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Abstract
This article discusses activist perceptions of the beneficial potentialities of new media for environmental campaigning 
as investigated in Australia, due to its high level of environmental activism and Internet usage. Drawing upon literature 
on communication theory, environmental politics, digital activism, and social movement theory, this study explores 
new media use for activism in two large Australia-wide environmental campaigns: contestation of old-growth forest 
logging and unconventional gas mining (fracking) development. From March to May 2017, 34 environmental activists 
involved in these campaigns were interviewed for this study. They shared their opinions on what it meant for them to use 
new media, the difficulties they encountered, but also the beneficial potentialities they identified in using these media 
for their activism. The study findings show that new media built significantly on more ‘traditional’ forms of activism, 
including stalls and non-violent street demonstrations, but also enabled extended activist outreach, enhanced engage-
ment with supporters, and boosted campaign mobilisation. As such, despite an array of quite challenging limitations 
they also referred to, and to which they responded strategically, Australian environmental activists found new media 
highly beneficial to their activism.
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Introduction

On 20 August 2018, young Swedish activist Greta Thunberg 
started a ‘Skolstrejk för Klimatet’ (‘Strike for the Climate’) 
endeavour in her hometown of Stockholm. Sitting alone in front 
of the Swedish Parliament House during school hours, Thun-
berg aimed to raise awareness on the escalating problems linked 
to a rapidly changing climate and to urge policymakers to take 
rapid action to address climate change (Holmberg and Alvinius 
2019). Going viral on social media, Thunberg’s ‘school strike’ 
rapidly attracted worldwide attention. It quickly escalated into 
a global youth ‘save the climate’ movement called #Fridaysfor-
future (FFF) (Fang 2021; Holmberg and Alvinius 2019). Mil-
lions took to the streets in their cities between 2018 and 2019 
(Wahlström et al. 2019).

A powerful component of the FFF movement was new 
media.1 At least one-third of the school strikers learnt about 
FFF through social media (Wahlström et al. 2019). Acknowl-
edging such communication prowess, the UK Media Reg-
ulator Office of Communications (Ofcom) referred to the 
‘Greta Effect’ of catalysing a sharp rise in young people 
using social media for activist purposes (Ofcom 2020). 
However, while the global resonance of Thunberg’s protest 
was unprecedented regarding young people’s turnouts on 
addressing climate issues, the FFF movement added to many 
existing and successful environmental protest activities 
where new media were also of critical importance (Fischer 
et al. 2023; Mavrodieva et al. 2019).

In 2003, for example, in Australia, to protect the World 
Heritage Styx Valley Forest (Tasmania), the Wilderness 
Society and Greenpeace had established a digitally enabled 
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activist base camp in a giant Eucalyptus Regnans (Lester 
and Hutchins 2009).2 The protest gained worldwide media 
momentum, which ultimately saved the forest (Lester and 
Hutchins 2009). Another Australian example was the 2014 
Bentley Blockade in New South Wales (NSW). It was organ-
ised to contest and shut down unconventional gas develop-
ments in the region, which it did with new media playing 
a key role. In both cases, the horizontal (many-to-many 
communication) nature of new media communication well 
aligned to protest activities (Kia and Ricketts 2018).

Internationally, well-known examples of big protests 
heavily supported by new media include the mass upris-
ings of the Arab Spring, which in 2011 triggered a dom-
ino effect of mobilisations across the Middle East and 
North Africa, or several other notable ones, including 
the Black Lives Matter movement started in 2014, the 
#MeToo movement that spread on social media in 2017, 
or the #JusticeforGeorgeFloyd protests in 2022 (Baik 
et al. 2022; Carney 2016; Charrad and Reith 2019; Chang 
et al. 2022).

The outcomes of using new media for enhanced politi-
cal action increasingly started to attract scholarly attention 
in the early 1990s (Bimber 1998; Van Aelst and Walgrave 
2002). For example, it was widely argued that the interactive 
nature of new media fostered citizen dialogue and facilitated 
the formation of communities of like-minded individuals by 
bringing ‘together’ those sharing similar values and views 
(Davis and Owen 1998; Kahn and Kellner 2004).

An ‘intrinsic democratic potential’ of new media was 
credited to its structure that enabled ‘horizontal commu-
nication’, which gave new media users direct control of the 
online production and distribution of their digital infor-
mation (Fuchs 2005: 2). Such user control offered a new, 
diverse ‘landscape for social advocacy’ and activism to 
address social and political issues more effectively, includ-
ing environmental ones (McInroy and Beer 2020: 12; Raby 
et al. 2017).

Concomitantly, and as explored elsewhere (Calibeo and 
Hindmarsh 2022), several limitations were also posited to 
challenge such beneficial potentialities. For example, there 
was concern around the increasing concentration of new 
media ownership by the few large digital corporations that 
owned and controlled the infrastructure of new media (e.g. 
Google LLC, Meta Platforms, Inc., Microsoft Corporation, 
and Apple, Inc.). Issues with concentration of new media 
ownership included potential adverse impacts on information 
pluralism by way of new media content filtering, information 

inaccessibility, and censorship (Checker 2017; Crilley and 
Gillespie 2018; Stasi 2020).

A recent high-profile example of such practices occurred 
in Australia on 18 February 2021, when Facebook prevented 
Australian users and news content publishers from sharing 
any international and national news on its social media plat-
form (ABC News 2021). Such information blocking, which 
was however reversed a week later, was seen as a ‘dramatic 
escalation’ of a stand-off with the Australian Government’s 
legislation proposal requiring digital corporations to pay 
royalties for showing Australian news content on their plat-
forms (ABC News 2021; Jackson 2021). Short-lasting and 
limited to Australia, the news ownership stoush attracted 
worldwide attention. Scholars, experts, and commentators 
reflected on the issues raised around this episode, including 
the opportunity proffered of diluting new media concentra-
tion, and that the Australian case would set a precedent for 
other countries (Bossio 2021; Roy 2021).

Other notable issues challenging the use of new media 
for activism included state digital surveillance of activist 
behaviour online in combination with traditional surveil-
lance; superficiality of activist engagement through so-called 
clicktivism; and proliferation of fake news by way of social 
media and the formation of digital echo-chambers (Calibeo 
and Hindmarsh 2022; Crosby and Monaghan 2018; Fuchs 
2017).

Online information overload was also signalled as a prob-
lem, due to causing social media exhaustion that also tended 
to constrain environmental activist calls to action (Jiang 
2022; Zhang and Skoric 2020). Other scholars noted ‘con-
tradictions and paradoxes’ characterising digital spaces for 
activism (McLean and Fuller 2016). For example, as noted by 
McLean and Fuller (2016), while new media allow multiple 
voices to be heard, they also are a conduit for terrorist net-
works to propagate their messages and recruit new members.

Although several scholarly studies explored the impli-
cations of using new media for activism and improved 
democracy (e.g. Bennett and Segerberg 2012; Castells 
2015; Tufekci 2017), few studies focused on Australian 
environmental activism at the interface with new media use 
(Hendriks et al. 2016; Lester and Hutchins 2009; Wallis and 
Given 2016), less so regarding Australian activist percep-
tions on new media’s potentialities. In light of this scholarly 
equipoise about potential benefits and limitations of new 
media for environmental activism, it is still not clear whether 
new media are of value in having an impact for slowing, 
or reversing, environmental degradation; and if, due to the 
limitations, activists refrain from using new media and opt 
for alternatives.

On this topic, a previous study explored the impact of 
new media challenges and issues for Australian environmen-
tal activism; the study found that activists adopted ‘activist-
responsive adaptation’ strategies to get around new media 

2 The giant gum tree, or mountain ash (Eucalyptus Regnans), of Vic-
toria and Tasmania, is one of the largest species and attains a height 
of about 90 m (300 feet) and a circumference of 7.5 m (24.5 feet)’ 
(Encyclopædia Britannica 2023).
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limitations (Calibeo and Hindmarsh 2022). Following up 
and building on such previous work, this study focuses on 
the perceived potentialities of new media to better under-
stand the net benefit versus limitation of using new media 
for environmental activism. To do so, this study sought the 
first-hand opinions of Australian environmental activists as 
they are the direct users of new media for their campaigns. 
Of note in such investigation, and its contribution to the lit-
erature, is that Australia has both a high level of environmen-
tal activism and Internet usage, in international comparison 
(Pearse 2016; Ramshaw 2020).

Two key research questions guided the investigation: (i) 
what were the activist views on using new media for their 
campaigns? And, (ii) did the activists perceive new media as 
beneficial for campaigning and in providing more opportuni-
ties to protect the environment? To answer these questions, 
this paper first provides a background on the key potenti-
alities of new media for activism toward achieving socio-
political change, also for a better protected environment, 
after which are method, findings, discussion and conclusion.

Background

Potentialities of new media for environmental 
activism

The perceived potentialities of new media are often referred 
to as object ‘affordances’ (Cammaerts 2015: 87), intended 
as a ‘unique combination of qualities that specifies what 
the object affords us’ (Gibson 1977: 75). Accordingly, on 
new media activism, affordances refer to specific structural 
features that characterise these media and enable actions 
for environmental campaigning (Cammaerts 2015; Kent 
and Taylor 2021). Such affordances have been found in the 
loosely bounded, decentralised infrastructure of new media, 
characterised as ‘horizontal’ or ‘many-to-many’ communi-
cation, which can also complement vertical (one-to-many) 
communication structures of traditional media, including 
radio, TV, and newspapers (Meikle and Young 2011).

Due to their infrastructure, new media show compat-
ibility with the loosely bounded structure of the environ-
mental movement. This compatibility enables activists to 
build horizontal movements, which can be stand-alone, add 
to, or also use more traditionally structured, hierarchically 
organised campaign strategies (Checker 2017). A visual 
representation of the loosely bounded environmental move-
ment was provided by Doyle and Kellow (1995: 91), as a 
‘Palimpsest’ model showing how the environmental move-
ment is the sum of interconnected structures of formal and 
informal groups.

As such, the environmental movement spans large envi-
ronmental NGOs (ENGOs) to smaller community groups 

(Hidayat and Stoecker 2018). A variety of strategies lend 
themselves to both digital and non-digital practices. These 
include education programs and voluntary conservation pro-
grams and non-violent direct action, civil resistance, or diso-
bedience activities involving social mobilisations such as 
rallies, strikes and blockades. Activist strategies also include 
petitions and other forms of political pressure and recruit-
ment, as well as environmental conservation and protection 
activities (Delina and Diesendorf 2016; Doyle and Kellow 
1995).

Environmental activism and the media

Environmental activists have been at the centre of deploying 
the abovementioned strategies, which began more readily 
with the formation of the environmental movement in the 
1960s. The initial key engagement conduit was the mass 
media of television, radio, newspapers, and magazines, 
which aimed to better draw public attention to environmental 
issues. Early issues included the damming of rivers, air pol-
lution, anthropogenic climate change, overpopulation, and 
deforestation (Anderson 2014; Lester and Hutchins 2009). 
Following on from the mass media conduit, environmental 
activists were early adopters of new media (Pickerill 2006; 
Thaler et al. 2012). As early as the mid-1980s, activist com-
munication strategies started incorporating the Internet, 
including the innovative campaigning use of chat rooms and 
emails (Tufekci 2017).

As such, Hendriks et al. (2016: 1121) believed a key 
political strength of the Internet was the removal of physi-
cal constraints to engage ‘publics over vast geographical 
distances, or between administrative boundaries’. Simi-
larly, McLean et al. (2019), argued that new media were 
a space where diverse agendas could communicate and 
intersect, and offered new opportunities for engagement. 
For activists, new media provided keen opportunity for 
political pressure through ‘self-representation’, a term 
which refers to the opportunity and ability to share activ-
ist ‘stories’ directly, without relying on traditional media 
interpretation (Lester and Hutchins 2012). Traditional 
media could be highly selective and misrepresentational, 
and characterised by a ‘media bias’ often influenced 
by various factors such as media ownership, source of 
income, and political orientation of the media outlet as 
well as its audience (Dumitrica and Felt 2020; Hamborg 
et al. 2019: 392).

Self-representation is also closely linked the use of ‘medi-
ated visibility’ in many campaign places, which helps social 
and political struggles gain recognition in the public space 
through the media (Thompson 2005: 49; also, Lester and 
Hutchins 2012). This is because, in digital spaces, medi-
ated visibility allows environmental activists to expose many 
‘hidden’ environmental struggles. For example, by using 
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drones to reveal deteriorating wildlife conditions, worsen-
ing pollution, illegal tree clearing, and icebergs melting due 
to climate change (Kelly and Patrick 2019).

In this context, the use of powerful imagery, or ‘image 
events’, as argued by Delicath and DeLuca (2003: 315), 
is key to strategically advance the visibility of environ-
mental claims by subverting dominant mass narratives. 
As such, Hutchins and Lester (2015: 339) posited ‘medi-
atized environmental conflict’ as ‘a prominent feature of 
media saturated social worlds in which the communica-
tion of environmental risks, threats, and disasters is ever 
present’.

New media influence on activism

New media have been suggested as capable to profoundly 
influence activism by providing a conduit for organising 
new and emergent forms of collective action (Bennett and 
Segerberg 2012; Checker 2017; Cox and Schwarze 2015; 
Vaast et al. 2017). In addition to more traditional forms of 
collective action (such as those centrally coordinated by 
NGOs), new forms of collective action through new media 
follow a logic of ‘connective action’ (Bennett and Segerberg 
2012: 743). Connective action refers to decentralised and 
more spontaneous ‘large scale, fluid social networks’, which 
form quickly through users simultaneously sharing ideas on 
an issue through new media (Bennett and Segerberg 2012: 
748; McInroy and Beer 2020; Rosenbaum and Bouvier 2020).

Such practices allow digitally formed social networks 
to mobilise quickly for political action (Hyun-soo and Lim 
2020; Tufekci 2017). For example, Boulianne et al. (2020) 
investigated a cycle of protest events held in the USA in 2017 
that informed the Women’s March and the March for Science. 
These authors found a direct and consistent link between 
social media use, particularly of Twitter, and protest partici-
pation and mobilisation, and increased public awareness of 
the issues being raised. In contrast, the impact of using tra-
ditional media for political participation was found minimal.

Likewise, regarding the 2011 Occupy Wall Street Move-
ment, online efforts saw rapid formations of dispersed and 
‘networked counterpublics’, which facilitated face-to-face 
protest attendance through alternative narratives to those 
of mainstream media (Penney and Dadas 2014: 88). It thus 
seems that new media do offer new venues to catalyse mobi-
lisation and exert stronger political pressure that can have an 
impact for social change (McLean et al. 2019). However, it 
remains unclear whether increased mobilisation and politi-
cal pressure through new media can truly foster meaningful 
socio-political change; in other words, where do the poten-
tialities of new media lie in relation to activism, in this case, 
for enhanced environmental protection?

New media practices and socio‑political change

Several examples are discussed in the literature that highlight 
the success or failure of the use of new media for activist 
campaigns in relation to political outcomes they generate. A 
successful example is the mass e-mobilisation that followed 
British Petroleum’s (BP) Gulf of Mexico oil spill, which dis-
closed BP’s poor record of environmental and safety stand-
ards and, eventually, led to the largest corporate settlement 
in US history, with BP fined US$18.7 billion (Jurgens et al. 
2016; Vaast et al. 2017). By contrast, an example that also 
saw a high usage of new media for activist operations, but did 
not manage to achieve long-lasting political change, was the 
2014 Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong. In that case, Beijing 
did not make any concession on the movement’s demands for 
electoral reform regardless of the extent and resonance of the 
civic mobilisation fostered by new media (Agur 2021; Wang 
and Wong 2021).

On the outcomes of digitally enabled activism, Shirky 
(2011: 29) argued that the use of new media ‘does not have a 
single preordained outcome … [and] attempts to outline their 
effects on political action are too often reduced to dueling 
anecdotes’, as the examples above show. Instead of focusing 
on the short-term outcomes of new media use, thus, Shirky’s 
suggestion was to adopt an ‘environmental view’ about new 
media influence on the public sphere; with such view focused 
on the long-term political goal of strengthening civil society 
through societal interactions facilitated by new media.

Other scholars proposed a social analysis of digital activism 
through a ‘multifaceted understanding’ of the diverse social 
contexts and circumstances in which activists adopt ‘media 
practices’ to achieve different goals and objectives (Belotti et al. 
2022: 723; Mattoni 2020). Media practices refer to the com-
plex interactions between media objects and individuals within 
social movements as part of a vast ‘repertoire of communica-
tion’ encompassing grassroots activism (Mattoni 2020: 2830).

Exploring new media use for activism through the more 
holistic lens of media practices, Mattoni (2020) argued, broad-
ens the scholarly understanding of the relationship between 
media and activism. This is because such lens overcomes 
conceptualisations of technological determinism suggesting 
that technologies generate social consequences (also Treré and 
Mattoni 2016). In short, new media create ‘windows of oppor-
tunity’ for change and hold potential for influencing political 
outcomes, but do not determine them (Meikle 2018: 335; also 
Belotti et al. 2022; Treré and Mattoni 2016).

It is in this context of trying to better understand new 
media affordances for activists, in this case, in the context of 
environmental activism, that this study is located. As such, 
the next section illustrates the site information for the study 
investigation, followed by the method guiding the study.
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Site information

Two areas of contestation—old-growth forest logging and 
unconventional gas mining using hydraulic fracturing (frack-
ing)—have been identified as prominent in the Australian 
environmental activism arena and, thus, selected for this 
study. These campaigns have been widespread and active 
at both national and local (community) levels for several 
decades, and still are, to date, in Australia. The selection of 
the two campaigns provided a rich and diverse representa-
tion of the contemporary use of new media for activism, 
as both extensively used new media. This usage was ascer-
tained directly with the activists contacted by phone and 
email before interview processes started. In the maintime, 
the Australian environmental activists involved in these cam-
paigns were found to use primarily Facebook, Twitter to a 
lesser extent, and YouTube as new media conduits, with the 
larger groups all having their own websites.

On old‑growth forest logging

Clearing of native forests began in Australia with European 
settlement in the late eighteenth century, mainly for agricul-
tural and pastoral reasons. As indicated in the latest report 
on the Australia State of the Environment (2021), over the 
last 30 years, about 6.1 million ha of forest has been cleared 
in Australia, in addition to other areas of vegetation cleared 
for uses such as pastures, with substantial cumulative impact 
of natural capital loss (Cresswell et al. 2021). Accordingly, 
concerns on diminishing forest biodiversity, slow regrowth 
rates, and overall impacts on climate change emissions have 
been raised over time (Evans 2016; Hansen et al. 2014).

Although efforts to protect Australian forests begun in 
the twentieth century, targeted campaigns contesting forest 
logging increased from the late 1960s with the advent of the 
contemporary environmental movement (Hutton and Con-
nors 1999). Campaign actions included strikes, demonstra-
tions, blockades, fundraising events, and public awareness 
campaigns, which now include digital activism strategies of 
sharing videos and photos of logged areas, running online 
petitions, mediated visibility tactics, and directly targeting 
politicians on social media.

On hydraulic fracturing (otherwise commonly known 
as ‘fracking’)

In turn, the last two decades have seen rapid expansion of 
the fracking industry in Australia. It has seen an increasingly 
polarised debate between environmentalists allied to farmers 
and rural host communities on one side, and governments 
and developers on the other (Colvin et al. 2015; Hindmarsh 
and Alidoust 2019). Fracking contesters raise issues of water 
contamination, land appropriation and devaluation, impacts 

on human health, and greenhouse emissions of mining and 
their impact on global climate change (Duffy 2022; O’Neill 
and Schneider 2021).

Aimed at pressuring governments to consider these 
issues, activist mobilisation efforts include informative 
online and offline actions to raise community awareness, 
for example, through producing and disseminating movies 
and documentaries; but also, using new media to organise 
blockades and protest events as well as coordinating town 
hall meetings to update local communities and gather more 
support (Muncie 2020).

Method

The research method comprised face-to-face, in-depth inter-
views with 34 environmental activists. Potential respondents 
were selected through a desktop search of the main groups 
involved with the two campaigns across different scales, 
from local to state level. Group representatives were con-
tacted directly on the basis of their involvement with the 
campaign about their availability to be interviewed. How-
ever, snowballing sampling was also adopted as potential 
respondents genuinely recommended other contacts to be 
involved (Parker et al. 2019).

Interviews

Between February and April 2017, interviews were con-
ducted in Queensland, the Australian Capital Territory, 
New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia, and 
Western Australia. Of the 34 respondents, 17 held career 
positions in large and mainly metropolitan environmental 
organisations (ENGOs), and 17 represented smaller, volun-
tarist, and less hierarchical local community-based groups 
(community groups).

A semi-structured questionnaire was used to gather the 
activist perspectives on how they viewed and used new 
media for their activism, and to invite further reflection on 
the beneficial potentialities and limitations of new media, if 
any were identified. Interviews were held in various settings, 
depending on the respondent availability and preference: 
some occurred in public spaces such as cafes of libraries, 
others in corporate offices, and some in private locations 
where the activists operated or lived.

The research human ethics privacy procedures of Grif-
fith University did not allow any details about activist 
or group names to be revealed.3 Thus, in the following 
results, respondents are referred to by way of codes. The 

3 See https:// www. nhmrc. gov. au/ about- us/ publi catio ns/ natio nal- state 
ment- ethic al- condu ct- human- resea rch- 2007- updat ed- 2018.

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
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code ‘ENGO’ is used for ‘environmental organisations’, 
and ‘CG’ is used for ‘community groups’, followed by 
a number associated to each respondent. The interviews, 
which lasted about 1 h each, were recorded with the par-
ticipants’ consent and transcribed for qualitative analysis 
on NVivo11. The latter was used to code the raw interview 
data through a thematic analysis based on identifying com-
monalities and divergences found in the data (Hsieh and 
Shannon 2005; Owen 1984).

Results

Interview analysis

Three key themes were identified, whereby activists per-
ceived the most beneficial potentialities of new media for 
enhanced activism: ‘We became our own media!’: plat-
forms for delivery and engagement; improved civic mobi-
lisation; and, practical advantages.

‘We became our own media!’: platforms for delivery 
and engagement

First, respondents opined that new media beneficially 
allowed them to directly communicate about their envi-
ronmental struggles and issues without often selected and 
misrepresentational ‘sound bite’ coverage from TV or 
newspapers. As respondent CG5 enthusiastically stated: 
‘we became our own media!’ without being filtered by 
traditional media’s editorial discretion.

Self-representation, as also noted by other respondents, 
helped activists challenge negative stereotyping of envi-
ronmental activists, such as ‘greenies’ or ‘unemployed 
hippy serial protesters’, by traditional media sensational-
ism (respondent CG8). In addition, there were important 
news visibility benefits. In referring to a 31-day long pro-
test camp organised in Tasmania to protect a remote old-
growth forest from logging, respondent CG7 commented: 
‘With traditional media, since you are relying on a reporter 
showing up, and a photographer, we would have been 31 
days with nobody knowing we were doing a thing.’

Second, a recurrent view among respondents was that 
new media were an easily adaptable means of communica-
tion that was compatible with the structure of the environ-
mental movement, which facilitated activism. For exam-
ple, respondent C13, who was involved in the anti-fracking 
movement, opined that new media were ‘fortunately com-
patible with the complex networks that environmental 
campaigning has traditionally worked through … There’s 
just a real, instant compatibility between the two’. An 

important element of such communication efficiency was 
where Respondent CG13 outlined that the environmental 
movement consisted of both horizontal and decentralised 
networks in which many new ideas ‘just arose from the 
many individuals inside its network’.

Improved civic mobilisation

Most respondents also commented on the raised potentiali-
ties of new media for improved overall civic mobilisation 
and pressure politics, both online and offline. However, some 
respondent opinions differed on the exact nature of such 
potentialities. The general argument was that while the role 
of new media was pivotal for effective mobilisation, the role 
of face-to-face communication and campaigning could not 
be underestimated. For example, in describing the organisa-
tion of a community campaign to stop fracking, Respondent 
CG13 commented that face-to-face interactions were very 
helpful in getting critical mass interest in the area; only once 
this had been achieved, new media could be highly useful to 
mobilise online interests quickly:

We had neighbour to neighbour [community] engage-
ment in which every house in the region was surveyed 
and informed, and people signed on which was com-
pletely neighbour networking; and that created that 
mobilisation potential that enabled us to use social 
media to mobilise in the instant.

In turn, respondents expressed how difficult it was to 
imagine how they could now prompt mass mobilisation so 
quickly without social media. Respondent CG9 commented: 
‘You have people that come to your community meeting say-
ing, “oh I just saw this event that popped up on my Facebook 
feed” … You would have never been able to do that before.’

However, it was also noted that often, regardless of how 
much effort activists put into online campaigning, it was dif-
ficult to keep supporters interested over time, or ‘in touch’. 
Thus, Respondent CG13 opined, the realisation of the com-
munication potentiality of new media for protecting the envi-
ronment was only possible with the support of a ‘real-life 
social movement’ with ‘roots in the ground’. Additionally, 
some digital strategies did not always achieve the desired or 
projected outcomes as digital strategies did not always suc-
ceed in generating enough community engagement, in rais-
ing politicians’ interest around certain issues, or, ultimately, 
in halting logging or fracking operations from going ahead.

For example, it was difficult for online petitions to be con-
sidered for discussion in Parliament because they were often 
dismissed by decision-makers due to their digital nature, 
with the latter often positioned as a weak or irrelevant form 
of activism, as ‘politicians would think that those signing 
the petition are just fake people or fake profiles’ (ENGO16) 
Any setbacks, however, did not discourage the activists from 
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continuing their online campaigning work at all, according 
to Respondent ENGO10, ‘just to keep working on it’.

In turn, new media were considered powerful to exert 
online pressure on politicians, government representatives, 
and corporate actors to change or improve their policies and 
activities regarding the environment. This was because such 
online targeting effectively manifested community senti-
ment toward environmental issues that politicians could not 
ignore, especially when directly called into question about 
them. Such tactics often targeted the electorates of politi-
cians and companies. For example, Respondent ENGO9 
commented that when environmental issues occurred in a 
specific electorate, such as pollution, or relaxation of land 
clearing laws, social media exposure would put such activi-
ties under the electoral ‘spotlight’.

Another method was through disclosing drone foot-
age of hidden forested coupes being cleared. Such expo-
sure aimed to then destabilise the voting base, enabling 
activists to create stronger leverage for change. For this 
reason, Respondent CG2 hoped the exposure (or medi-
ated visibility) effect of new media would be ‘the death 
knell of stupid decision making, as no longer could a 
politician or a leader just get up and say “bullshit” and 
get away with it’.

Practical advantages

Lastly, most respondents (97%) mentioned practical advan-
tages of new media. Among the most cited advantages were 
cost and time effectiveness. On cost effectiveness, respond-
ent ENGO9, for example, noted it was ‘certainly cheaper to 
do social media than it is to put an ad on TV; those can cost 
10 thousand dollars … Or to put a billboard up: again, very 
expensive’. In terms of time effectiveness, activist opinions 
converged on the benefits of being able to create, modify, 
and distribute new media content in a much quicker man-
ner than through traditional media or other avenues such as 
face-to-face meetings.

Additionally, new media were easy to adopt and operate. 
Purposes included creating engaging posts and managing 
large databases to analytically measure the impact of cam-
paigning activities. The latter helped in predicting and shap-
ing campaign strategies: it was common for the respondents 
to use social media analytics tools to measure the impact of 
their actions. For example, Respondent ENGO4 commented 
that by repeatedly posting on Facebook ‘you see what reso-
nates with people, what people care about, and what makes 
people angry… just by having them respond on Facebook. 
And that can shape our campaigns’.

Another advantage was that organisationally, new media 
were useful for accelerating decision-making and collabo-
ration with other environmental groups, in Australia and/or 

internationally, without the need for long-distance travel. 
New media were also an invaluable asset for environmental 
groups operating in remote and or rural Australian locations, 
or for state-wide campaigns where distances are difficult 
to cover in person, especially in Australia. For example, 
respondent CG3 opined:

I think because we live in an isolated place … driving 
around here, we have done promotional mailboxes for 
our area for land care, it takes all day driving around, 
and it costs too much money to put it with the mail-
man. So, we did drive but I am not going to do it again.

Discussion

The focus of this study was on Australian environmental 
activists and their perceptions about using new media for 
their activism. The first research question was ‘what were 
the activist views on using new media for their campaigns?’. 
In relation to this question, this study shows that new media 
were of fundamental importance to Australian activists.

First, new media afforded the activists self-representation 
and mediated visibility: they offered a key communicative 
conduit to disclose environmental struggles that would 
otherwise might be unreported, or scantily or inaccurately 
reported by traditional media (Dumitrica and Felt 2020; 
Hamborg et al. 2019; Lester and Hutchins 2012). As such, 
the activists felt increased validation for their activism as 
they gained control over the content they created and shared. 
This is what they meant by becoming ‘their own media’: 
being able to provide unfiltered insights into their activist 
experiences on their own terms.

New media were considered central for pressure poli-
tics tactics and activist engagement with the public, which 
often resulted in increased mobilisation on the ground. 
These views also echo the findings of Boulianne et al. 
(2020), who found a direct link between social media 
use and increased civic mobilisation, and in relation to 
enhanced potential to engage people, especially younger 
generations, with environmental and conservation issues 
(Fischer et al. 2023).

The findings of this study also showed that the idea of 
compatibility between the decentralised structure of new 
media and the loosely bounded structure of the environmen-
tal movement was shared by the activists (Doyle and Kellow 
1995). This resonates with Tufekci’s argument (2014: 16), 
about new media enabling ‘horizontal’ protests with activists 
detaching themselves from traditionally centralised activi-
ties in favour of increased networked action. This finding 
also aligns with Checker’s (2017) views about the weak ties 
characterising networking activities on social media, which 
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allow individuals to override political or cultural divergences 
to work toward a common goal.

However, the activists also recognised that several limita-
tions challenged the beneficial potentialities of new media 
for activism and, accordingly, had some concerns about how 
to best use these media for activist purposes. For example, 
they commented that the widely adopted strategy of online 
petitions was often dismissed by politicians simply because 
of their digital nature, which eventually weakened petitions’ 
impact on issue resolution.

Another perceived limitation of new media was that they 
would not replace face-to-face, grassroots interaction, with 
the latter described as underpinning effective campaigning 
and central to building successful online activities. The logic 
of decentralised ‘connective action’ of shared ideas simul-
taneously through new media could then be better realised 
(Bennett and Segerberg 2012). In the Australian context, 
these and other limitations have been discussed by Calibeo 
and Hindmarsh (2022). In their study, digital echo-chambers, 
dissemination of fake news leading to misinformation, troll-
ing and abusive online behaviours, and information overload 
were highlighted among the most mentioned issues identi-
fied as disruptors for communication, ultimately negatively 
impacting on activism.

The second research question was: ‘Did the activists per-
ceive new media as beneficial for campaigning and in pro-
viding more opportunities to protect the environment?’ Fol-
lowing on the previous research question, the study findings 
showed that activists perceived new media as holding strong 
potentialities, as well as some limitations, to contribute to a 
protected environment through enhanced, more supported, 
and better connected forms of activism. Regardless of the 
limitations, activists did not refrain from using new media 
for their campaigns and, instead, strategically deployed them 
whenever possible and adaptively responded to the limita-
tions (Calibeo and Hindmarsh 2022).

As argued by Belotti et al. (2022), it is through this digi-
tal learning-by-doing approach that activists figure out and 
negotiate what new media affordances best apply to their cir-
cumstances and act accordingly to identify the most appro-
priate political use of such media. In this sense, as argued 
by Mattoni (2020) in a study on how new media intersect 
with activist practices and engagement, new media are more 
than just a tool for activist communication: they encompass 
grassroots activism at the interface of mediatisation, tradi-
tional media, and non-mediated (face-to-face) communica-
tion (Mattoni 2020; McLean et al. 2019).

As such, if we were to establish if new media are defi-
nitely able to improve activism on the basis of the long-term 
outcomes they produced, then any failure to change Aus-
tralian policies, or operations, of tree-logging and fracking 
would point to a failure of new media to foster environmen-
tal change in Australia. However, the campaigns considered 

here—well supported by digital resources—though not 
always able to realise immediate environmental outcomes, 
have been effective in strongly building on short-term goals 
of mobilisation and raising issue awareness.

The effectiveness of new media was also perceived by 
Australian environmental activists to contribute positively 
towards creating social and environmental change for the 
longer-term (see also, Checker 2017; Mattoni 2020; Shirky 
2011); but, of course, time will tell. These Australian find-
ings, accordingly, contribute to the international literature 
that new media provides a more effective infrastructure for 
activist mobilisation and creating opportunities for positive 
environmental change (Checker 2017; Meikle 2018; Tufekci 
2017).

Conclusions

The adoption of new media as a pervasive means of com-
munication is associated with organising and strategizing 
for activism in new and transformative ways, according to 
Australian environmental activists involved in two large and 
enduring Australia-wide environmental campaigns, those of 
old-growth logging and unconventional gas mining through 
fracking. Such viewpoints were the results offered from this 
study on investigating how Australian activists perceived 
the use of new media to increase their abilities to improve 
environmental protection.

Despite some constraining issues related to using new 
media for activism, Australian activists perceived important 
potentialities of new media. Key ones included extending 
campaign outreach, increasing public awareness of environ-
mental problems, and improving activist mobilisation for 
both online and offline activities. These benefits added to 
practical advantages of new media for communication and 
campaigning especially in rural areas of Australian regions 
where campaigns contesting fracking and forest-logging 
were also highly active, in addition to many others in rural 
areas like industrial agriculture, land erosion, diminishing 
species diversity, bushfires, floods, and those also happen-
ing in many urban and coastal areas. In conclusion, this 
study contributes Australian understandings to the inter-
national debate around using new media for environmental 
activism by providing the point of view of those (the activ-
ists) directly involved in such uses, or, as they say, at the 
‘coal-face’.

Nevertheless, this study has some limitations. For exam-
ple, further investigation could explore how, in Australia, the 
new media landscape has evolved since the interviews were 
conducted (in 2017), and the implications of such change 
on activist perceptions about new media use for their cam-
paigns, as well as the social impacts of COVID-19 on digital 
environmental activism, in Australia and elsewhere.
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Another limitation of the study is that it only focuses on 
the perspectives of a sample of activists involved in con-
testing fracking and old-growth forest logging in Australia. 
Research opportunity and deeper understanding lies in 
extending the sample group to those, for example, concerned 
with nuclear energy, climate justice, or Indigenous rights. 
Such lines of research could also be furthered internationally 
to compare with Australian views. Overall, to more deeply 
explore the potentials of new media to contribute to a more 
sustainable future.
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