; Park and Kleinschmit 2016). It involves selection
of media and articles and then performing a frame analysis
of the content of the selected articles.

Selection of media and articles

When selecting media, daily newspapers were thought to be
the best choice because newspapers have a long time line, in
contrast to social media and other new platforms; in addition,
newspapers still have a substantial influence on public
opinion (cf. Djerf-Pierre and Shehata 2017). Four newspapers
were included in the study. One represents the national level
in Sweden, and three the regional level, covering different
geographical parts of the country (Table 1). This choice was
made because we wanted to examine newspapers at
different levels and from different parts of the country (see
section, 2.2). To analyse the articles we used a web-based
tool called Mediearkivet [media archive], which gathers
articles from Swedish newspapers. Because relatively few
newspapers in the archive have timelines back to the time
when Sweden started to inventory woodland key habitats,
the newspapers selected were those with the longest time-
lines; fortunately these were also the ones with the highest
readership within their regions and on their political level.
The number of readers per newspaper as well as the
number of articles containing the Swedish word for woodland
key habitat [nyckelbiotop*] are displayed in Table 1 (for titles,
see the supplementary information). As newspapers in
Sweden are non-ideological, other than the editorial pages,
we did not considered ideology as a criterion for selection
of newspapers (Strömbäck and Dimitrova 2006).

When searching and selecting articles from the newspapers,
the following selection criteria were used: (1) the articles should
frame woodland key habitats by pointing out woodland key
habitat as the victim, causer or helper/solution in accordance
with Benford and Snow (2000) and (2) each article should
only be used once per newspaper. The first criterion was essen-
tial since we wanted to conduct a frame analysis based on

Benford and Snow (2000) as undertaken previously by Feindt
and Kleinschmit 2011; Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013; Park
and Kleinschmit 2016; and Sadath et al. 2013. The reason for
the second criterion was that we wanted to include not only
the printed articles in Mediearkivet, but also web articles, and
since some of the web articles are copies of the printed articles
we removed the duplicates to obtain comparable results
between newspapers and over time.

Frame analysis

Our search resulted in 293 articles that were included in the
frame analysis, and 149 articles that were excluded due to
failing the selection criteria (Table 2). Each actor framing the
woodland key habitat issue in an article, either as a direct or
indirect speaker, was counted as one statement or frame of
the woodland key habitat issue. In some cases, there was
more than one actor framing woodland key habitat in an
article and therefore the articles contained, on average, 1.14
statements each (Table 2). When analysing the articles, the
actors and their framing of woodland key habitat were cate-
gorized. The categories were in part the same as used in pre-
vious frame analysis (i.e. Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011;
Kleinschmit and Sjöstedt 2013; Sadath et al. 2013; Park and
Kleinschmit 2016) and in part based on experience from
reading a pilot sample of articles framing woodland key habi-
tats. Our intention was to have all categories defined before
starting the frame analysis, since it would make the frame
analysis of the articles more rigorous and transparent.
However, not all frame categories could be anticipated, and
so we created the category “other”. In the category other,
the subcategory exploitation was common, and so we
defined this as a separate category. The final categories
used for classifying actors as well as their frames are pre-
sented in Table 3. A number of subcategories were also
used, to allow a deeper understanding of the compiled
data, for example the subcategories for nature and climate
were biodiversity, climate, clean air and water.

A coding manual was developed and used to ensure that
the identification and categorization of the actors and their

Table 1. The newspapers included in our frame analysis of the woodland key habitat (WKH) debate in Sweden.

Newspaper National/regional 1st issue in “Mediearkivet” Readers (2017) Region No. articles “WKH*”

Dagens nyheter National 1991-11-13 612 000 – 80
Västerbottens-Kuriren Regional 1987-11-30 71 000 Northern 147
Göteborgs-Posten Regional 1994-01-02 320 000 Centre 116
Nerikes Allehanda Regional 1997-01-03 95 000 Southern 99

Table 2. The number of articles and statements which frame woodland key
habitats (WKH) per included newspaper, in the frame analysis of the WKH-
debate in Sweden.

Newspaper

Number of articles Number of
times WKHs
are framed

WKH-statements
per included articleIncluded Excluded

Dagens Nyheter 47 33 54 Dagens Nyheter
Västerbottens-
Kuriren

95 52 109 Västerbottens-
Kuriren

Nerikes
Allehanda

77 39 81 Nerikes Allehanda

Göteborgs-
Posten

74 25 91 Göteborgs-Posten

Total 293 149 335 Total
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statements (or framing of the woodland key habitat issue)
were conducted in the same way for all of the articles. The
manual contained questions that would help the person
undertaking the analysis to identify the different elements,
as well as descriptions for all categories. Continuously
during the analyses, a sample of already analyzed articles
was reanalyzed to ensure that the analyses of the articles
did not change over time. In addition to collecting data
about the actor and their framing, the researcher also col-
lected some other background data: the publication date of
each article, the newspaper it was published in and whether
the article was argumentative (for example debate articles
were the actor was the author) or descriptive (for example in
news articles or reportage were a journalist was the author).
This was because we wanted to be able to separate advocate
frames, which are deliberate frames presented by an actor
themselves, from more spontaneous frames, which are pre-
sented through a journalist (see section 2.2; Tewksbury et al.
2000; Van Gorp 2007). The collected data were compiled
and analyzed in a spreadsheet to allow comparisons and dis-
tinguish similarities and differences between both actors and
newspapers.

Results

These are the results from analysing 293 articles containing
335 statements that frame the woodland key habitat
concept in four daily newspapers in Sweden.

Woodland key habitats have mostly been framed as a
victim

Over the time period investigated, the most common framing
of woodland key habitats was as a victim suffering from for-
estry, exploitation, and/or governmental agencies and the sol-
ution proposed was to protect these areas (Figure 2).
Particularly in years when the number of statements was
high in the media, i.e. in 1998–1999 and in 2016–2018, wood-
land key habitats were also framed as the causer of problems
in endangering individual forest owners and their livelihood
(Figure 2). Some years, woodland key habitats were also
framed as a helper/solution mostly connected to statements
in which they were framed as a victim suffering from forestry.
In these cases, the inventory and registration of habitats by
the Swedish Forest Agency were framed as a solution,
together with nature conservation (mostly some kind of
formal protection of these areas).

Media coverage and content has varied over time

The media coverage of woodland key habitats has varied over
time (Figure 2). When the inventories started at the beginning
of the 1990s (Wester 2016), there were almost no articles in
the media reporting on this. The few articles that did appear
highlighted that woodland key habitats were important for
biodiversity and that these areas should be protected. It was
not until the end of the 1990s that woodland key habitats
got more attention in the media. This occurred in conjunction
with the new environmental code (SFS 1998:808) and the new
FSC standard (Johansson 2013; Wester 2016). Hence most
articles during this period were a reaction to these events
and stated that the woodland key habitats were well suited
to maintaining biodiversity in the forest landscape.
However, some of the articles also highlighted a worry that
forest owners who set aside woodland key habitats would
not get financial compensation from the government, which
is why woodland key habitats during this period were
framed as a victim, causer and a helper/solution (Figure 2).
As a consequence, the forest owners’ association, Skogsägar-
nas riksförbund, appeared in the media and offered to stop
clear-cutting any woodland key habitats for a five year
period, to give the government time to provide the funds
needed for financial compensation (i.e. Dagens Nyheter,
1998-08-19). The government replied by promising to
double the funds for formal set-asides during the coming
four-year period (Västerbottens-Kuriren, 1998-09-03).

Another issue that arose during this period was the Green-
peace demonstration in Arvliden in 1998, during which
Greenpeace protested against a clear-cut they claimed con-
tained multiple woodland key habitats (i.e. Göteborgs-
Posten, 1998-11-05). The Swedish Forest Agency, however,
did not agree with that assessment, and Greenpeace

Table 3. The categories used for classifying actors as well as their frames in the
frame analysis of the woodland key habitat debate in Sweden.

Categories
Used for
actors

Used for
frames Comments

Journalists X X
Researchers X X
Government
agencies

X X Includes government agencies,
the government and
parliament, and the state-
owned forest company

Politicians X X Includes individual politicians
Individual forest
owners

X X Includes individual forest owners
and forest/land owners’
associations

Forest companies X X Includes large forest companies
and forest-owning
organizations such as the
Swedish church

Environmental
organizations

X X Includes non-government
environmental organizations

Individuals X X Includes people who are not
affiliated with any organization

Laws and
agreements

X Includes national and
international laws and
agreements, also includes
forest certification schemes

Knowledge and
competence

X

Nature
conservation

X Both voluntary and formal set-
asides

Woodland key
habitats

X Both the areas and the
inventories

Economy X Includes economic profit,
property value, financial
compensation

Nature and climate X Includes biodiversity, clean water
and air, and climate

Society X Includes jobs and welfare
Forestry X
Social values X Includes recreation, hunting,

tourism, cultural heritage and
other forest social values.

Exploitation X Includes exploitation for mining,
expansion of cities,
powerplants etc.

Other X X
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eventually left the area (i.e. Göteborgs-Posten, 1998-11-05;
Nerikes Allehanda, 1998-11-09). This event led to a discussion
about the forests in north-western Sweden and whether
woodland key habitats in these forests should meet the
same criteria as woodland key habitats in other parts of
Sweden (i.e. Västerbottens-Kuriren, 1998-11-30; Västerbot-
tens-Kuriren, 1998-12-29).

At the beginning of the 2000s, PEFC presented their first
standard (PEFC n.d.), which got almost no attention in the
media (or at least not in the articles containing reference to
“woodland key habitats”). Instead, most articles were about
single areas in different parts of the country where woodland
key habitats were identified and/or endangered/harmed due
to forestry (and lack of funds for protecting the area) and/or
exploitation. There was also some criticism directed towards
certified forest owners/companies, for not living up to the cer-
tification standards (i.e. Västerbottens-Kuriren, 2002-01-04). In
addition, the Swedish Forest Agency concluded that only a
fifth of the country’s woodland key habitats were identified
during the first inventory, so a second inventory was begun
in 2001 (Hultgren 2001; Wester 2016). In light of this, the
forest companies started to question the woodland key
habitat definition in the media (i.e. Göteborgs-Posten, 2002-
07-15). At that time the definition had just been changed
from focusing mostly on red-listed species to focusing more
on forest structures important for biodiversity (Norén et al.
2002; Timonen et al. 2010), however, this did not receive
any media attention.

Between 2004 and 2016, woodland key habitats were not
mentioned very often in the media (Figure 2). When they
were, most articles were about particular areas with woodland
key habitats that were endangered/harmed due to forestry or

exploitation. In 2005, the Swedish Forestry Agency and the
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency presented a strat-
egy for formal protection of forests, which stated that forest
owners with more than 5% woodland key habitats should
be prioritized when the government funded formal protec-
tion of forests, and that the forest owner in that case had a
right to financial compensation (Swedish Environmental Pro-
tection Agency and Swedish Forest Agency, 2005). Neither
this, nor the fact that the second inventory was finalized in
2006 and that the habitats after that started to be inventoried
as part of the ongoing work at the Swedish Forest Agency
(Wester 2016), got any attention in the media. However, in
2011, an audit by a Swedish radio programme, SR Kaliber,
created several headlines, since they revealed that multiple
certified forest companies, including the government-
owned Sveaskog, had clear-cut woodland key habitats, and
criticism was directed towards these companies (i.e. Dagens
Nyheter, 2011-05-08).

In 2017, an intense media debate started when the director
general of the Swedish Forest Agency announced a pause in
the inventory of woodland key habitats in north-western
Sweden (Dagens Nyheter, 2017-03-10). This occurred after
the Swedish Forest Agency had published a status report on
woodland key habitats in 2016, which pointed out that
north-western Sweden had a high frequency of woodland
key habitats, and a collaboration process with involved
actors was initiated (Wester 2016; Bjärstig et al. 2019). This
created a heated debate, in which some actors positioned
themselves against the decision, since it would risk areas
with high biodiversity being clear-cut. However, some actors
were in favour of the decision, since they though that the
current inventory method was not suited to the conditions

Figure 2. The number of statements that frame woodland key habitats (WKH) over time in Swedish media, where WKHs were framed as a victim, causer or helper/
solution, as well as the policies implemented during the same period. Please note that the data are displayed with the yearly break on the 1st of June. *The last
analyzed article for this year is the 31st of March.
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in north-western Sweden and that the inventory of woodland
key habitats threatened the rights of the forest owners (i.e.
Västerbottens-Kuriren, 2017-03-11). This also created an
internal debate at the Swedish Forest Agency because some
employees did not agree with the decision (Dagens
Nyheter, 2017-04-07). The decision also led to several withdra-
wals from the ongoing collaborative process (Bjärstig et al.
2019), and 120 researchers protesting against the decision
(i.e. Dagens Nyheter, 2017-04-12; Västerbottens-Kuriren,
2017-04-21). As a consequence, the government proposed a
new inventory of woodland key habitats during the following
10 year period, beginning that same autumn (i.e. Göteborgs-
Posten. 2017-09-04). After that, the articles in the media
started to focus more on whether the inventories of woodland
key habitats violated forest ownership rights (i.e. Västerbot-
tens-Kuriren, 2017-12-30; Västerbottens-Kuriren, 2018-01-09).

Actors framing woodland key habitats in the media

The most common actors framing woodland key habitats over
the studied period were government agencies (23% of all
frames), journalists (21%) and environmental organizations
(18%). Individual forest owners and forest companies were
also relatively common (10% each). The remaining actors
appeared much less commonly in the newspaper articles: indi-
viduals (6%), researchers (3%), politicians (2%) and other (5%)
(Table 4). Of all the actors in the debate, some framed wood-
land key habitats mostly in argumentative articles, for example
debate articles were the actor was the author, and some in
descriptive articles, for example in news articles or reportage,
when a journalist was the author (Table 4). The actors that
were common in more descriptive articles were the more
obvious stakeholders, such as government agencies, environ-
mental organizations, individual forest owners and forest
companies. While the more unclear group of individuals and
“others” were more frequent in argumentative articles.

Differences and similarities between actors’ framing

For the six most common actors, there were both differences
and similarities in their framings (Figure 3 and Table 5). All
actors agreed that woodland key habitats and biodiversity
(nature and climate) are important to conserve, and this was
the dominant frame, however not all actors agreed on how
this should be done and/or to what extent. Three actors, the
journalists, environmental organizations and individual

forest owners, agreed that the government agencies were a
causer, however for different reasons. For example, the jour-
nalists and the environmental agencies mostly framed them
as causers since they claimed that the agencies were not pro-
tecting woodland key habitats to the extent they should and/
or because they themselves were responsible for clear-cutting
woodland key habitats through the government-owned
forest company. In contrast, the forest owners framed the
government agencies as causers because they were the
owners of the woodland key habitats concept and responsible
for conducting the inventories and administering financial
compensation, and thereby also the ones that were endan-
gering the livelihood of the forest owners. Thus, forest
owners framed the woodland key habitats together with the
government agencies as causers, and themselves and the
economy as both the victims and the helpers/solutions.
Hence, the individual forest owners both agreed with the
dominant framing and also presented another, partially con-
trasting, frame. The latter framing was only presented by
forest owners. Individuals presented a different frame, since
they also framed the social values of the forest as the victim
and added exploitation as one of the causers.

Actors plays different roles in the media

Most of the time when journalists appeared in the articles, it
was to frame the context and/or the problem. For example,
by describing what woodland key habitats are or by reporting
that a woodland key habitat had been clear-cut. When the gov-
ernment agencies appeared, they also provided context, by, for
example, stating the definition of a woodland key habitat or
describing how the inventories were conducted. However,
sometimes they also appeared when they were being
blamed for harvesting a woodland key habitat, since they
also were a forest owner, or for not doing enough to ensure
that woodland key habitats were being protected. In those
cases they often highlighted the fact that nature conservation
is important. The role of the environmental organizations was
often to describe the problem and to point out who/what is
to blame, for example by stating that forestry was the reason
that biodiversity was suffering. The individual forest owners
were mostly visible when there was a new policy that would
impact their rights, or when there was a forest owner who
felt that he/she had beenmistreated by government agencies.
The coverage of forest companies was most common when
they were accused of clear-cutting a woodland key habitat.

Table 4. The number of articles framing woodland key habitats per actor and the proportion between descriptive and argumentative articles. In descriptive articles a
journalist was generally the author, for example in news articles or reportage, and in argumentative articles the actor themself was usually the author, for example
debate articles.

Actor

Descriptive Argumentative Total
Number of articles (no.) Proportion (%) Number of articles (no.) Proportion (%) Number of articles (no.)

Government agencies 71 89% 9 11% 80
Journalists 71 99% 1 1% 72
Environmental organizations 45 74% 16 26% 61
Individual forest owners 26 76% 8 24% 34
Forest companies 29 91% 3 9% 32
Individuals 9 43% 12 57% 21
Researchers 8 80% 2 20% 10
Politicians 4 57% 3 43% 7
Other 5 29% 12 71% 17
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In those cases, they often either dismissed the statement that
the area was a woodland key habitat, or they admitted that
they had accidentally clear-cut such an area. The individuals
often appeared as people living close to a woodland key
habitat that was at risk of being clear-cut and/or exploited.
They therefore often provided reasons why the area should
be conserved and provided information on who/what was
responsible for the threat.

Similar framings between national and regional level
media

The framing of woodland key habitats was quite similar in the
four studied daily newspapers (Table 6). Overall they mostly

framed woodland key habitats as a victim, and only to a
small degree as a causer and/or helper/solution. However,
Västerbottens-Kuriren, from northern Sweden, stands out as
it had the lowest proportion of statements in which woodland
key habitats were framed as a victim, and the highest where
they were framed as a causer (Table 6). In contrast, Nerikes
Allehanda, from the central Sweden, stands out when it
comes to the proportion of statements in which woodland
key habitats were framed as a helper/solution, since the pro-
portion is substantially lower than for the other newspapers.

The newspapers also included a wide range of actors,
framing woodland key habitats (Table 7). Overall, the pro-
portions of actors are quite similar between the newspapers,
but some proportions stood out. Dagens Nyheter, the national

Figure 3. The number of times each actor highlighted each category as victim, causer or helper/solution. For example, the government agencies framedwoodland key
habitats as a victim in almost 70 statements/articles, as a helper/solution in about 20 and as a causer in about 10. Some categories are excluded, due to very few
mentions.
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newspaper, had a higher degree of the actor group other
included. Västerbotten-Kuriren, the regional newspaper from
northern Sweden, had a higher occurrence of individual forest
owners, but fewer journalists. This was in contrast to Göte-
borgs-Posten, from southern Sweden, which had a high pro-
portion of journalists framing woodland key habitats. Finally,
Nerikes Allehanda, from central Sweden, had fewer references
to environmental organizations, and more to forest companies.

Discussion

We studied how woodland key habitats were presented in the
media over time and found that they, together with biodiver-
sity, were mostly framed as a victim of forestry. The victim, in
collective action frame theories, is the classification that is sup-
posed to represent the reason that people or politicians need
to act (Benford and Snow 2000), and in this case the media
coverage may be interpreted as a call to action for better pro-
tection of biodiversity. However, contrasting frames did occur
and woodland key habitats were also framed as a causer of
problems, most often for hindering forest owners from prac-
tising forestry, and as a helper/solution to a problem,
usually the solution to how to preserve biodiversity.

In some years, the frequency of statements which framed
woodland key habitats as a causer or helper/solution was rela-
tively high, indicating that the views on woodland key habitats
in these years were more diverse. This happened at the end of
the 1990s, when the first inventory of woodland key habitats
was finalized, the new environmental code launched and FSC
produced their first forestry standard. In addition, in the most
recent years, in conjunction with the collaboration process on
woodlandkeyhabitats and thedecision topause the registration

ofwoodlandkeyhabitats in north-western Sweden, thediversity
of framings in the media increased. One explanation could be
that the on-going policy developments made it more important
for the actors to try to reframe the issue to fit with their agenda
(cf. Arts et al. 2010). Another could be that with increased public
interest in the issue, there wasmore space for different and con-
trasting frames, whichmade it possible not only to framewood-
land key habitats as a victim, but also as a causer and helper/
solution (cf. Djerf-Pierre 2012).

Actors framing woodland key habitats

The actors thatmost frequently framewoodland key habitats in
the media are government agencies, journalists and environ-
mental organizations, while the individual forest owners and
forest companies are less frequent, and individuals and other
actor groups are even more uncommon. Since framing an
issue in the media is desirable for actors, because it provides
the opportunity to promote the actor’s own view on the issue
among the public and policy makers (Ferree et al. 2002;
Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011), it is quite surprising that individ-
ual forest owners, who have the most to lose economically,
were not more common in the studied articles. One expected
strategy would be that they are active in writing argumentative
articles, such as debate articles, in which they can present advo-
cate frames thatdeliberatelypromote their own interest (Tewks-
bury et al. 2000; VanGorp 2007); however, this was not the case.
One reason could be that, instead of daily newspapers, they
focus their efforts in the rural newspapers, as Sténs and
Mårald (2020) reported in their study on the ownership rights
issue. Another could be that they are not as interesting for
the media industry, which has the agenda-setting power (Ger-
hards 1994; Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011; Crow and Lawlor
2016), as government agencies and environmental organiz-
ations are. Individual forest owners present a framing of the
issue that is different from that presented by the journalists
themselves, while the most common actors tend to confirm
the journalists’ own framing. This is supported by the results
of Park and Kleinschmit (2016), who found that journalists
have a high impact on the framing of nature conservation in

Table 5. The most common frames in the woodland key habitat debate and which of the six most common actors support these frames (in more than 30% of their
statements). For example the frame “Woodland key habitats and nature and climate are victims” was supported by all of the six actors while “The individual forest
owners and economy are victims” was only supported by the individual forest owners.

Framing
Government

agencies (n = 80)
Journalists (n

= 72)
Environmental

organizations (n = 61)
Individual forest
owners (n = 34)

Forest companies
(n = 32)

Individuals (n
= 21)

Woodland key habitats and nature
and climate are the victims

X X X X X X

The individual forest owners and
economy are the victims

X

Social values are the victims X
Forestry is the causer X X X
Forest companies are the causers X
The government agencies are the
causers

X X X X

Woodland key habitats are the
causers

X

Exploitation is the causer X
Nature conservation is the
solution

X X X X X X

Individual forest owners and the
economy are the solutions

X

Table 6. The proportion of statements in which woodland key habitats were
framed as victim, causer and helper/solution per newspaper.

Newspaper Region/national Victim Causer Helper/solution

Dagens nyheter National 83% 17% 19%
Västerbottens-Kuriren Northern 75% 23% 19%
Nerikes Allehanda Central 88% 15% 5%
Göteborgs-Posten Southern 89% 11% 13%
Total 83% 17% 14%
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the international media, both when framing the issue and by
acting as a gatekeeper.

When it comes to the framing, the dominant frame is that
the woodland key habitats and biodiversity are suffering due
to forestry and government agencies, and the solution is
nature conservation. In addition to this, the individual forest
owners present a contrasting frame in which they themselves
and their finances are suffering due to the woodland key habi-
tats and government agencies. What is interesting with this
frame is that they are not blaming the certification schemes
for making the timber from woodland key habitats unsaleable
on the market, instead they are only blaming the government
agencies for inventorying woodland key habitats and/or for
not providing enough financial compensation for setting
aside woodland key habitats. The problem with limited com-
pensation is also addressed in Götmark (2009) as a major
reason why forest owners experience conflict with govern-
ment agencies. Blaming agencies for performing the inven-
tory is connected to the issue of determining how many
woodland key habitats are enough to support biodiversity.
This was addressed by Uggla et al. (2016), who concluded
that environmental organizations and forest companies dis-
agree whether the protected forest/conserved areas are
sufficient to support biodiversity, while they agree that
nature conservation is important. Similar patterns are seen
here, where the individual forest owners argue that Sweden
already has enough woodland key habitats, while the environ-
mental organizations want to see more.

Another frame is presented by individuals, who often speak
as people living close to a woodland key habitat. They support
the dominant frame while also adding another one, which is
that forest social values are suffering due to exploitation (but
also due to forestry and forest companies). This broadens the
overall frame. However, since the individuals, who do not rep-
resent any organization, are quite hard to access as a group (cf.
Saarikoski et al. 2010), they are quite uncommon in the debate.
Half of the times they appeared in themedia, they are doing so
in debate articles and other argumentative articles, whichwere
written by the individual themself. This is in contrast to the
more obvious stakeholder groups, who were present mostly
in descriptive articles, such as news articles and reportage
written by journalists, and appear much more frequently in
the media.

Differences between regions and political levels

The four studied newspapers from different regions and/or at
political levels (regional or national) framed woodland key

habitats in a similar manner. This finding contrasts to that of
Sadath et al. (2013), who reported that the framing by news-
papers differed on different political levels. All of the newspa-
pers framed woodland key habitats mostly as a victim, but
also to some degree as a causer and/or helper/solution. The
newspaper from northern Sweden contained a higher fre-
quency of articles and statements compared to the other
newspapers. It also contained articles framing woodland key
habitats as the victim less frequently, and instead more
often presented them as the causer. This corresponded to
this newspaper also including the individual forests owner’s
perspective in more of their articles. Even though the differ-
ences were not very large, it can be assumed that their pres-
ence is connected to the issue being closer to the heart of the
conflict in northern Sweden, since it was in north-western
Sweden where woodland key habitat registration was
paused in 2017, due to the particularly large area of woodland
key habitats in that region (Bjärstig et al. 2019; Dagens
Nyheter, 2017-03-10; Wester 2016). This was also supported
by Sadath et al. (2013), who described similar patterns. The
newspaper from central Sweden, Nerikes Allehanda, also
stood out as it framed woodland key habitats as a helper/sol-
ution much less frequently than the other newspapers, which
is quite a surprising result. They also included the forest com-
panies in articles much more commonly, at the expense of the
environmental organizations, who appeared less frequently in
Nerikes Allehanda than in the other newspapers.

Conclusion

Over time, woodland key habitats have mostly been framed
as areas that suffer from forestry and for which the solution
is nature conservation. The actors that present this frame
and also dominate the media debate are government
agencies, journalists and environmental organizations, while
the actors representing the forest owners and civil society
are less common. However, the forest owners do present a
contrasting frame, in which they and their economy are
described as victims of the woodland key habitat-concept.
In the years in which the frequency of articles was high,
mostly towards the end of the 1990s and in the most recent
years, the frames of the issue become more diverse (e.g. the
woodland key habitats are also framed as a causer and
helper/solution, in contrast to mostly being framed as a
victim). One reason for this could be that an increased
public interest in the issue also allowed a broader range of
frames (cf. Djerf-Pierre 2012). Another could be that the on-
going policy developments made it more important for the

Table 7. The proportion of statements per actor, framing woodland key habitats (WKH), for each of the four newspapers.

Actors framing WKH Dagens Nyheter Västerbottens-Kuriren Göteborgs-Posten Nerikes Allehanda Total

Journalists 17% 14% 32% 23% 22%
Government agencies 28% 25% 21% 23% 24%
Individual forest owners 8% 16% 7% 9% 10%
Individuals 8% 7% 3% 7% 6%
Environmental organizations 17% 20% 22% 12% 18%
Researchers 4% 5% 3% 0% 3%
Forest companies 2% 6% 10% 20% 10%
Politicians 6% 3% 1% 0% 2%
Other 11% 6% 1% 5% 5%
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actors to reframe the issue (cf. Arts et al. 2010). Either way, this
is an area that could be explored in further studies. There were
no large differences between national and regional media in
the framing of woodland key habitats, although in the north-
ernmost regional newspaper, the framing of woodland key
habitats as a causer of problems was slightly more common
than in the other newspapers. This may reflect the more
heated debate on the topic in north-west Sweden, where
the forest owners had called for regional adjustments of the
woodland key habitat criteria in order to limit the size of
designated habitats (e.g. Bjärstig et al. 2019). Ultimately, our
study reveals that the dominant framing of this important bio-
diversity issue in the media is by actors other than those, i.e.
the forest owners, who directly influence the forest.

Note

1. Forests that, on average, produce more than one cubic meter of
wood per hectare per year, according to the Swedish Forestry
Act (SFS 2018:1413).
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