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Introduction
• Over the past decade, seismicity in Oklahoma has increased 

dramatically. 

• Communication research shows that people receive 

information from various channels and, based on their 

values and perceived risks, will decide if preparing for a 

disaster is worthwhile. 

• Newspapers play an important role in society by informing 

the public about what is happening. 

• We analyzed newspaper coverage of Oklahoma 

seismicity to understand how newspaper coverage and 

interviews with seismologists affected preparedness 

efforts. 

Methods
• We performed a qualitative content analysis of newspaper 

articles utilizing Lexis Nexis Academic search engine. The 

date parameters were selected to capture a period of 

increasing rate of induced seismicity. 

• The articles consisted mainly of news, editorials, and 

opinion pieces (N=314). We followed a grounded theory 

approach to develop themes, and utilized risk 

communication theory to gain a deeper understanding of the 

meaning of the written messages. 

• Content analysis was performed utilizing NVIVO software, 

version 11 for Mac (NVIVO 11by QSR International, 

Australia). 

Results
• The major themes identified were uncertainty over 

cause and risk, and non-consensus over regulating the 

oil industry.

• There were several key scientists and experts that were 

identified through this analysis and played an important role 

in communicating their knowledge to the people of 

Oklahoma through newspaper media coverage. 

• Most of the articles captured conflicting views of 

stakeholders, in addition to lack of certainty from the 

experts.

• Risk communication research suggests delivery of 

uncertainty and conflicting messages deteriorates trust 

between experts and community members and minimizes 

their risk perception. 

• The relatively low level of earthquake preparedness in 

Oklahoma suggests that the seismological information 

communicated did not persuade the people to take or 

demand action. 

Quote Examples
Uncertainty Over Cause

• In 2014, a USGS seismologist stated that “everything is still 

on the table at this point” and causes for the earthquakes 

include wastewater injection wells, the fracking process itself, 

or simply the hand of nature (Cockerham & McClatchy, 

2014)

Non-consensus Over Regulation

• Chad Warmington, president of the Mid-Continental Oil and 

Gas Association of Oklahoma cautioned against having  “a 

knee-jerk reaction and have a bunch of regulation put on us 

that is not effective in minimizing the risk of seismic activity” 

(“Oklahoma grapples with earthquake,” 2014).

Uncertainty Over Level of Risk

• An Oklahoma seismologist said the intensity of the Oklahoma 

earthquakes ''could go either way.'' (November 7th, 2011, The 

New York Times)

• “Oil and gas wastewater injection could trigger larger, more 

damaging earthquakes near the nation's largest crude storage 

hub,” a national earthquake researcher said. A USGS 

Research Geophysicist described the recent swarm near 

Cushing as unpredictable. (March 19th, 2015, Enid News & 

Eagle (Oklahoma)
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