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Scholars in the field of science and technology studies have increasingly focused on the role of the media in communicating science and its performance in the public sphere. However, the factors that affect what and, notably, when issues, frames, and sources are presented have not been systematically examined. This dissertation provides insight to this subject by examining the relationship between activism, scientific and policy activities and develops an interactive model to asses how competition and the socio-political context affect participation in the public discourse of genetically engineered (GE) foods. I analyze how participants mobilizing in the GE issue domain attempt to access the mainstream media. The interactive model developed here examines how media field characteristics and the socio-political context affect the opportunities various stakeholders, specifically environmental organizations, have to advance their claims.

The research design uses data from content analysis of 406 news articles from The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Guardian and The Independent during 1998-2003. The comparative framework highlights the influence of different media fields on framing and source selection during specific critical discourse moments.  

This dissertation provides a comprehensive account of the opportunities available to activists to increase saliency of their issue. The ability of environmental organizations to utilize media opportunities varies by journalistic practices and the number of competitors an environmental organization faces at a given moment. For example, discourse moments generated by policy and scientific events created the largest media opening, but competition during these events pushed the environmental organizations, particularly Greenpeace, towards the margins of the debate. 

This dissertation moves beyond describing how GE foods are portrayed in the media and recognizes the roles that socio-political environments play in determining whose voices are heard in the GE issue domain. The interactive approach used here confirms that science communication is not a one-way process; it is a complex transaction among stakeholders, the media field, and the socio-political environment. 

