Overrepresentation of Male Expert Citations in Most Shared Climate Change News Stories
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Extended Abstract
Climate change has been a globally researched topic, but there is limited understanding regarding the types of evidence used to substantiate such stories. This research expands on prior studies of climate change in the Lithuanian context, addressing topics, and local and global components (Rabitz et al., 2021). Specifically, this study delves into the most popular, defined as stories that contain references to climate change most frequently shared via Facebook by the readers. By focusing on citation of experts on the national broadcaster LRT.lt, we conceptualized citing experts as a form of ethos, i.e., as a rhetorical proof, where their credibility is employed in discussing climate change.
Our expectation was that readers will share stories that have expertise and that the cited experts will be equally represented, given that Lithuania ranks third in Europe with 51% women in science, as reported by UNESCO (UNESCO, 2019). Therefore, our research questions are as follows: RQ1. What proportion of most popular climate change stories includes expert citations? RQ2: What is the gender composition of the cited experts? RQ3: What is the institutional composition of the cited experts? RQ4: On what types of stories do experts of different genders comment? Additionally, we examine the reception of stories with experts: RQ5: How is the reception of stories with experts perceived? RQ6: How is the reception of stories with different gender experts perceived?
We conducted an analysis of the 240 most popular news stories by the users on LRT.lt, the national broadcaster, with the mission to represent the public interests out of the total of 4683 archival stories on the climate change topic by November 2023. Variables, including news story category (as defined by the news portal), mentions of experts, gender identification of experts (based on names), institution references (academic, non-academic, not mentioned), and Facebook shares as an audience appreciation metric, were either extracted from the news portal or manually coded. Among our corpus of 240 stories, only 62 mentioned experts. Of these, 21 stories featured female experts, 39 male experts, 1 included mixed-gender multiple experts, and 1 had no specified gender. Nine experts were cited more than twice, with only two of them being women. Academic institutions were mentioned in 17 stories, non-academic in 18, and 27 did not refer to any institution. Male experts were cited in stories related to World, Your LRT, and Life categories, while females were cited in stories about Culture, Position, and Health. Male experts dominated in Science and IT, Business, and Opinions categories. Regarding reception, there was no statistically significant difference in shares between stories with or without experts, between stories with female or male experts, and between stories mentioning or not mentioning institutions. However, the majority of the experts were Lithuanian.
First, expert citation comprised a fraction of all stories; and in those stories with the expert citations our findings indicate gender imbalance in citing experts in the stories most shared by the readers, yet, this imbalance does not seem to affect readers' shares of such stories. There are several explanations of such imbalance: for example, journalists relying on a restricted pool of experts within the domain or facing challenges in accessing relevant experts within the tight timeframes associated with speedy news turnover expectations or the specificity of most popular news stories, or reader preference of the stories with the skewed expert gender. Thus, even though our findings stem from the analysis of most popular news stories on climate change, potentially introducing a skewed representation of the overall sample, they emphasize the imperative for heightened awareness and increased engagement of the scientific community and focus on female experts.  The next step of this research is to compare it with the baseline most recent stories on climate change and analyzing qualitatively the stories that do not cite climate change.
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