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Introduction

The effectiveness of
journalistic coverage in
wildfire contexts does not
depend only on describing
risk, but on the ability to guide
public action.

This manual provides newsroom guidance
for journalists and editors covering forest
fires in Portugal and Spain, with the aim
of strengthening risk perception, public
trust, and protective action during wildfire
seasons. It is grounded in an empirical
study of 250 wildfire-related news
articles published in Público (PT) and La
Voz de Galicia (ES) during the 2025 fire
season, which examined how journalistic
framing shapes threat appraisal and
coping appraisal through the lens of
Protection Motivation Theory (PMT).

The study identifies two broad
communication patterns in wildfire
reporting: a threat-centred narrative built
around disaster salience, alarmist tone,
and event intensity; and an efficacy-
oriented narrative grounded in prevention,
recommendations, and actionable
responses. Prevention-oriented coverage
is significantly associated with stronger
response efficacy, while the presence of
protective recommendations shows the
strongest relationship with self-efficacy
across the dataset. By contrast, alarmist
coverage without recommendations is
strongly associated with high-threat, low-
efficacy communication — a pattern that
can heighten fear while weakening the
audience’s sense that meaningful action is
possible.

Taken together, these findings highlight
the editorial importance of integrating
risk information with clear, actionable
guidance, reinforcing that the
communicative value of wildfire reporting
depends not only on conveying severity,
but also on enabling perceived efficacy
and informed public response.

For journalism to function as
part of Europe’s disaster
warning communication
infrastructure, news framing
must go beyond simply
describing danger. It should
connect urgency with practical
guidance, translate official
information into actionable
recommendations, consistently
indicate where to access
reliable alerts, and clarify
which protective actions are
feasible, effective, and safe.
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Editorial Guidelines for
Wildfire Risk Communication
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1. Combine threat with efficacy

2. Prioritize prevention-oriented framing

Every story that emphasizes danger
should therefore include at least one
concrete coping element: what to do
immediately, what to avoid, where to
verify official updates, and why the
recommended action matters. Stories that
heighten urgency without offering
actionable guidance are more likely to
reproduce a high-threat/low-efficacy
communication pattern.

Forest-fire journalism should make risk
visible, but it should also make safe
response possible. Evidence indicates that
high-threat communication becomes more
adaptive when it is paired with
recommendations, clear response options,
and signals that protective action is
effective.

Newsrooms should expand reporting on
evacuation planning, landscape and fuel
management, household mitigation, alert
literacy, community preparedness, and
recurring risk conditions in the wildland–
urban interface. Such coverage helps
audiences understand not only that
wildfire risk is severe, but also that there
are concrete and effective ways to reduce
harm.

Prevention framing was the narrative
approach most consistently associated
with stronger response efficacy in the
sample. This suggests that prevention
should not be treated as secondary or
episodic coverage, but as a core
component of wildfire journalism.
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3. Use recommendations as a standard editorial element

4. Limit alarmist language that lacks utility

Recommendations should be specific,
feasible, and time-sensitive. Generic
advice such as “be careful” or “stay
informed” is less useful than explicit
guidance such as following municipal
evacuation orders, monitoring official civil
protection channels, preparing essential
kits with documents and medication,
avoiding access to affected areas, or
reducing exposure to smoke.

Protective recommendations were the
strongest predictor of self-efficacy in the
study. Articles including at least one
recommendation were significantly more
likely to support the perception that
individuals can act effectively.

Headlines, leads, and live updates should
therefore avoid dramatization that amplifies fear
without adding decision-relevant information.
Strong descriptions of danger are justified when
factually warranted, but they should be
immediately followed by practical guidance and
verified public instructions.

Alarmist coverage without recommendations
was consistently associated with demobilizing
communication patterns. Emotional intensity
may increase attention, but it does not
necessarily support adaptive behaviour unless
audiences are also provided with response
pathways.

Editorial Guidelines for
Wildfire Risk Communication
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5. Translate official information into public guidance

This translation role is central to public
trust. Trust is strengthened when
audiences receive consistent, clear, and
actionable reporting that explains what
authorities know, what remains uncertain,
what citizens should do, and where
further updates will be available.

The study found no significant
relationship between authority-dominant
sourcing and prevention framing. This
suggests that simply reproducing official
statements is insufficient; journalists
must interpret, contextualize, and
organize information in ways that are
usable for audiences.

Editorial Guidelines for
Wildfire Risk Communication



Editorial standards for
wildfire coverage

Headlines and leads
Headlines should combine urgency with
orientation toward action. A strong
wildfire headline identifies both the
hazard and its relevant public
consequence, while the lead should add
the operational implications for residents,
travelers, or affected communities.

Preferred headline structures include
combinations of risk plus guidance, fire
progression plus alert status, or impact
plus recommended response. Avoid
headlines that foreground devastation or
panic when the story also includes public-
service information that should be made
immediately visible.
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Story structure
The first third of the story should answer
four key questions: what is happening,
who is affected, what authorities are
advising people to do, and where
audiences can follow official updates. This
structure reduces informational overload
and increases usability under crisis
conditions.

Subsequent sections may provide context
on causes, territorial risk, weather
conditions, accountability, environmental
impacts, and social consequences.
However, actionable guidance should not
be buried beneath conflict framing or post
hoc political reaction.



Editorial standards for
wildfire coverage

Tone and language
Use clear, direct, and precise language.
Explain technical terms, avoid sensational
metaphors, and clearly distinguish
between verified facts, forecasts, and
uncertainty. In wildfire coverage, this also
involves avoiding militarized expressions
such as “fight against the fire,” “battle
against the flames,” or “war on fire,”
unless they are explicitly attributed or
used as direct quotations. Such language
can amplify alarm without improving
public understanding.

An explanatory and appropriately
reassuring tone is often more effective
than an alarmist one when it helps
audiences understand control measures,
restrictions, and safe behaviours.
Reassurance should never downplay risk,
but it can reduce confusion when
grounded in evidence and operational
clarity.
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Sourcing
Prioritize authoritative and expert sources for
facts, alerts, fire behavior, and operational
measures, while balancing them with affected-
community perspectives when these add
situational clarity. Citizens should not appear only
as passive victims or witnesses; when
appropriate, their accounts can help illustrate
lived experience and perceived risk, enriching
public understanding of the event.

At the same time, coverage should avoid
romanticizing improvised civilian response.
“Citizen as hero” narratives can restore agency,
but may also normalize unsupported emergency
action and obscure institutional responsibility.



Editorial standards for
wildfire coverage

Visual and digital presentation
Maps, short checklists, verified alert links,
geolocated service information, and boxed
“what to do now” modules should be treated
as core editorial assets in wildfire coverage. In
digital formats, scannable presentation
enhances usability for audiences following
fast-moving events.

Images and video should inform rather than
merely intensify emotion. Visual choices that
overemphasize flames, destruction, or human
distress without contextual information can
reinforce threat salience without improving
coping capacity or situational understanding.

This supports both response efficacy and self-
efficacy by making actionable information
visually accessible.
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Frame-based editorial
guidance
Disaster frame

Response-oriented stories should explain
what emergency services are doing, what
constraints they face, and what
operational factors are relevant to the
public. This type of coverage is
particularly valuable when it clarifies
timelines, access restrictions, alert
escalation, and the continuity of local
services.

The comparative analysis in this study
suggests that La Voz de Galicia used
response framing more frequently than
Público. This indicates that response
reporting can contribute to a more action-
oriented public information environment.

Use the disaster frame when the
severity of the event genuinely warrants
it. Evidence shows that this frame is
effective for communicating seriousness
and vulnerability, but it should not stand
alone.

Whenever disaster framing is used, it
should be paired with immediate
efficacy cues such as evacuation routes,
shelter information, school or road
closures, smoke precautions, and official
channels for updates. This helps
translate necessary urgency into
actionable risk communication.
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Response frame

Prevention frame
Scientific and technical reporting should
translate complexity into public
understanding. Weather extremes, fuel
conditions, topography, smoke exposure,
and fire spread dynamics are all relevant,
but they must be communicated in ways
that support decision-making.

Scientific expertise should not be used
only as retrospective explanation. Its
greatest value lies in forward-looking
service journalism that helps audiences
interpret warnings and anticipate changes
in risk conditions.

Prevention stories should appear before,
during, and after major wildfire events.
They should explain how mitigation
works, why preparedness matters, and
what households, institutions, and
communities can do throughout the fire
season.

Because prevention framing was strongly
associated with response efficacy,
newsrooms should develop recurring
prevention formats rather than relying
exclusively on emergency-driven
coverage peaks. Seasonal explainers,
recurring public-service columns, and
municipality-specific preparedness pieces
can help sustain attention beyond acute
crisis periods.

Scientific-technical frame



Frame-based editorial
guidance
Responsibility and conflict
frames

Recovery reporting should continue after fires are
extinguished. It should address displacement,
health impacts, ecological recovery, psychosocial
support, reconstruction, and lessons for future
preparedness.

Recovery coverage also provides an
opportunity to shift journalism from
episodic disaster attention toward longer-
term resilience communication. This is
particularly important in regions where
wildfire coverage is highly seasonal and
event-driven.

Accountability reporting remains essential,
particularly after catastrophic events or
institutional failure. However, conflict and
blame-oriented framing should not displace
immediate life-safety communication during
active incidents.

When responsibility coverage is necessary, it
should be clearly separated from urgent
protective information. Audiences should not
be required to extract evacuation or safety
guidance from stories dominated by political
confrontation.
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Newsroom checklist

What is happening, where is it
happening, and what is the level of
severity?

Who is affected or potentially at risk?

What are authorities or emergency
services asking the public to do?

Are the recommended actions specific,
feasible, and relevant for non-
specialist audiences?

Does the story identify official
channels for alerts and updates?

Does the article clearly distinguish
between what is known, what is
uncertain, and when the next update is
expected?

Does the story avoid alarmist
language that lacks practical value?

 Is essential guidance placed early
enough in the story to remain visible
under crisis reading conditions?

Editors and reporters should
ensure that each wildfire story
addresses the following
questions before publication:
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Ready-to-use newsroom
recommendations

Verify the danger, then verify the
appropriate public action.

Include at least one explicit public
recommendation in every high-threat
story.

Translate technical and official
information into clear, accessible
language.

Distinguish immediate instructions
from background or contextual
explanation.

 Avoid framing that portrays the
public only as passive victims or
improvised heroes.

For reporters
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Require a “what to do now” element in
all active-fire coverage.

Prioritize service information over
secondary political reactions.

Use prevention and explanatory
formats outside emergency peaks.

Standardize style guidelines for
warning language, uncertainty, and
verified alert references.

 Review headlines and visuals to avoid
unnecessary dramatization.

For editors



Ready-to-use newsroom
recommendations

Develop wildfire coverage protocols
before the fire season begins.

Build and maintain contact lists for
civil protection, meteorological
services, forestry agencies, municipal
authorities, and health experts.

Coordinate regional and local
reporting capacity during high-risk
periods.

Invest in templates for alert boxes,
maps, and mobile-first public service
modules.

Treat wildfire journalism as part of risk
communication infrastructure, not
solely as disaster-event reporting.

For newsroom managers and
media organizations
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Contribution to European
warning communication

Final guidance statement
Effective forest-fire journalism should not only ask whether a story reflects the scale of
the danger. It should also ask whether it helps audiences understand what the risk means,
whom to trust, and what actions to take next.

The empirical evidence from this study indicates that this shift—from threat-centred
coverage to integrated threat-and-efficacy communication—is a key pathway toward more
adaptive, trust-building, and socially useful wildfire journalism in Portugal and Spain.

The findings support a model of journalism in which news media act as multipliers of
warning communication rather than passive relays of crisis information. In this model,
journalistic value lies not only in describing threats, but in enhancing public
understanding, strengthening trust, and supporting the translation of warnings into
protective action.

This contribution aligns with the objectives of European disaster warning
communication networks, as it promotes more usable risk communication, facilitates
knowledge transfer, and supports cross-border learning in fire-prone regions. In
countries such as Portugal and Spain, where wildfire risk is recurrent and socially
embedded, the public value of journalism increases when urgency is consistently linked
to efficacy, preparedness, and clear pathways for action.
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Behind the analysis

The study’s analytical framework, statistical procedures used to test the hypotheses,
and underlying dataset are available through an open-access project website
(https://labgira.com/alerthub/). 

The platform also provides access to visualizations and full sets of study results. This
open dissemination aims to promote transparency by making not only the findings, but
also the methodological and analytical steps of the research process accessible to
journalists, stakeholders, and researchers.

https://labgira.com/alerthub/
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This publication is based on work from COST Action AlertHub, supported by COST
(European Cooperation in Science and Technology).

COST is a funding organisation for research and innovation networks. Its Actions
connect research initiatives across Europe and beyond, enabling scientists to

develop and share ideas with their peers. This strengthens research, careers, and
innovation.

https://www.cost.eu/

Research website
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