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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the media coverage of three climate activist groups, namely Fridays for 

Future, Extinction Rebellion (XR) and Letzte Generation (LG), within the German climate 

movement. Conducting a qualitative content analysis, the study examines the coverage of these 

groups in two prominent German news outlets, Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) and Bild. The thesis 

aims to address a research gap of scientific studies on news coverage of various climate groups 

by examining the research question: How does German media coverage of climate activist 

groups differ between outlets and groups over time? A sample of 894 articles was obtained by 

conducting a keyword search on the Lexis-Nexis database. Employing theories related to media 

power and radical flanks, the anticipation of a more negative portrayal of the two more radical 

groups, XR and LG, by the Bild compared to the SZ could be confirmed. However, the study 

did not find evidence supporting the expected positive radical flank effect (RFE). It reveals the 

absence of any distinct RFE, except for the negative portrayal of XR in Bild, suggesting a 

negative RFE. Consequently, the differences observed between the media outlets are considered 

to be more significant than the influence of the groups on each other. 
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1. Introduction  

As the effects of global warming become increasingly apparent and political inaction continues 

to enforce accompanying changing climatic and societal conditions, social movements have 

emerged shaping the discourse on environmental politics and climate mitigation, often in 

emotional and multi-layered ways (Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Stoddard et al., 2021) While some 

citizens are directly confronted with the messages and activities of climate activists, most 

become aware through the coverage of protests in the media. As an institutionalized way for 

framing discourses, news media thus play a significant role in influencing what society focuses 

on and how issues and their advocates are perceived (Mannewitz & Rudzio, 2022; Shaw & 

Martin, 1992; Turk, 1986). In relation to climate activism, the continuous growth of media 

coverage of climate change and related issues particularly indicate an increase of societal 

attention and significance of the issue, pointing toward the need of investigating the societal 

understanding of related aspects (Boykoff et al., 2023). 

 

While social scientists have studied the (de)politicizing effects of environmentalism and climate 

activism and have investigated the impacts of the background of climate activists themselves, 

little research has focused on the effects of media coverage of different activist groups within 

the climate  movement (Della Porta & Portos, 2021; Marquardt & Lederer, 2022; Pepermans & 

Maeseele, 2016). Previous social scientific research in the field of textual analyses of media has 

predominantly examined the framing of specific individuals, such as Greta Thunberg  (e.g., 

Bergmann & Ossewaarde, 2020; Park et al., 2021), or the coverage of one specific group such 

as Fridays for Future (e.g., Zabern & Tulloch, 2021). This has left a research gap regarding the 

differences between media outlets providing accounts of and representing multiple groups 

simultaneously, which is specifically interesting considering the effects that different factions 

(flanks) within a movement can have on each other. This thesis thus aims to start filling the gap 

by studying the coverage of various groups in two different German news outlets, namely Bild 

and SZ. 

 

Since Germany (a) offers a range of different news outlets and (b) has a protest culture that 

includes a variety of different groups within the same climate movement, it is valuable to study 

the German movement in regard to coverage of a selection of groups with varying levels of 

radicalism in terms of their agenda and tactics. The theory section will provide a detailed 

examination of corresponding differences.  
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Furthermore, the current discourse around climate activism in Germany has become 

increasingly intense, particularly due to disputed tactics employed by the group “Letzte 

Generation” (LG). On the one hand, this has led to a dissent among other groups with some 

offering solidarity, while others express criticism on those activities (AZ/dpa, 2023; rbb/WDR, 

2023; ZDF, 2023). On the other hand, the employed tactics have resulted in debates 

encompassing legal measures that can be used against the activists, such as controversial 

prevention detentions or recent raids of members of LG (Bauer, 2022; Dietrich, 2023; Kühne, 

2023).  

 

The three main German groups that are going to be studied in this thesis explicitly declare being 

dedicated to non-violent protest (Walker, 2022):  

 

1. First, ooting in the school strikes in Sweden that Greta Thunberg started in 2018, Fridays 

for Future (FFF) Germany was formed in December 2018 (cf. twitter: 

@FridayforFuture) initiating the first Friday’s school strike on 18.01.2019 (Fridays for 

Future, 2019).  

2. Second, Extinction Rebellion (XR) has its roots in a campaign in 2015, but it was 

officially founded in 2018 in the UK starting activities of civil disobedience. In the same 

year, first groups started to develop in March in Germany but officially declared their 

rebellion to the government in April 2019 (Extinction Rebellion, 2019; Extinction 

Rebellion Deutschland; Slatner, 2018).  

3. Finally, Letzte Generation (German for “Last Generation”, the whole, lesser known 

name can be translated to “Uprising of the Last Generation”) was initiated through a 

hunger strike by seven activists just before the German Bundestag’s election in 2021 

and officially started in 2022 with further activities that also mainly include acts of civil 

disobedience (Letzte Generation, n.d.–a, n.d.–c). 

 

Against the background of the differences in media outlets and activist groups, the following 

research question will be central:  

 

How does German media coverage of climate activist groups differ between outlets and 

between groups over time? 
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In order to study this, the following sub-question will further guide this analysis.  

a) What are differences in the tactics of activist groups in the German climate 

movement? 

b) What does the media as power theory and radical flank theory tell us about media 

coverage of different flanks within the same movement? 

c) How does media represent different activist groups within the German climate 

movement over time? 

 

Starting to fill the lack of literature studying news media coverage of different flanks within the 

climate movement will make for a highly relevant scientific contribution, since it can add to the 

understanding of heterogenous social movements and media’s perception towards them. This 

understanding refers to both, the effect that flanks have on each other, i.e., whether there is a 

shift over time in perception of the flanks, and whether different media outlets depicts them 

differently. Since tackling climate change is one of the biggest societal and political tasks of 

our time, it is specifically interesting to examine the climate movement (Cianconi et al., 2020; 

Dryzek et al., 2012)  

 

From a public governance perspective, this thesis can further contribute to the understanding 

on how public institutions interact with societal actors under the influence of media. Modern 

governance goes beyond mere policy-making by professional politicians and public institutions, 

including social movements who participate in defining and raising issues and thereby, putting 

them on the political agenda. By exploring the differences in coverage this thesis aims, 

therefore, to give insights into the power dynamics and influence between the different actors 

within the public sphere, including the different activist groups as well as the two different news 

media outlets. 

 

This is specifically relevant to the German context due to the acute discussions regarding 

policies of handling and persecution of climate activists as well as the societal acknowledgment 

of various protest types. Societal relevance of this thesis is further shown by its critical 

examination of the differences in societal perception of activism, particularly in regard to 

media’s role as powerful influence in shaping public knowledge. It further holds highly relevant 

implications for activists in how they impact each other, by addressing the perceptions of 

different flanks within one movement. This is especially significant within the German protest 
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culture, since several groups have already struggled facing the heavy criticism of certain 

groups’ tactics, concerning the expression of solidarity or distancing.   

 

2. Theory 

The theory part is made up by three components. First, it provides a definition for the concept 

of (radical) climate activism, including the three studied groups. Second, the radical flank 

theory provides the guidance for analyzing the coverage of the different activist groups. Finally, 

the shaping power of news media is outlined and discussed in the light of the thesis’ aim of 

understanding their influence on public knowledge.  

 

2.1. Climate Activism and Radicalism 

According to Garcia‐Gibson (2023, p. 1), climate activism can be defined as a confrontational 

activity, whose actors believe that it contributes to preventing “bad and unjust outcomes that 

are caused by anthropogenic global warming”. As a broad social movement, the climate 

movement is rather heterogenic, displaying different forms of activism under similar aims and 

advocacy (Fisher & Nasrin, 2021). The various forms can be differentiated by level of 

confrontation, i.e., radicalism, which can range from lobbying over litigation to illegal protest 

and direct action (Garcia‐Gibson, 2023).  Radicalism can further be defined as ‘going to the 

core’, which can either be framed positively in terms of being thorough or negatively referring 

to reckless, extreme, or uncompromising (Ruser, 2020). Simpson et al. (2022) further 

distinguish the term “radical” by stating that radical flanks can be radical in terms of their 

agenda, their tactics, or both.  

 

This definition has two roles in the thesis: First, it works as a criterium to include the studied 

groups under the same category of climate activism. Although they use rather different tactics, 

as outlined below, they all follow the same aim of drawing attention to the issue of climate 

justice as well as the political need to act in response to global warming (Becker, 2020). 

Second, guided by the first sub-question asking for the differences in tactics of activist groups 

in the German climate movement, the definition provides a first base according to which the 

groups can be distinguished, namely, along a confrontational continuum. The studied groups as 

outlined in the introduction can be put on the continuum from moderate (top) to more radical 

(bottom). Since tactics have the most publicizing effect in media, the groups are primarily 
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placed according to their level of radicalism in activities, although agenda is also considered 

and included. 

 

1. Fridays for Future 

a. FFF’s main tactics consist of the conventional forms of activism entailing 

demonstrations and rallies, which can be classified as acts of civil disobedience 

for schoolkids (cf. German compulsory education). However, the protests have 

evolved from school strikes to demonstrations that involve a range of people, 

including scientists for future, parents for future, etc., leading to mass 

mobilization of over a million protesters in Germany (Rucht, 2023). FFF’s 

agenda points towards political actors as antagonists and thereby, levels 

criticism at the system highlighting the failure of international political and 

economic elites in combating climate change (Melchior & Rivera, 2021). 

Despite the critique on the system’s failures, Paul (2022) points out that FFF’s 

main aim of achieving the politically prescribed aim of global warming limited 

to 1.5°C is inherent to the system, which is further highlighted by the group’s 

insistence on listening to science. Both, the inbuilt agenda as well as the rather 

conventional tactics have been described and classified as more moderate 

(Buzogány & Scherhaufer, 2022). 

 

2. Extinction Rebellion 

a. Activists of XR prioritize “performative and theatrical moments of protests” 

(Rucht, 2023, p. 15), displaying radical tactics through direct action in form of 

interventionist and media-effective blockades of transportation infrastructure 

(Melchior & Rivera, 2021). However, activists of this group show a high fidelity 

to law and even factor mass arrests in as means for prominence (Berglund & 

Schmidt, 2020). XR is further firmly based on the idea of listening to science as 

well as on peaceful demonstrations and the demand of the implementation of 

advisory councils (Berglund & Schmidt, 2020; Melchior & Rivera, 2021). 

Melchior and Rivera (2021) describe XR’s antagonist as rather abstract, pictured 

as the toxic system and the government. Moreover, their agenda is focused on a 

citizen resistance model which can be seen as “going to the core”, i.e., as more 

radical (Berglund & Schmidt, 2020).  
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3. Letzte Generation 

a. Arguing that mere symbolism can easily be ignored, LG’s tactics are geared 

towards disruption (Rucht, 2023). Actions of civil disobedience have evolved 

from blockades of autobahns through the activists gluing themselves on the 

streets to “provocative attacks on symbolically charged objects” (Paul, 2022, 

p. 3, own translation), such as the throwing of food at popular paintings. 

Radicalism here shows through interventionism, and particularly, due to the 

novel forms of protest outlined above, that have brought them the ascription as 

“environmental terrorists” (Ruser, 2020). The agenda can be seen as moderate, 

including concrete political measures, legal fidelity and willingness to engage 

with politicians for deals (Letzte Generation, n.d.–b, n.d.–d). Furthermore, 

Rucht (2023) highlights the group’s main objective as limiting global warming 

caused by the use of fossil fuels, i.e. reducing greenhouse gas emissions. In 

persecution of this goal, the activists of LG pose demands such as a speed limit 

for autobahns or price reductions in public transport (Letzte Generation, n.d.–c). 

Thereby, LG mainly confirms official policy demands and does not generally 

offer critique on the system, except for the call of a “Gesellschaftsrat” similar to 

the advisory councils of XR (Rucht, 2023), representing a quite moderate 

agenda. In contrast to XR and FFF, Rucht (2023) further outlines that LG’s focus 

is less on bigger gatherings in protest and instead, aims for disruption through 

smaller groups. Its radicalism is thus based on its tactics.  

 

2.2. Radical flank and protest theory  

Protest works as a democratic way of input by citizens with and addressed to politicians and 

therefore, presents as a possibility for citizens to gather attention for a theme or topic and thus, 

constitutes a way of politicization (Pepermans & Maeseele, 2016). In Germany, demonstration 

and protest are firmly established in the basic rights through the freedom of speech, freedom of 

press and freedom of assembly (Deutscher Bundestag). The power that protests hold in 

changing policies and persuading political representatives, thus achieving social change, has 

been demonstrated in research (Amenta & Polletta, 2019; Hestres & Hopke, 2019; Wouters & 

Walgrave, 2017). Furthermore, it has been shown that public support is crucial for the success 

of movements, especially for those with limited resources, in order to pursue social change 

(Barkan, 1979; Wouters, 2019).  
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This thesis is, however, not specifically interested in how public support can be achieved. 

Instead, the focus lies on the question how public support as constructed by news media, differs 

regarding different groups within the same climate movement embedded in the assumption that 

public support is crucial for the success of activists’ goals. The theoretical basis for answering 

the posed question lies within the Radical Flank Theory, which is concerned with “asking how 

more radical factions impact the success of more moderate factions within the same movement, 

offering competing predictions about the direction of this impact” (Simpson et al., 2022). 

 

According to Simpson et al. (2022) a radical flank can be described as a “discrete activist group 

within a larger movement that adopts an agenda and/or uses tactics that are perceptibly more 

radical than other groups within the movement” (p. 1). The impact that such a group may have 

on the success of others can be described by (a) the positive radical flank hypothesis, predicting 

that the radical groups’ presence will increase support for the more moderate factions. This 

positive effect may be caused through the heightened attention that more extreme tactics are 

able to attract, when more moderate have had limited success. For example, one could argue 

that the radical actions of the LG group have been able to draw attention to the “existential 

danger for society” (Letzte Generation, n.d.–c) that climate change poses, thereby, legitimizing 

and increasing support for tactics and demands for groups such as FFF.  

Moreover, with the presence of more radical flanks, moderate factions can portray themselves 

as the more “‘reasonable’ and ‘responsible’ voices within the larger movement” (Haines, 2013, 

p. 1). In this regard, Haines (2013) further argues that radical flanks may create crises through 

more extreme tactics which may be resolved by policy makers through adopting more moderate 

demands. Both suggestions have been demonstrated in opinions within the German climate 

movement, since FFF has voiced critique on LG’s tactics arguing that they create more cleavage 

in society instead of finding solutions as a whole (Geyer, 2023; Wimmer, 2023).   

 

In contrast, Simpson et al. (2022) continue by stating that (b): “the negative radical flank effect 

hypothesis predicts radical flanks will decrease support for more moderate factions within the 

same movement” (p. 1, emphasis original). In this case, the audience outside the movement 

may be unable to distinguish between the flanks, and thereby, perceive the whole movement as 

equally threatening (Haines, 2013). It may also be the case that the audience is able to make a 

distinction, but holds the more moderate factions as responsible for the emergence of more 
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negatively perceived extreme factions, which again leads to a decreased support for the whole 

movement (Haines, 2013).  

 

Although research has been somewhat inconsistent regarding results of effects, a tendency 

towards support for the positive radical flank effect hypothesis can be perceived (Chenoweth 

& Schock, 2015; McCammon et al., 2015; Simpson et al., 2022).  

 

In addition, Haines (2013) points out that factions in social movements may work together 

strategically to “bring about positive RFEs intentionally” (p. 1). However, he stresses that this 

can easily backfire and is, therefore, a rather risky strategy requiring the radical flanks to 

“sacrifice their own objectives in order to further those of other groups” (Haines, 2013, p. 1), 

resulting in the assumption that most radical flank effects (RFE) will be unintended.  

 

Since there is a tendency towards support for the positive RFE, I expect that the presence of 

more radical flanks within the German climate movement results in stronger public support, 

constituted by the German media, for the more moderate groups. Put more precisely, the impact 

of actions and tactics employed by the group XR is expected to be positively for perceptions of 

FFF. The same is expected for tactics of LGin terms of perceptions of FFF and XR. In line with 

Haines (2013), I assume that any positive effect that may be observed will be unintentional 

which is further backed by the inconclusive support by moderate factions, such as FFF, towards 

more radical factions such as LG 

 

2.3. Media as Power 

The main premise of this thesis lies within the constructivist assumption that reality and 

knowledge are not objective and external, but instead subjectively constructed (Bevir & 

Rhodes, 2005). Within this context, news media plays a significant role as “primary source of 

information on complex political issues for the average citizen” (Stecula & Merkley, 2019, p. 2) 

by again not only reflecting, but rather constructing reality (Luhmann, 2017). This construction 

happens through two key functions of news media. First, by selecting what becomes news, mass 

and news media shape public opinion through their function as agenda-setter (McCombs, 1977; 

McCombs & Guo, 2014). Second, public knowledge is influenced through media’s structuring 

of topics, “in particular, its notion of what the most salient attributes or aspects of these topics 

are” (McCombs & Guo, 2014, p. 265). Although the increase in online media availability and 
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consumption has challenged classic media (BDZV, n.d.), the role of news media in preparing 

and conditioning knowledge remains highly relevant (Neverla et al., 2019). Moreover, classic 

newspapers usually provide access to a similar number of online resources as their print version.  

 

Since textual analysis as methodology is based on this theory, it is highly relevant for this thesis. 

However, it does not only provide a ground for analysis, but further allows for more relevant 

insights in regard to the effects of the individual media outlets on the representation of the 

movement on the one hand and to the relevance of the radical flank theory on the other hand. 

Applying the most different design approach, the two outlets differ in quality and political 

stance. One of the studied outlets, Bild, is more conservative and belongs to tabloid press, which 

is generally characterized by vivid and provocative headlines, whereas the other outlet 

Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) is more of a so-called content “quality-paper” (cf. term used by 

Bergmann & Ossewaarde, 2020). These differences result in the expectation that the coverage 

of climate activists will be much more critical or negative in the Bild than in the SZ, which 

could make a difference in relevance of the RFE. Since the Bild’s representation is, for instance, 

generally expected to be more negative, the effect of the outlet on the movement’s 

representation might be even more relevant than a potential RFE. Therefore, the theory is also 

used to somewhat cross-check any RFE’s relevance. 

 

Summing up and returning to the second sub question “what does the construction theory and 

radical flank theory tell us about media coverage of different flanks within the same 

movement?”, it can thus be concluded that the theories suggest (a) differences in perception of 

activists between the two outlets, with the Bild being more negative than the SZ and (b) that 

the radical flanks, LG and XR will have either a positive or negative effect on the coverage of 

the more moderate factions, XR and FFF. 

 

3. Methodology  

3.1. Research Design  

The following section aims to clarify the scientific approach that is used to answer the stated 

research questions. To do so, an overview of the studied outlets will be given, followed by the 

method of data collection which is then rounded by an introduction and close description of the 

chosen method, including details on operationalization.   
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In order to investigate how media presents climate activism differently, a qualitative content 

analysis of news outlets can be conducted. The analysis centers around two German media 

narratives, that are found in the SZ and in the Bild. Both newspapers are spread daily, although 

the Bild am Sonntag, which is the Bild published on Sundays, is only part of the general Bild-

group and does not strictly belong to the Bild daily news. It will, however, be included in the 

analysis, since they do belong to the same group. Both newspapers are further published nation-

wide, have the highest reaches in Germany and both provide access online as well as offline 

(Springer, 2022). This is particularly of interest, since the use of online sources to get 

information and read the news has been increasing in the last years (IVW, 2023a, 2023b; 

Springer, 2022).  

 

It is specifically interesting to compare the two outlets, since they are similar in respect to their 

reaching rank but differ in relation to their quality and their editorial approaches. Whereas the 

SZ can be seen a quality-paper and is viewed as more substantial newspaper, the Bild is 

considered to be the biggest tabloid press within the German media scene (Kettrey, 2018; 

Springer, 2022). This means that the SZ addresses mainly a well-educated readership within a 

political stance that is left-liberal, opposing the Bild which can be located at a more conservative 

spectrum and is viewed as “more topical with a writing style that is accessible to [all] readers” 

(Kettrey, 2018, p. 354; Zabern & Tulloch, 2021).  

Observing potential similarities and differences between the outlets in the coverage of certain 

climate action groups promises, therefore, to be highly interesting.  

 

3.2. Method of data collection 

The sample was obtained from Lexis-Nexis, using key-terms that included the names of the 

different climate activist groups with different grammatical formulations, for instance, “Letzte 

Generation” and “Letzten Generation” as well as their abbreviations, i.e., “LG”, “FFF”, and 

“XR”. The data is, therefore, secondary data taken from the available news outlets of the SZ 

and Bild, including print and online issues. By choosing two news outlets from different 

political stance and different quality, media’s role in constituting reality can be examined when 

comparing disparities in coverage of the same groups.  

Since the emergence of the studied groups started in 2018 and ended in 2022, the sample was 

reduced to this time frame. In order to adapt to feasibility constraints in relation to time 

limitations, the time frames for the study were shortened to a six-month deadline following the 
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formation of each group. This is except for the last of LG, since Bild only started to cover it 

from February 2022 which is why the last frame was prolonged. As a result, the analyzed time 

periods are limited to a first specified frame from January 1st, 2019, to October 7th, 2019, which 

is in relation to the public emergence of FFF in January 2019 and XR in late March 2019. 

Accordingly, the second time frame is from September 9th, 2021, to July 31st, 2022, taking into 

account the emergence of LG in September 2021. Articles relating to all groups were included 

within these specified intervals. 

The process of the key-term search produced a sample of 2.164 articles overall. After having 

removed duplicates, reports of dates in which groups were mentioned and articles in which the 

groups did not play any particular role, a sample of 894 articles was left. Since the SZ had 

published 742 articles within the searched time frames, the Bild made only roughly 17% of the 

entire sample with 152 published articles. For both outlets, most articles covered the FFF 

movement followed by LG, whereas XR was only covered in about 7% (SZ) to 13% (Bild) of 

the articles. This is specifically important to note, considering that FFF and XR were included 

in more intervals than LG. 

 

The analysis of newspaper outlets to study social movements and collective action risks biases 

including selection bias, referring to which events and groups receive coverage and description 

bias, meaning the veracity of coverage of selected groups or events (Kettrey, 2018). Since the 

frequency of events is not the (only) measure that is applied, selection bias should not pose a 

major issue for this thesis. 

The description bias is approached by studying two different outlets. A common method to 

address description bias is the so-called triangulation of the news media sources. By using more 

than one news outlet and thereby, “providing multiple accounts of collective action 

groups/events” (Kettrey, 2018, p. 353), the risk of description bias is decreased. Since both 

outlets further differ greatly in quality and targeted audience, description bias is further 

countered. This will, however, also be reflected upon with regards to construction theory and 

the expectations that coverage between the newspapers differs. Furthermore, due to the inherent 

subjectivity in qualitative work, researcher bias can pose a problem. In order to hold this risk 

as low as possible, a intracoder reliability test of 200 random articles is applied and it will be 

reflected upon in the conclusion. An intracoder reliability test is conducted when the same 

analyst comes back to code the content again at the end of the analysis without knowing their 

own codes (Mayring, 2010). Due to time and capacity limitations, a more thorough intracoder 
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reliability test including not only 200 but all articles or an intercoder reliability test would have 

gone beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 

3.3. Method of data analysis  

Since the focus lies on general differences in and considering context of coverage, a content 

analysis as methodology seemed most reasonable. This method can be particularly useful when 

examining shifts over time, and when looking for general patterns (Mimi Mihailescu, 2019). 

As an interpretive scientific methodology, content analysis is based on the constructivist 

assumption that reality can be understood as contingent on text. This assumption is taken to 

practice by searching for key themes, uncovering different frames and biases that news outlets 

potentially hold (Given, 2008).  

In the light of radical flank theory, the analysis examines whether frames, themes and biases 

change or transform against the backdrop of the rise of a different, more radical climate activist 

group. The analysis is conducted using tool Atlas.ti which simplifies coding and the creation of 

an overview of comments and results. As Saldaña (2009) points out, a code describes a word 

or short phrase that represents an intermediary step between theory and data, thereby assigning 

attributes to language-based visual data. For the textual analysis, the coding is performed with 

an orientation on axial coding, i.e., using categorization (Saldaña, 2009). Although, categories 

and codes are constructed a-priori, there was an exploratory coding of ten random articles, 

which allowed the coding scheme to be sharpened, leading to the addition of codes such as 

“chaots” or “anxiety”, referring to an understanding of the worry that activists represent in terms 

of environmental concerns. Furthermore, it is important to note that the code “radical” was 

exlusively applied to parts, in which the radicalism was perceived negatively. This is significant 

insofar as it can also be an objective description of tactics or agenda, as expressed, for example, 

in the radical flank theory. 

The codes include (a) differences between newspapers (b) developments over time in coverage 

and (c) whether these developments differ for specific groups.  
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Coding scheme 1 

Category Definition Codes 

Positive portrayal 

 

Promotional, sympathetic words or 

phrases directed at activists, the 

whole movement ideas or behavior 

Anxiety, consistent, diverse, 

future, impactful, important, 

inspiration, peaceful, 

protection, reasonable, savior, 

serious, visibility 

Neutral portrayal 

 

Nuanced phrases directed at 

activists, the whole movement, 

ideas or behavior 

Activists, activities, civil 

disobedience, protest 

Negative portrayal Disparaging words or phrases 

directed at activists, the whole 

movement, ideas or behavior 

Absentees, aggressive, 

alarmist, anti-Semites, chaots, 

confrontational, crazy, 

criminals, dangerous, 

destructive, elite, exaggerative, 

extremist, fakers, inconsistent, 

Klima-Kleber, know-all, leftist, 

other-worldly, radical, rowdy, 

terrorists, useless 

 

The codes are used to assess the outlets’ coverage in light of the two theories and thereby, help 

answering the third sub-question which is concerned with media representation of different 

activist groups over time. 

First, the radical flank theory expects a shift of portrayal from either negative to neutral/positive 

(positive RFE) or a shift moving the other way, from neutral/positive to negative (negative 

RFE). RFEs suppose that the effect can be studied on moderate factions or the whole movement 

which is what will be examined in this thesis as well. In other words, it is expected that the 

portrayals of moderate factions as outlined through the codes will shift in a certain direction. 

Second, the media power theory expects that there are differences in the portrayal between the 

two outlets. Since conservatives are usually more opposed to climate action in general, it is 

assumed that, being a right-liberal journalistic paper, the Bild’s coverage of climate activists 

will be more negative than the SZ’s whose political stance can be described as being more left-

liberal (Maurer & Reinemann, 2006).  
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4. Analysis  

Having outlined the significance and power held by news media, as well as the potential impact 

of groups with varying degrees of radicalism on each other, this analysis will now present 

findings based on the stated expectations. It will be structured according to the outlined theories 

and guided by posed questions and expectations. 

 

First, the different tactics employed by the groups will be reexamined in accordance with 

presentations by the two outlets. Second, an analysis will be carried out on the coverage 

provided by the outlets for all the groups. Subsequently, the findings related to the radical flank 

theory will be presented, with a focus on the developments of (a) FFF and (b) XR. Finally, 

findings in the light of media power theory will be showcased. All citations of the sample as 

well as codes are based on own translations. 

 

4.1. Tactics and coverage of all groups 

Table 1 

Bild – coding all groups  

 

FFF 

 

XR 

 

LG 

 Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 
189 45,11% 16 8,56% 21 6,80% 226 

Neutral 
164 39,14% 87 46,52% 117 37,86% 368 

Negative 
66 15,75% 84 44,92% 171 55,34% 321 

Totals 419 100,00% 187 100,00% 309 100,00% 915 
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Table 2 

SZ – coding all groups 

 

FFF 

 

XR 

 

LG 
 Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 1160 40,89% 190 33,04% 162 23,11% 1512 

Neutral 1432 50,48% 325 56,52% 433 61,77% 2190 

Negative 245 8,64% 60 10,44% 106 15,12% 411 

Totals 2837 100,00% 575 100,00% 701 100,00% 4113 

 

Although the theory has already given insights on the different tactics of the three activist 

groups, in light of the media as a power theory, it is also relevant to consider what tactics are 

practically reported and how they are covered, since this allows to shed light on how the outlets 

understand the groups and whether this understanding differs between them or to the 

descriptions provided in this thesis.  

 

In the context of a joint protest action, the Bild describes the FFF as “[n]ow the world’s best-

known organization for climate protection. German face: Luisa Neubauer (25). She belongs to 

the realo wing of the protest movements. […] ‘FFF’ is likely to be among the more peaceful 

groupings”. Extinction Rebellion, on the other hand is portrayed as “[r]adical group. Basically 

wants to abolish cars. Unrealistic demand: zero greenhouse gas emissions from 2025. Wants to 

protest ‘non-violently and peacefully’, but questions whether you can be violent towards 

things” (“DIE ANTI-AUTO- ALLIANZ,” 2021). For members and actions of LG, Bild shows 

a complete lack of understanding asking who might be behind the “crazy actions” of the “gluing 

chaots” (Biewald et al., 2022). These descriptions thus go along with the ranking that was 

proposed previously.  

 

Similarly, the SZ characterizes FFF as “the largest and probably most popular street movement 

for climate protection” and although it holds XR responsible for introducing „more radical 

climate activism to Germany“, both groups are equally considered for commenting on the 

controversial actions of LG  (Gutsmiedl & Laskus, 2022), confirming the ranking once again. 
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When considering tactics, the distribution of coverage across the activist groups should also be 

taken into account, since in both outlets XR received the least coverage, followed by LG, while 

FFF was able to attract the highest proportion of articles. This distribution can be observed 

when considering the whole sample but is also represented in each of the time frames 

individually.  

 

An explanation for this can be the masses that the groups were able to mobilize on the one hand, 

and the effect of radical and disruptive tactics on the other hand. The SZ portrays the impact of 

the mere numbers by stating “[w]hereas ‘Fridays for Future’ brings ten-of-thousands on the 

streets, […] ‘Extinction Rebellion’ are about a thousand – if it goes well. The ‘Letzte 

Generation’ can count on a total of roughly 200 active comrade-in-arms” (Heidtmann, 2022), 

highlighting that FFF is able to gain visibility more easily through its mobilizations. On the 

other hand, LG’s tactics are very disruptive and non-conventional, resulting in a heightened 

visibility, including engaged discussions about their purpose. XR fails not only to mobilize as 

many individuals as FFF but further lacks the capacity to generate a comparable level of 

disruption, which may be attributed to their desire of societal consensus (Heidtmann, 2022). 

Although both outlets report XR activists stating that peaceful civil disobedience would be the 

most effective strategy, a few articles specifically question the impact of XR’s activities as 

ineffectual, describing for instance an action that “threatens to fail, yet again” (Achternbosch 

& Heidtmann, 2022). Moreover, coverage about XR is very often incorporated in articles on 

joint activities or alliances in which XR took part and thus, does not receive as much individual 

attention.  

 

The findings generally show that both outlets cover the more radical groups more negatively. 

XR receives rather neutral coverage in the Bild, whereas neutrality is over 50% for all groups 

in the SZ. 
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4.2. Developments in the coverage of activist groups over time 

4.2.1. Developments in the coverage of FFF in Bild  

Table 3 

Bild – FFF 

 

FFF 

 

FFF_XR 

 

FFF_LG 

 

Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 6 42,86% 130 49,81% 53 36,81% 189 

Neutral 1 7,14% 95 36,40% 68 47,22% 164 

Negative 7 50,00% 36 13,79% 23 15,97% 66 

Totals 14 100,00% 261 100,00% 144 100,00% 419 

 

The findings from Table 3 shed light on the coverage of FFF by Bild, revealing several trends. 

With the emergence of XR within the specified time frame, the coverage transitions from 

predominantly negative to a more balanced combination of neutral and positive tones. A similar 

effect is observed when LG enters the scene where 36.4% of codes in all FFF-related articles 

during XR's presence and  47.22% of codes after LG's formation are categorized as neutral.  

On the other hand, it is important to note that during these two later time periods, the overall 

coverage of FFF tends to become more negative. The negative tone increases by approximately 

2 percentage points, accounting for about 16% of the total coverage, while correspondingly, 

positive codes experience a decline of 13 percentage points (cf. Table 3).  

 

The negative codes that could be identified as particularly relevant in the Bild’s coverage of 

FFF relate to activists being labeled as absentees (German: “Schwänzer”), radical, and know-

alls (cf. Appendix B, Figure 3). This perception, specifically the first and latter, can be 

understood considering composition of the movement, predominantly consisting of pupils and 

youngsters. With  statements such as “most young protesters deliberately misunderstand these 

‘Future Fridays’: as a license to skip school” (Buschkowsky, 2019), articles implied truancy on 

part of the protesters. Furthermore, discussions concerning whether it was a “failure of parents 
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if children dictate[d] their lifestyle” (Basan & Witt, 2019), highlight the perception of the 

protesters as know-it-alls.  

Positive reports, on the other hand, underscored the importance and the impact of the protests, 

as well as the future and environmental protection advocated by the activists (cf. Appendix B, 

Figure 1). For instance, comments such as “[c]hildren skip school to work for the climate […]. 

I'm glad they're doing it. If we, in our prosperous country, don't take action for the environment, 

who will?” (Würzbach & Grosse-bley) or the acknowledgement that their protest “create a 

green wave […, which] has not only taken hold of schoolchildren and young adults, but the 

topic of climate change and environmental protection is currently the most important issue for 

Germans” (Merholz, 2019) highlight the impact attributed to FFF by the Bild.  

 

4.2.2. Developments in the coverage of XR in Bild  

Table 4 

Bild – XR  

 

XR 

 

XR_LG 

 

Totals 

 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 13 15,85% 3 2,86% 16 

Neutral 43 52,44% 44 41,91% 87 

Negative 26 31,71% 58 55,24% 84 

Totals 82 100,00% 105 100,00% 187 

 

A similar effect to the impact of LG on FFF coverage, becomes apparent when examining the 

coding applied to articles related to XR. Following the formation of LG, Bild’s coverage of XR 

experienced a notable decrease in neutral tones and the proportion of positive code dropped 

from 15.85% of all coverage in the time in which XR emerged to 2.86% when LG was present 

(cf. Table 4). In contrast, negative coverage increased by 23.53 percentage points (cf. Table 4).  

Despite frequently classifying the activists of XR as “radical” or “rowdies”, the Bild recognizes 

that “co-founder Roger Hallam […] and peers have scientifically worked out what forms of 
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protest are most effective - nonviolent mass protests” (Böhm & Ginsburg, 2019) thus 

acknowledging the purpose of the protests as well as the scientific base and peacefulness, 

providing an explanation for high neutral proportions of the coding (cf. Appendix B, Figures 

5,6). However, quite a few reports attest XR a rather extremist attitude calling the activist 

“climate-rowdies” who find “Greta Thunberg far too benign” (“KLIMA-AKTIVISTEN 

WOLLEN BERLIN LAHMLEGEN,” 2019).  

The increase in negative tone can particularly be observed in codes such as “dangerous”, 

“chaots”, or “criminals” (cf. Appendix B, Figure 6).  

 

4.2.3. Developments in the coverage of FFF in SZ 

Table 5 

SZ – FFF  

 

FFF 

 

FFF_XR 

 

FFF_LG  Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 260 39,75% 651 40,69% 249 42,71% 1160 

Neutral 324 49,54% 822 51,38% 286 49,06% 1432 

Negative 70 10,70% 127 7,94% 48 8,23% 245 

Totals 654 100,00% 1600 100,00% 583 100,00% 2837 

 

In contrast to the coverage provided by the Bild, the SZ’s coverage experienced relatively minor 

changes. Furthermore, while the Bild’s coverage turned negative following the formation of 

LG, coverage for FFF in the SZ got continuously more positive and overall less negative after 

the emergence of the other groups. With a marginal transition positive coverage increased from 

39.75% to 40.69% and further to 42.71%, whereas negative coverage decreased from 10.7% to 

7.94% with the formation of XR, again experiencing a slight increase by 0.29% with the 

formation of LG (cf. Table 5). However, neutral coverage consistently accounted for 

approximately half of the coding in the SZ, with only a marginal increase of around two 

percentage points during the period when XR appeared. 
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Similarly to the coverage of the Bild, albeit in an even more pronounced manner, the 

characterization of the protesters as "absentees" accounted for 80% of the negative coding (cf. 

Appendix B, Figure 3). This observation highlights the main dispute in relation to FFF within 

both outlets between articles discussing whether „educational denial [is] the right remedy“ 

(Dahmer, 2019) and individuals taking a distinct positive stance, emphasizing „I can only 

express my fullest respect to the students when they demonstrate while others are worried about 

their economy-compatible education or even just 'worry' about the principle“ (Staub, 2019). 

  

4.2.4. Developments in the coverage of XR in the SZ 

Table 6 

SZ – XR  

 

XR 

 

XR_LG 

 

Totals 

 

Absolute Column

-relative 

Absolute Column

-relative 

Absolute 

Positive 117 33,33% 73 32,59% 190 

Neutral 192 54,70% 133 59,38% 325 

Negative 42 11,97% 18 8,04% 60 

Totals 351 100,00% 224 100,00% 575 

 

In terms of XR coverage, a decrease in both, positive and negative tone can be observed. This 

is accompanied by a modest increase in neutral coding following the emergence of LG (cf. 

Table 6). However, again, the rates do not differ significantly. While few SZ articles depict XR 

in a more negative light as the “‘militant sister’ of the Fridays for Future movement” 

(Herrmann, 2019), the majority of articles portray the protests as “peaceful”, which is also 

described as being their “prime directive” (Gilbert, 2019). Additionally, neutral terms such as 

“civil disobedience” or “activists” are used quite heavily in reports of their protests and 

activities (cf. Appendix B, Figure 5). Notably, this tendency becomes more pronounced with 

the presence of LG when XR is perceived more neutrally. 
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4.2.5. Assessment of the radical flank theory 

 

Employing the radical flank theory and the expectation of a positive RFE, it was expected that 

more radical groups affect perceptions of moderate factions of the climate movement positively, 

thus increasing support for the latter. This would be observable in a general directional shift 

from negative to positive coverage of the more moderate groups, FFF and XR, with the 

formation of a more radical group, i.e., XR and LG.  

 

In regard to this expectation, the Bild displays contradictory developments in the coverage of 

FFF. Considering the mere change of coverage towards more neutral and positive tones with 

the emergence of XR and a similar transition occurring with the formation of LG, a first analysis 

seems to establish the expected positive RFE. However, this is contradicted considering the 

coverage of FFF as a whole, in which an overall trend towards negativity becomes apparent, 

which would indicate a negative RFE (cf. Table 3). 

In essence, while the coverage of FFF increases in neutrality, it becomes more positive with the 

introduction of XR but gradually turns towards a more negative standpoint upon the 

establishment of LG. Consequently, there is insufficient evidence to support a definitive 

direction for the RFE. 

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge a significant limitation of this analysis concerned 

with the number of articles available. Due to the quick emergence of XR only three months 

after the formation of FFF, there were only three articles that could be analyzed within the first-

time frame, weakening a robust comparison of developments in this regard. 

 

In contrast to the conflicting findings regarding FFF, observations of developments in XR 

coverage by the Bild strongly indicate a negative RFE. Since coverage not only turned less 

positive and less neutral, but also distinctly more negative, a general negative trend is rather 

explicit. Viewed through the lens of the negative RFE, the increase of negative codes such as 

“chaots” or “criminals” can be attributed to the influence of LG, which prompted the Bild 

categorize them together with other perceived dangerous activists and thereby, solidifying 

perceptions of XR as extremist (Haines, 2013). These findings do, however, contradict the 

stated expectations of a positive RFE, that were stated based on outcomes of previous research. 

In summary, focusing solely on the development of XR, coverage in Bild reveals a distinct 

negative RFE, as it does not only become less positive but also experiences a substantial 

increase in negative connotations. A similar effect for FFF coverage is observed when 
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examining the time frames exclusively associated with XR, excluding three articles that cover 

FFF when it was the only group present. However, the effect for FFF is relatively insignificant, 

when considering absolute numbers of negative connotations (36 and 23 for emergence of XR 

and LG respectively). Furthermore, taking into account the total coverage of FFF, no persistent 

effect is evident. 

This last observation continues to hold for the developments of coverage in the SZ.  

Despite the marginal overall trend towards positivity in coverage of FFF, the differences 

observed are relatively minor and, considering the developments of neutral and negative 

coverage, also exhibit no noticeable pattern. Consequently, there is once again no clear 

discernible direction for any RFE. 

Similarly, the developments in XR coverage in the SZ do not exhibit a distinct RFE, considering 

an overall decline in normative, i.e., in positive and negative, coverage resulting in an increase 

in neutral reporting. 

Considering all results, a RFE can thus not be clearly confirmed for either direction.  

 

4.3. Differences in the coverage of activist groups between outlets 

Figure 10 
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Table 7 

Bild and SZ – all  

 

Bild all 

 

SZ all 

 

Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 226 24,70% 1512 36,76% 1738 

Neutral 368 40,22% 2190 53,25% 2558 

Negative 321 35,08% 411 9,99% 732 

Totals 915 100,00% 4113 100,00% 5028 

 

Considering the differences between the outlets, it was assumed that the Bild’s coverage of 

climate activists would be generally more negative than the SZ’s. Findings as presented in Table 

7 confirm this expectation. Overall, articles in the Bild showed more negative and less neutral 

reports of climate activists. Although there are differences between the coverage in neutrality 

and positivity between the two outlets of roughly 12 percentage points, the most striking 

difference is the disparity in negative coverage with Bild showing 25 percentage points more 

negative coverage (cf. Table 7). 

Although the overall coverage by Bild was more negative, Figure 10 presents clearly that the 

coverage of FFF was more positive in the Bild than in the SZ. The disparity between negative 

and positive coverage between the two outlets is most striking for the more radical groups.  

Therefore, the expectation that the Bild as a tabloid and more conservative outlet covers more 

radical groups more negatively can be confirmed. However, the assumption does not hold for 

climate activism itself, since coverage of FFF is more positive in the Bild than in the SZ.  

 

In more general terms, it can further be concluded that coverage in the SZ was more neutral and 

got continuously more neutral for more radical groups, enlarging the discrepancy of normative 

coverage of more radical groups between the two outlets. 

 

Additionally, it is worth to examine the distribution of articles across the different groupings. 

Albeit FFF received most coverage in both outlets, which is partly owed to the process of 

sampling (cf. FFF is represented in all three time frames), there is a notable difference in the 
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emphasis placed on this group. While approximately half of the Bild’s sample is constituted by 

FFF coverage (54%), the focus of the SZ is more pronounced with 623 out of a total of 742 

articles (84%) that was dedicated to FFF in the given time frames. Conversely, this means that 

coverage of the two more radical groups is more extensive in the Bild’s publications. The 

sample in the Bild consists to a third of articles about LG and to 13% of XR coverage. In 

contrast, coverage of XR (7%) and LG (9%) together make up less than a third of the SZ’s 

publication in the specified time periods.  

These findings suggest a more pronounced interest of the Bild in the more radical groups which 

could be explained by either a greater interest in the overarching movement or by the fact that 

as a tabloid outlet, the Bild has an interest in more provocative activities that are more 

controversial and may therefore be more interesting to describe. 

 

Despite general tendencies of normative or neutral reports, there were differences in tone and 

use of language between the outlets.  

For instance, the application of codes such as “Klima-Kleber” and “Chaots” is nearly exclusive 

to the Bild’s coverage of the groups, particularly in relation to LG or XR (cf. Appendix B, 

Figures 6, 9). Through headlines such as “[c]haots slash fingertips so police can't identify them; 

The bloody trick of Klima-Kleber” (Arndt, 2022), a rather disparaging tone is established in the 

portrayal of protests or activist descriptions. Furthermore, a significant portion of positive codes 

within the Bild’s coverage of LG, namely 14 out of 21 codes, are ascribed to parts in which 

activists are referred to as “climate protection activists” making the code “protection” 

applicable. While this does acknowledge the activism as being directed towards a reasonable 

goal, it does not necessarily indicate support for the group itself. 

In contrast to the Bild, the term “chaots” was never employed to characterize activists in the 

SZ’s coverage. The term “Klimakleber” appeared only once in an article discussing activists 

who glued themselves to a goalpost. Albeit the call to “stick to your roads” (Handel, 2022) is 

made in a condescending tone, there is still an overall support of LG’s actions discernible. The 

most frequently applied negative code in the SZ is related to the item “destructive” which was 

used, for instance, in reference to comments about the “cynicism behind the contra-productive 

actions” (Weinmann, 2022). Such comments often conveyed the opinion of readers believing 

that the actions of LG were more harmful than beneficial to the movement and its goals.  

 

On the other hand, the term “absentees” could be applied to both outlets with a high proportion 

in regard to FFF coverage, pointing towards a similar perception of protesters as schoolchildren 
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that want to skip school (cf. Appendix B, Figure 3). In the context of FFF, it can also be noted 

that both outlets highlighted the importance of the protests, particularly concerning the future 

that the protesters advocated for. This association is almost completely lost for XR and LG in 

the Bild and weakened for them in the SZ’s coverage (cf. Appendix B, Figures 1,4,7). 

 

Although these are profound differences, some opinions are similar regarding for instance the 

consequences following activities by LG. The SZ comments on a German verdict that allows 

blockades as long as they are not reprehensible, arguing that “at least the more blatant actions 

of ‘Letzte Generation’” could thus not be justified (Janisch, 2022). While the Bild expresses 

that the sentence of 25 working hours for three activists that participated in a blockade would 

be “a joke” (Th, 2022). 

 

However, all in all, there are several differences worth noting and further confirming the 

expectation that the differences between the outlets seem to be more significant than any RFEs. 

Moreover, general tendencies in tone as well as use of language show a more negative portrayal 

of radical activist groups in the Bild, compared to the SZ. On the other hand, there is a very 

pronounced focus on FFF in SZ’s coverage, which may be explained by a number of reasons, 

such as impact of mobilization or the choice of more conservative tactics by FFF. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion  

The aim of this thesis was to answer the question „How does German media coverage of climate 

activist groups differ between outlets and between groups over time?”, by employing the radical 

flank and media power theories and conducting a content analysis of 894 articles by Bild and 

SZ.  

Furthermore, sub questions guided the thesis exploring (a) difference in the tactics of the three 

chosen groups FFF, XR, and LG, (b) coverage of different flanks within the same movement in 

the lights of media as power and radical flank theory, and (c) representation of different activist 

groups within the German climate movement over time. In the following, explicit answers to 

the sub questions will therefore shortly be discussed before returning to a final response to the 

main research question. 

 

Findings concerning the first sub question, concerning different tactics, showed that FFF made 

mainly use of conservative tactics such as strikes and rallies, thereby mobilizing the highest 
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numbers of followers and support. In contrast, XR resorted to rather established activities of 

civil disobedience, such as blockades, with a strong emphasis on peaceful protests and 

attention-getting arrests. It thus differs from LG, displaying a variety of actions ranging from 

hunger strikes over blockades to throwing food at paintings.  

 

In the light of the second and third sub question considering the two theories and coverage over 

time, findings of this analysis further reasserted ambiguous results that were presented in 

previous research concerning RFEs. It could be argued that the Bild establishes a negative RFE, 

considering the distinct negative shift in the coverage about XR. Furthermore, when excluding 

the initial three articles in the development of FFF coverage, this negative trend is recurrent. 

Viewed from the perspective of radical flank theory, this trend may be caused due to the 

inability of Bild to distinguish the groups and thereby, portraying negative perceptions of LG 

on the whole movement. However, without such a selective exclusion only the one clear shift 

towards negativity in XR coverage shows evidence for a possible RFE.  

The SZ’s coverage reasserts the absence of a clear RFE. This is evident, since coverage about 

both, XR and FFF, do not show a distinct directional shift with the exception of a minor positive 

tendency in the FFF coverage. Furthermore, most results, except for changes of coverage about 

XR in the Bild, do not differ strongly, which again underscores the conclusion that there is no 

strong overarching RFE observable. 

 

Nevertheless, this thesis still produced valuable insights. By examining two different political 

stances in light of the radical flank theory, it got apparent that the Bild as conservative, tabloid 

paper showed more tendency towards a RFE than the SZ as a left-liberal quality paper. It could 

thus be interesting for future research to study whether RFEs may only or predominantly present 

and observable within particular political stances. Or if, for instance, conservative stances are 

more likely to predict negative RFE whereas left stances are more likely to predict positive 

stances or if such effects would depend on the topic that the studied movements advocate.  

On the other hand, the fact that only the Bild seemed to show a more distinct tendency for a 

RFE, might be due to its characterization of being a tabloid which is per se usually focused on 

sensationalized content. Thus, it does not pursue the aim of neutral reports but rather on exciting 

storytelling, which may have resulted in the reported more unambiguous positions as well as a 

heightened interest regarding the radical groups compared to the SZ, which had a pronounced 

interest in FFF. 
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Although the representation over time has already been examined through the radical flank 

theory, it is still important to note that coverage does change over time for individual groups. 

Although this might not necessarily be accounted for by a RFE, it still shows that activist groups 

are altogether not perceived the same over time. Although some coverage nearly stayed the 

same (cf. SZ on FFF), most transitioned in some way. This is especially interesting considering 

that particularly the groups which were analyzed over time, FFF and XR, neither changed their 

tactics nor their agenda, showing that transitions of perceptions must be rooted in societal or 

other contextual changes.  

 

A precise answer to the main research questions thus entails that (a) differences between outlets 

are apparent in a more negative coverage of radical groups by the Bild in comparison to 

continuously more neutral reports in the SZ. Furthermore, it can be concluded that (b) there is 

no distinct directional development of coverage observable, except for a minor negative 

tendency in the Bild’s reports. All in all, this further means that the expectation that differences 

between outlets may be more significant than any RFEs can be confirmed.  

 

Additionally, limitations to this thesis should be carefully included in the consideration of the 

results.  

On one hand, there are methodological downsides to a qualitative content analysis that could 

only be set in bounds to a certain extent. Due to the limitation of having only one researcher 

responsible for reading and coding the articles, the coding process may not have been entirely 

objective, potentially reducing the reliability of the findings. While a subset of articles 

underwent an intracoder reliability test, yielding highly similar results, time constraints 

prevented the implementation of a comprehensive reliability test. 

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge two factors that contribute to another 

methodological limitation related to the sample size of articles from the Bild. First, the relatively 

short time interval between the formation of FFF and the emergence of XR resulted in a very 

brief period of only four months for data collection. Second, given time constraints restricted 

the overall number of articles that could be included in the study, resulting in a selection of 

specific time frames for the analysis, thus reducing the sample size. Thus, the lack of an 

observed RFE could be owed to the narrowed sample which could consequently mean that a 

larger sample size may be able to provide more robust results. 
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Moreover, despite not exhibiting any RFE itself, the SZ refers to the possibility of a negative 

RFE through LG. It reports that “63 percent [express] that their opinion about the climate 

protection movement has ‘clearly deteriorated’ since the latest activities” of LG (Gutsmiedl & 

Laskus, 2022), aligning with findings in the Bild. This suggests that survey methodologies 

could be a valuable alternative approach to uncover more distinct results regarding a potential 

RFE. Conducting surveys over time, investigating perceptions of individual activist groups as 

well as the movement as a whole, poses thus a relevant option for future research. Directly 

consulting opinions from respondents may offer a more definitive indication of potential RFEs. 

 

Next to methodology, it is further important to acknowledge other limitations to this study.  

First, the majority of research on RFEs has been focused on the global North, which is also 

reflected in the scope of this thesis. By concentrating on Germany, this thesis investigates a 

country that has been studied rather extensively in most existing research. Therefore, future 

research should aim to include a broader range of countries to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the role of media and the effects of radical flanks within a movement. 

 

Second and finally, it is important to acknowledge that the results presented in the analysis are 

most like influenced by various contextual factors that go beyond the emergence of other 

activist groups. For instance, a noteworthy factor may have been the Covid-19 pandemic, which 

most certainly has had an impact on activism in general and may have affected the dynamics of 

mass protests in particular.  Furthermore, the urgency and visibility of the climate crisis may 

have been overshadowed by the pandemic during the studied periods, potentially influencing 

media coverage and public perceptions of climate activism. Including these factors in future 

research could thus yield interesting and significant insights. 

 

Nonetheless, this thesis shows scientific and societal relevance in several aspects. 

First of all, the analysis provided scientific relevant evidence establishing rather distinct 

differences in coverage of various groups as well as between two different outlets. It sheds light 

on the notion that a conservative stance predicts a rather resistant attitude towards more radical 

(climate) activism, which is amplified by very radical groups, as seen for developments of LG 

coverage in the Bild. Regarding RFE, the thesis adds to the existing body of knowledge by 

reproducing contradictory evidence in regard to directions of RFE that may be possible. Since 

the only distinct RFE visible is in the Bild, it can be proposed that either different activism 

might provoke different RFEs within different political stances or that tabloid papers and 
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individuals that use tabloid papers as source of information may generally more prone to display 

a RFE. Finally, it could be that RFEs are not directly perceptible within news media.  

 

Moreover, the substantial number of articles dedicated to the activist groups, particularly FFF 

in both media outlets, and the notable coverage of LG in the Bild, indicate a significant level of 

interest in these movements. This is underscored by the importance that articles attributed to 

the activists, highlighting the societal importance placed on the climate crisis as well as the role 

that climate activism holds within the public discourse.  

 

This finding is particularly relevant for policy makers, as these results make not only a 

continuous interest in the climate movement evident but further reveal a positive reception of 

the original goals of the movement, despite changing perceptions of the individual activist 

groups. Additionally, the recognition given to FFF for its role in elevating the climate crisis as 

a prominent issue highlights the importance of policy makers taking activists and their demands 

seriously. Viewed from a public governance perspective, these findings thus indicate the 

importance of including activists in debates on directions and intensity of climate policies.  

However, the relevance of the findings is not only limited to the recognition and inclusion of 

climate movements in public governance but is further shown in implications for the climate 

movement itself. Considering the different perceptions of radical groups in the Bild and the SZ, 

it can be crucial for more moderate groups within the climate movement to carefully assess 

their positioning towards radical factions. This thesis’ findings can help to make strategic 

decisions regarding whether to show solidarity or express criticism based on the negative 

portrayal of radical groups in the Bild and the neutral but lower coverage in the SZ. 

Furthermore, since media coverage changes over time, despite minimal changes in tactics or 

agenda, it is important for groups to consistently take public perception into account and 

repeatedly identify tactics that can achieve public support. It might also be worth noting that if 

a group’s primary objective is focused on receiving attention and coverage, the Bild can 

particularly serve as a medium of dissemination for radical groups, although this may be 

accompanied by negative coverage. 

Moreover, the findings can further be relevant for other societal groups. For instance, groups 

seeking media coverage for their activities and agendas can use presented results to identify 

which newspapers are more likely to be supportive of their cause and employed tactics.  
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Finally, the analysis contributes with indications for future research regarding radical flank 

theory. It not only adds by questioning whether it could ever generally be stated that there is 

one directional RFE for all movements, but further contributes with suggestions for 

improvements in radical flank research, such as the implementation of surveys, inclusion of 

other countries or contextual factors particularly for the cases studied in this thesis as well as 

differences of political stances for RFE. 
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Appendix 

A. Tables 

Table 8 

Bild – all groups  

 

FFF 

 

XR 

 

LG  Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 189 45,11% 16 8,56% 21 6,80% 226 

Neutral 164 39,14% 87 46,52% 117 37,86% 368 

Negative 66 15,75% 84 44,92% 171 55,34% 321 

Totals 419 100,00% 187 100,00% 309 100,00% 915 

 

Table 9 

SZ – all groups 

 
FFF 

 
XR 

 
LG 

 Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 1160 40,89% 190 33,04% 162 23,11% 1512 

Neutral 1432 50,48% 325 56,52% 433 61,77% 2190 

Negative 245 8,64% 60 10,44% 106 15,12% 411 

Totals 2837 100,00% 575 100,00% 701 100,00% 4113 

 

Table 10 

Bild – FFF 

 
FFF 

 
FFF_XR 

 
FFF_LG 

 
Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column

relative 

Absolute Columnre

lative 

Absolute 

Positive 6 42,86% 130 49,81% 53 36,81% 189 

Neutral 1 7,14% 95 36,40% 68 47,22% 164 

Negative 7 50,00% 36 13,79% 23 15,97% 66 

Totals 14 100,00% 261 100,00% 144 100,00% 419 
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Table 11 

Bild – XR  

 
XR 

 
XR_LG 

 
Totals 

 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 13 15,85% 3 2,86% 16 

Neutral 43 52,44% 44 41,91% 87 

Negative 26 31,71% 58 55,24% 84 

Totals 82 100,00% 105 100,00% 187 

 

Table 12 

SZ – FFF  

 

FFF 

 

FFF_XR 

 

FFF_LG 
 Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 260 39,75% 651 40,69% 249 42,71% 1160 

Neutral 324 49,54% 822 51,38% 286 49,06% 1432 

Negative 70 10,70% 127 7,94% 48 8,23% 245 

Totals 654 100,00% 1600 100,00% 583 100,00% 2837 

 

Table 13 

SZ – XR  

 
XR 

 
XR_LG 

 
Totals 

 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute Column-

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 117 33,33% 73 32,59% 190 

Neutral 192 54,70% 133 59,38% 325 

Negative 42 11,97% 18 8,04% 60 

Totals 351 100,00% 224 100,00% 575 
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Table 14 

Bild and SZ – all  

 
Bild_all 

 
SZ_all 

 
Totals 

 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute Column 

relative 

Absolute 

Positive 226 24,70% 1512 36,76% 1738 

Neutral 368 40,22% 2190 53,25% 2558 

Negative 321 35,08% 411 9,99% 732 

Totals 915 100,00% 4113 100,00% 5028 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 5 

 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 

 

Figure 8 

 

0 0,1 0,2 0,3 0,4 0,5 0,6 0,7

anxiety

consistent

future

impactful

important

Inspiration

peaceful

protection

reasonable

serious

visibility

co
d

es

Positive codes applied to LG coverage

SZ_LG Bild_LG

0 0,1 0,2 0,3 0,4 0,5 0,6

activists

activities

civil disobedience

protests

co
d

es

Neutral codes applied to LG coverage

SZ_LG Bild_LG



Bachelor Thesis – Emily Hug – s2809079 

42 
 

Figure 9 

 

Figure 10 
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