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Mari Copeny
(In the News: 2016)

Greta Thunberg 
(In the News: 2018–present)

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE GRETA THUNBERG MEDIA STORM: 

Week of highest news coverage: September 20–26, 2019
Number of news articles week before: 38
Number of news articles that week: 144
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 230

VERY 
HIGH

VERY 
HIGH

Week of highest news coverage: May 1-7, 2016
Number of news articles week before: 0
Number of news articles that week: 7
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 7

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE GRETA THUNBERG MEDIA STORM: 
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In April 2016, Amariyanna "Mari" Copeny (Little Miss Flint) wrote a message to President Obama about the 
ongoing lead water crisis in Flint, Michigan. Obama responded by visiting Flint in May 2016 and approved $170 
million in relief at the end of the year. Copeny continued her activism focused on the water crisis, including 
crowdfunding enough money for over 1 million bottles of water for Flint residents.

In 2018, when she was 15, Greta Thunberg started skipping school to protest outside the Swedish Parliament, 
calling for more government action on climate change. Her climate activism gained global attention, sparking a 
worldwide movement. Thunberg was named Time magazine's Person of the Year in 2019 and has been 
nominated multiple times for a Nobel Peace Prize.

• She introduced an unconventional approach to messaging for a teenage activist, including sharp and angry 
criticism of world leaders (e.g., “how dare you”) on the international stage.

• Her captivating actions to lessen her carbon footprint were captured in photos and video footage, including 
traveling to speak at the UN in 2019 via a two-week journey across the Atlantic on a small, carbon-neutral 
racing yacht.

• Thunberg is a citizen of a wealthy, white nation (Sweden), lending her perceived credibility and 
newsworthiness.

• There were no viral images or videos from Copeny’s activism.
• Although more than 100,000 people in Flint were exposed to elevated lead levels, the population affected was 

restricted to that area.

• Copeny was newsworthy for how young she was at the time (8 years old), but the newsworthi-
ness cards were stacked against her as a Black person trying to draw attention to Flint’s 
predominantly low-income, Black community.

• The urgency of her cause was ampli�ed by a lack of strong climate leadership and a solidifying scienti�c 
consensus about the climate crisis.

• Worsening natural disasters in the news added to the existential threat of climate change.

• The intersection of race and environmental issues was not yet a major topic on the federal 
agenda, making it hard for Copeny's activism to �t into a broader political narrative. 

• The local nature of the Flint water problem made it hard to link in with broader conversations, such as about 
climate change.

• Her activism began at a time of increasing youth political engagement (e.g., the March for Our 
Lives movement organized by teenage survivors of the 2018 mass school shooting in Park-
land, FL), giving traction to her activism.

• Her activism started during a period of lower youth activism (e.g., before the March for Our 
Lives movement).

• World leaders ampli�ed her story (e.g., inviting her to speak at the 2018 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference).

• Her strong social media presence ampli�ed her reach and in�uence, with her Twitter follower count grow-
ing from 400,000 to over 3 million by the end of 2019.

• In 2016, President Obama responded to Copeny's letter and visited Flint, Michigan. 

• However, most of the oxygen was centered on the water crisis itself [see Figure 6], and very 
little was devoted to Copeny speci�cally; while Copeny was surely a contributor to the media 
storm surrounding the crisis, she did not become the central focus or largest voice of the media storm.

• Although Copeny built a social media presence (including nearly 150,000 Twitter followers), it never 
gained the same level of traction as Thunberg's.

• She effectively engaged with critics (e.g., Donald Trump), using irreverent social media posts 
that often went viral across media platforms.

• Global Climate Strikes: Thunberg inspired millions to join the Fridays for Future movement, pressuring 
governments on climate issues.

• Youth Mobilization: More broadly, she empowered a new generation of youth activists to advocate for 
environmental change.

• Increased Climate Change Awareness: She ampli�ed the visibility of the global conversation, pushing 

climate change to the front of many government and policy-oriented group agendas.
• Political In�uence: Some governments, especially in Europe (e.g., Finland), declared climate emergencies 

and strengthened policies in the wake of her activism.
• Policy Impact: Her efforts contributed to initiatives like the European Green Deal aimed at carbon neutrality 

by 2050.


