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Abstract

Considering the massive environmental problems occurring in Malaysia, the media and
the ENGOs are said to play pivotal roles in delivering environmental information to the
mass society in order to increase their awareness, knowledge and practices towards the
environment and sustainability. This study sought to shed the light on the type of roles
can be played by the Malaysian media and the ENGOs in environmental sustainability
communication. For the purpose of this study, 24 interviewees encompassing 13 media
interviewees from two media organizations, namely Utusan Malaysia and The Star, as
well as 11 ENGOs interviewees from two ENGOs organizations, WWF and MNS. The
result of this study indicated that although both media and ENGOs seem to have different
organizational backgrounds, particularly the media is a profitable organization whilst
ENGOs are more non-profit oriented, when it comes to environmental communication,
most of them agreed that they share quite similar roles particularly in informing and
educating the public about environmental issues and in conducting research on
environment and sustainability matters.
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Introduction

Nowadays, there are substantial amount of environmental problems such as land-
slide, haze, floods and others that continuously happened especially in developing countries
such as Malaysia. For instance, water pollution has been said as one of the most serious
environmental problem in Malaysia due to urbanization, human activities and natural
causes (Afroz et al., 2014). Therefore, it is vital for social actors such as the media and
the environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) to take part in environ-
mental sustainability communication, particularly in communicating environmental
messages to the mass public. Environmental communication, it is hoped to increase the
public awareness about environmental issues and to influence more environmental
friendly and savvy attitudes (Willoughby & Smith, 2016). Most importantly, communic-
ating environmental information such as potential hazards or the environmental incident
can minimize the risk of other environmental disasters (Sobnosky, 2001).
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Needless to say, although the environmental communicationís development in the
West has started in very early in the 1960s, especially through Rachel Carsonís phenom-
enal book called ëSilent Springí and Michael Harringtonís spectacular book named
ëThe Other Americaí that fruitfully raised public awareness and debate on environment
(Dreier, 2012) yet the environmental communication is quite a new field in Malaysia
(Adnan & Kamaliah, 2001). This might be due to the fact that environmental topics are
less favorable by the nation compared to other topics such as politics and economy.
Looking at the Malaysian media organization for example, until these days, there are
no local media that has its own dedicated environmental desk that specifically focused
on environmental news reporting (Nik Norma, 2007). Sadly, environmental news is
usually placed together with other types of news, specifically under science and technology
news desk. This is in contrast with Malaysian ENGOs such as the World Wide Fund for
Nature (WWF) Malaysia, Sahabat Alam Malaysia (SAM), Malaysian Nature Society
(MNS) and others that have given more attention on environmental issues compared to
the media due to the fact that their organizations fully championed environment as the
main issues of the organization while the media that need to focus on the variety of
issues besides the environment.

Additionally, at this moment, there are very limited past Malaysian studies that
covered on the topic of environmental sustainability communication particularly on
the debate between the roles of media and ENGOs in environmental sustainability com-
munication. It is even safe to say that there are no past studies that have compared the
roles of both social actors in environmental sustainability communication within the
Malaysian sphere. One of the related recent study that can be found on this topic is
from Nur Nasliza & Jamilah (2013) that studied how the mass media provides a great
medium for the ENGOs in disseminating environmental and sustainability information
and their communication relationship to each other. This study, therefore, sought to fill
this essential gap by providing the current update regarding the roles of Malaysian
media and ENGOs in environmental sustainability communication. There are two main
questions that need to be answered in this study, first, what kind of roles played by the
Malaysian media and ENGOs in environmental communication? And, second, does
the Malaysian media and ENGOs that have different background of organizations
(media for profit and ENGOs as non-profit) have different or similar roles in environ-
mental sustainability communication? Next, the explanation of environmental com-
munication will be provided.

What is Evironmental Communication?

As one might expect, environmental communication is a term that combined the
words ëenvironmentí or ëenvironmentalí and ëcommunicationí. Based on its definition,
environment can be generally understood as the elements surrounding the human life,
including soil, flora, fauna, air and so on. According to Morelli (2011), the word ëenviron-
mentalí is often linked with the act of human beings towards the environment. In contrast,
the word communication is defined as the process of exchanging and transmitting the
information between one to another (Lunenbrug, 2010). Together, it is reasonable to
define the environmental communication as the process of delivering information about
environmental problems, for example, from the media to the public (Hansen, 2011).
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To be more specific, Cox (2013a) defined environmental communication as a form
of symbolic action encompassing two types of functions, namely pragmatic and constit-
ution function. The pragmatic function of environmental communication means that it
can help to educate and persuade the recipients of environmental information to solve
the environmental problems while the constitution function of environmental communic-
ation is more to constitute the power of environmental communication and represent
the environmental problems for the recipientsí understanding and awareness. Interest-
ingly, both functions of environmental communication explained by Cox emphasized
the power of language and picture in communicating environmental matters to the
public. Cox (2006b) provided a great example of how ENGOs such as The Sierra Club
used the headlines like ìNow only you can save the Grand Canyon from being flooded...
for profitî along with certain controversial pictures in their environmental campaigns
to influence policy makers and the public about the impact of dam development. Next,
the link between the sustainability and environmental communication will be explained.

Sustainability and Environmental Communication

Within the debate in the broad spectrum of environmental communication, many
of us are still having trouble distinguishing between environmental and sustainability
communication concept. Obviously, there are two different concepts, that are related
to each other. Unlike the environmental communication that only focused on communic-
ating the environmental issues, sustainability communication is associated with the concept
of communicating sustainability messages (Newig et al., 2013; SalÓte, 2015; SalÓte,
Drelinga, Iliko, ZariÚa, & OÔehnoviËa, 2016), including issues on the environment,
social justice and economy to the society (Villarino, & Font, 2015; Mohamad Saifudin, &
Nik Norma, 2017; Iliko, 2007). This is similar to the confusion between the concept of
environmental and sustainability education. Unlike environmental education that only
focused on environmental education, sutainability education or also known as ëeducation
for generationí (Aydin, 2016, p.101) taught on sustainability issues including the environ-
ment so that the students for example, are not only having a knowledge on sustainability,
but more importantly having a sustainable lifestyle (Bell, 2016; SalÓte, Drelinga, Iliko,
ZariÚa, & OÔehnoviËa, 2016).

As a whole, it is still intriguing to note that although these two types of communic-
ation have different issues to focus on, yet they actually have an almost similar goal
which is to enhance societyís awareness on issues on the environment. Most importantly,
it is still interesting to note that some issues such as climate change and global warming
are hard to distinguish whether it is the environment and sustainability issues, as sustain-
ability itself also contained environmental element. Thus, the term environmental sustain-
ability will be used for this study. Next, the description of the methodology of this
study will be explained.

Methodology

For the purpose of this study, in-depth interviews were conducted with 24 inter-
viewees from two selected mainstream media organizations and two ENGOs organiz-
ations in Malaysia. Out of the 24 interviewees, 13 of them were journalists and editors
from Utusan Malaysia and The Star while 11 of them were ENGOs staffs from WWF
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and MNS. The reason for choosing the media interviewees from Utusan Malaysia and
The Star due to the fact that these two newspapers have high daily publication circulation,
where The Star has a circulation of 288,916 copies; Utusan Malaysia has a circulation
of 178,211 copies per day (July to December, 2012) (Audit Bureau of Circulation Malaysia,
2012). Furthermore, both of these newspaper media organizations present the national
language of Malaysia, Malay (Utusan Malaysia) and the second language of Malaysia,
English (The Star). Similarly, the ENGOs interviewees were selected from WWF and
MNS are due to the fact that both ENGOs organizations have been recognized as two
most active ENGOs organizations in Malaysia in three main areas namely as research,
education and conservation efforts beside of SAM (Rusli, & Sheikh, 2005).

By using purposive sampling, only the media and ENGOs interviewees that have
the experience in dealing with environmental communication such in writing environ-
mental articles were selected for this study. The criteria for the interviewees was refined
after the pilot interview which was conducted with two media and two ENGOs inter-
viewees where it was found that is necessary to only interview the media and ENGOs
interviewees that have had at least a year of working experience as they are more
informative regarding environmental topics compared to the new staff. It is worth noting
that besides purposive sampling, snowballing sampling method was also adopted where
some of interviewees in this study were also recommended by their colleagues.

For the interview data analysis, qualitative data management software namely the
Maxqda software was used in this study to analyze all the transcripts. All of the interview
data were them analyzed and organized using Braun & Clarkeís (2006) thematic analysis to
find a theme and sub-theme related to the roles of Malaysian media and ENGOs in envir-
onmental sustainability communication. Next, the findings of this study will be presented.

Research Findings

Firstly, the findings regarding the demographic profile of the interviewees of this
study were explained. As shown in Table 1 below, 24 interviewees from four different
organizations, encompassing two media organizations and two ENGOs organization
participated in this study. All the interviewees were labeled using identification codes
such EJ1, EN1 and so on for anonymity. Out of 24 interviewees, six of them were from
The Star, seven from Utusan Malaysia, six from WWF and another five from MNS. It
is safe to conclude that there are an equivalent number of interviewees who used English
or Malay language during the interview. The intervieweesí language preference was
made by them in accordance with the language that they are comfortable with.

Additionally, it is worth to highlight that a majority of interviewees in this study
are female (17 out of 24 interviewees) and at that time, a majority of them only have 1ñ5
years of working experiences (14 out of 24 interviewees). This could due the fact there
are smaller numbers of media journalists and ENGOs managers that have acquired
more work experiences, compared to the journalists and ENGOs officers. Interestingly,
21 from 24 interviewees of this study have acquired at least a bachelor degree and only
one from Utusan Malaysia does not have a university degree. As expected, most of media
interviewees graduated with degrees in communication and journalism background,
while those from ENGOs came from various of backgrounds including science, environ-
ment, sustainability and other fields such as business and education. Next, the result of
interview regarding the roles of Malaysian media and ENGOs in environmental sustain-
ability communication will be displayed.
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Table 1
Profile of Interviewees

The Star (N) Utusan Malaysia (N) WWF (N) MNS (N)

Number of interviewees 6 7 6 5
Identification codes (EJ1-EJ6) (EJ7-EJ13) (EN1-EN6) (EN7-EN11)

Language

   Malay ñ 7 ñ 3

   English 6 ñ 6 2

Gender

   Male 2 4 ñ 1

   Female 4 3 6 4

Working experience

   1ñ5 years 4 2 3 5

   6ñ10 years 1 ñ 3 ñ

   11ñ15 years ñ 3 ñ ñ

   16 years and above 1 2 ñ ñ

Education level

   High school ñ 1 ñ ñ

   Bachelor degree 6 6 5 4

   Masters degree ñ ñ 1 1

Background of study

   Communication and journalism 4 3 1 ñ

   Environment ñ 3 ñ 2

   Science 1 ñ ñ 1

   Sustainability ñ ñ ñ 1

Other 1 1 5 1

Roles of Malaysian Media and ENGOs
in Environmental Sustainability Communication

In brief, the result of the interview indicated there are four major roles of Malaysian
media and ENGOs in environmental sustainability communication, these roles are,
(a) Reporting the environmental matters to the public (only for the media), (b) Con-
ducting a research, (c) Informing, and (d) Educating about environment (for both media
and ENGOs), as described below.

Reporting Environmental Matters

In general, the main role of the media particularly the journalist is to report environ-
mental matters that happened in the country. Based on the interview, more than half of
interviewees from the media (9 out of 13 interviewees) suggested that media plays a
significant role in highlighting and reporting environmental issues like pollution, defore-
station and destructions of hills (ID EJ1). Most importantly, through the mediaís environ-
mental reporting, the mainstream public will be able to access the governmentís official
environmental information (ID EJ2). Furthermore, through environmental reporting,
the media actually serves immense roles in documenting certain pivotal environmental
issues for future references as emphasized by one of the interviewees:



95Media and Environmental Non-Governmental Organizations (ENGOs) Roles..

I think I see the role of media is coordinating and crafting, and documenting
pieces of history. It is not just about entertainment but it is about like about
educating and documenting. There is another thing that other than education
and awareness, is documenting stuffs. For example like with the monkey Malaria,
maybe not everyone read it, but it is really interesting thing that happened in
Malaysia which someone or news source should document (ID EJ6).

Research Findings

Majority of media and ENGOs interviewees expressed that conducting research
on environmental issues is pivotal and is part of their essential duties in environmental
sustainability communication. For the media, undertaking research is considered as one
of their communal responsibilities (ID EJ2, EJ4, EJ5, EJ9, EJ10, EJ11), particularly in
digging out and obtaining environmental information (ID EJ2). For investigators, there
are countless numbers of ways to obtain environmental information as clarified by one
of interviewees from The Star:

So, I guess that is kind of like first hand researching and we all have to do, of
course, researching through Internet, through books, meeting and interviewing
experts (ID EJ3).

For the ENGOs who work under the label of scientific-based organization, con-
ducting research and data collection are some of their top priorities (ID EN1, EN2,
EN4, EN5). Most of their research is in line with their championed issues (ID EN1,
EN2, EN8), like issues on wildlife conservation as focused by WWF and preserving
Malaysiaís natural heritage, which is the focus of MNS. Nevertheless, by conducting
researches, both ENGOs realized their prominent roles as stakeholders in undertaking
conservation work. One of interviewees from WWF confirmed:

So, I think we are one important stakeholders conservation, Malaysia. We
work towards providing solutions to the most pressing environmental issues
and our priority is always our conservation projects (ID EN4).

Interestingly, as scientific-based organizations, both ENGOs have their own specific
research teams that usually consist of research scientists (ID EN2), field and marine
biologists (ID EN2) and conservation teams (ID EN7) who work and focus on conducting
research on environment in the field. On the other hand, it is worth to note that one of
the vital elements in delivering environmental information to the audience is the accuracy
of the facts. In this regard, it is crucial for the ENGOs and the media to ensure every
part of the environmental information is accurate to avoid the risk of misinformation.
Thus, the ENGOs and media need to go down to the field and verify the obtained inform-
ation with its (news) sources or through their own observation, before they can inform
the public. One of the ENGOs clearly confirmed that:

I think they will look through into issues like, it sometimes it might not be
something that is, we will find out whether it is true or not. The fact must be
true. We cannot simply, they write something that is not true (ID EN8).
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Informing Environmental Messages

In brief, 8 out of the 11 of ENGOs interviewees and 5 out of 13 media interviewees
mentioned the importance of informing the public about the environmental messages.
Most of media interviewees described the importance of news article as the main medium
to update environmental matters or events that occur locally or internationally.

To inform them on where these issues are happening and how it affects them
(ID EJ3).

In contrast, ENGOs usually utilized their own magazines, newsletters and press
releases to share environmental information with the public.

It is better to have a publication like magazine because through it we can
share the information (ID EN11).

Educating the Public About the Environment

Despite informing or advocating environmental messages to the public, the Malaysian
ENGOs and media are also speaking about their significant roles in educating the public
about environmental issues. The majority of ENGOs (10 out of 11) and media (11 out
of 13) interviewees shared similar views that their roles in environmental communication
are not only to communicate green messages but also to provide environmental education.
One of the ENGOs interviewee stated that:

So, I think NGOs play a very important role, by firstly educating the public.
I think, I cannot comment on other NGOs, but from WWFís point of view,
we have got the four pillars of our brand, it is we have got to be knowledgeable,
optimistic, determine, and engaging (ID EN4).

The majority of the ENGOs and media interviewees contended that educating the
public about environmental issues is aimed at raising environmental awareness on the
importance of environmental protection and preservation among the Malaysian society, as
stated by one of the media interviewees, who is the assistant editor from Utusan Malaysia:

I think one of the roles of media in communication is to arouse awareness
among public through their write up (ID EJ11).

Another crucial element in environmental education is to deliver knowledge to the
Malaysian society so that they will be able to understand and be aware of environmental
issues that occur around them. From the result of the analysis, nearly half (6 out of 13)
of the media interviewees spoke about the importance of delivering knowledge on the
impacts of human activities towards Mother Nature. Meanwhile, only 2 out of 11
ENGOs interviewees discussed the same idea. According to one of the media interviewees:

What happens to the environment and what is happen to you if its caught. So
we want to tell them that yes you can get in trouble, firstly with the authorities
and then second you know, you are contributing to the haze that is going on
around you (ID EJ3).

On the other hand, majority of ENGOs (5 out of 11) agreed on the significance of
educating the public that it is important to protect the environment, as it is part of our
livelihood. One of the examples is as follow:
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Because a lot of time it been keep saying the same thing and we say, ësave the
forest, save the forest, save the forestí, they are not going to, most people not
going to understand, why should I save the forest? I am happy staying in my
house, there is air conditioner... So they will not understand what is the link
between me and the forest (ID EN3).

Additionally, the final aim of educating the society about environment is to encourage
environmentally positive practices as a mean of environmental protection as explained
by one of the media interviewees:

Tell them how they can play their role, how the public can play their role
ensuring that they also contribute to the, to environmental cleanliness (ID EJ4).

Discussion

In brief, based on the explanations of the ENGOs and media interviewees, it is
legitimate to also conclude that both social actors have shared quite similar roles in
environmental sustainability communication, including the roles as an environmental
researcher, informer and educator. It is illustrated that the difference in the business
orientations of the media and ENGOs does not have a strong influence on the roles of
media and ENGOs in environmental sustainability communication as both of them are
focused to inform and educate the public on the environment. However, it is vital to
note that only the media interviewees spoke about the roles in reporting environmental
information, particularly environmental events. It is a plausible fact that the word ëreportingí
and ëreporterí themselves have a strong connotations and are almost inseparable from
the media. In other words, it is the mediaís general duty to report on any environmental
issues that occur locally or internationally via several mediums like news article, feature,
investigative reporting and so on, and obviously the ENGOs do not have to do any
environmental news reporting. The environmental information reported by the media
can influence publicís knowledge and attitude towards environment (Keinonen et al.,
2014).

Furthermore, it is also vital to note that both the Malaysian ENGOs and media in
this study agreed that they have played a pivotal role in conducting field researches or
investigation in order to ensure the accuracy of environmental information before writing
the environmental stories and most importantly, to get an actual experience on the issue
so that they can communicate it better to the public. Strikingly, the ëaccuracyí, ëtruthí,
ëobjectivityí, ëhonestyí and ëimportanceí of information are always their top priority as
they are part of journalism ethics that are embedded in professional codes for the media
(Hafez, 2002; Motlagh et. al, 2013). Thus, it is glaringly imperative for the journalists
to verify the accuracy of the information that they received from the sources by experiencing
it first hand to avoid the risk of misinformation. Past researchers, like Aram (2012) also
emphasized the importance of site researches for environmental journalists. According
to Aram, the environmental journalists are required to visit the site and accomplish a
comprehensive research in order to get a grasp on complex environmental issues, listen
to, people who were affected there and after that, report the stories in newspapers.

Contrary to the media, ENGOs working under so-called scientific organization,
constantly put researches and conservations as their top priority. Both WWF and MNS
have specific research teams who are responsible in conducting researches and conserv-
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ations in the field and most importantly, the research output will be shared as a report
to the public via their newsletters, magazines, press releases and etcetera. It is safe to
say that the WWF and MNS have conducted various researches and conversation projects.
On top of that, WWF, for example, has conducted a Malayan tiger conservation project,
where a research team actively monitors the land-use changes in tiger habitats in Malaysia.
Previous researches like Rusli & Lee (1999) also noted that WWF and MNS were two
scientific organizations that were profoundly reliant on scientific data and research
while Irini & Norazlina (2012) noted that MNS as the oldest ENGOs in Malaysia have
conducted massively successful conservation projects like halting the quarry at Batu
Caves in 1980. In essence, such efforts are also observed in other developing Asian
countries, where ENGOs have shown their active role in doing research and conservation.
In Indonesia for instance, a Yogyakarta based NGO, APURA has been conducting a
research on deforestation in the Wonosobo district, Central Java Province and shared
the result with the local public and government agencies (Okamoto, 2001).

Apart from the roles in conducting research, it is discernible that the analysis of
this study also unearthed that the ENGOs and media interviewees play significant roles,
not only in informing the public, but also educating the society about environmental
issues. Informing, as described by both media and ENGOs interviewees refers to the
attempt to spread environmental messages to the ill-informed public. In the meantime,
environmental education is more intensive, as it involves teaching the public about the
environment function and how humans can manage the environment in sustainable
ways (Chen, 2012). Consistent with the views of the media and ENGOs interviewees in
this study, Aram (2012) explained that the fundamental goals of environmental education
are to raise environmental awareness, deliver environmental knowledge and most import-
antly, instill an eco-centric attitude so that the society can be more environmentally
sensitive. Wthout doubt, education is one of the vital tools in addressing the sustainability
crisis (Raus, 2016). At the end of environmental education, the society is expected to
change their behaviors (Hungerford & Volk, 1990), and take their owns action in protecting
the Mother Nature from any kinds of destruction, and live in sustainable ways.

The majority of media and ENGOs interviewees from this study greatly underscored
the importance of educating the Malaysian society on these two key aspects, first, the
knowledge on the negative impact of human actions towards the environment and the
knowledge on the interconnection of environment towards their daily lives. For example,
the society should be educated on the link between the increasing risks of certain diseases
like Malaria to humans with ecological alterations like deforestation, so that they know
humans are the cause and for them realize the importance of environment in their lives
(Vittor et al., 2006). Without this knowledge and realization on the importance of envir-
onment to their everyday lives, the public would not care and they would not take any
action (Singh, & Serina, 2012). Next, the conclusion of this study will be provided.

Conclusion

By all accounts, it is safe to conclude that both Malaysian media and ENGOs have
played significant roles in environmental sustainability communication. The finding of
this study also discovered a new finding that the roles of Malaysian media and ENGOs
in environmental sustainability communication are not limited to the cliché roles of just
communicating or delivering environmental messages to the masses, but also includes
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other pivotal roles such as conducting field research and educating the public about the
environment. Therefore, it will be great for the researchers in this area of study to under-
stand that the scope of environmental sustainability communication should not too
narrow and limited to only to communicating environmental messages. They also need
to be linked with other crucial aspects such as environmental education and research
and development. Besides that, this study shows that the environmental sustainability
communication field, especially among the social actors likes the media and ENGOs
have a great potential to be further studied and given more attention by the nation. In
other words, it is the time for Malaysia to give serious attention to this area such as
offering more courses in environmental communication in Malaysian university, as
currently, only School of Communication in University Sains Malaysia offers Science
and Environmental Journalism course for Master students. It also would be great if the
Malaysian media organizations can provide environmental news reporting similar airtime
as politic and economic news reporting to help improve the publicís environmental
awareness and knowledge. As a whole, I would recommend future researchers to study
the roles of other stakeholders such as scientists, the government, institution of higher
learning in environmental sustainability communication and compare their findings
with the result of this study.
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