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Introduction/Need for Research 

Each day, the Permian Basin area of New Mexico and Texas pumps around 6 million barrels of 

crude oil (EIA, 2026). For every barrel of crude, about three or four barrels of water are also 

pumped from the ground (Texas Produced Water Consortium, 2022), which results in an 

estimated 22 million barrels of water each day. The water recovered during the oil and gas 

extraction process has been called “produced water,” and in a region suffering from water 

shortages and drought, experts are weighing in on the possibility of treating this wastewater to 

remove harmful constituents then reusing it in beneficial ways (Masum, 2026). Several of these 

application suggestions have direct connection to agriculture and natural resources: rangeland 

restoration, agricultural irrigation, and stream/river discharge (Texas Produced Water 

Consortium, 2022). The topic of produced water reuse involves legislative, economic, scientific, 

and environmental implications. While reusing this water presents several opportunities, there 

are challenges and perceived risks associated with this approach (Hardberger, 2023). How the 

media presents information can influence public perceptions of risk (Otieno et al., 2013); 

therefore, the purpose of this pilot study was to explore how the media are covering the topic of 

oil and gas wastewater for beneficial reuse.  

Theoretical Framework 

Framing involves the selection of certain aspects of a topic and making them more relevant in a 

message (Entman, 1993). Framing theory is commonly used to study how news media present 

information to their audience members. Within environmental topics, framing theory has been 

used to study media content about climate solutions (Their & Wu, 2024), nuclear energy 

(Vossen, 2020), wind energy (Diamond et al., 2025), and fracking (Olive & Deshad, 2017). 

Other researchers have explored how water reuse was framed in the media (Fu et al., 2025; 

Goodwin et al., 2018), but additional research is needed to explore how the media presents the 

topic of oil and gas wastewater treatment and reuse. 

Methodology 

This pilot study used a quantitative content analysis to examine newspaper coverage of produced 

water management. News articles were sourced from Nexis Uni using the search: “Produced 

water OR Fracking Water OR Oil and gas wastewater AND Reuse OR recycling OR desalination 

OR management OR treatment OR discharge”. The search extended across a five-year timeframe 

(January 2020 - December 2025). The initial search resulted in 350 news articles. Each article 

was reviewed for relevancy, resulting in 139 relevant articles. The sample was randomized and 

14 articles were randomly selected for this pilot study. A codebook was created to categorize the 

topic, overall tone, sources of quotes, risk perceptions, benefit perceptions, and word choice used 

for produced water in each article. Coders selected one overarching topic per article from the 

following categories: market/industry update, policy/regulatory, research and technology 

development, infrastructure, environmental impacts, or other. Multiple risk and benefit 

perception topics could be selected. Risk perception options were environmental, human health, 

regulatory and compliance, public perception, financial/economic, technological, lithium 

extraction, and other. Benefit perception options included the same options, with social benefits 

replacing human health. Coders could select multiple sources for quotes attributions, with 

options being agricultural water users, community members, environmentalists, filtration 
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industry, regulatory groups, policy/lawmakers, industrial water users, researchers, and other. 

Three coders participated in a training session to review the codebook and relevant definitions. 

Following the training, revisions were made to improve the clarity of coding instructions. Using 

ReCal 3.0 we obtained a Krippendorf’s alpha of .88, which is considered acceptable reliability 

(Wimmer & Dominick, 2014). For the purpose of this pilot study, we proceeded with the lead 

researcher’s coded data for the results section. Frequencies were calculated using SPSS.  

Results 

The content analysis identified policy and regulation (n = 6, 42.9%), and research and 

technology (n = 5, 35.7%) as dominant topics. The least common topics were market and 

industry updates (n = 1, 7.1%) and environmental impacts (n = 2, 14.3%). In terms of tone, 

articles were equally divided between negative (n = 5, 35.7%) and positive (n = 5, 35.7%), with 

four articles (28.6%) remaining neutral. For sources of quotations, coders could indicate multiple 

sources. The most prevalent sources were oil and gas industry members (n = 4, 28.6%), 

environmental groups (n = 3, 21.4 %), water filtration industry members (n = 3, 21.4%), and 

regulatory groups (n = 3, 21.4%). The least commonly used sources were politicians and 

lawmakers (n = 2, 14.3 %) and researchers (n = 2, 14.3 %). No articles in the sample had quotes 

from agricultural water users, community members, or industrial water users. For risk 

perceptions, the most frequently mentioned category was environmental risk (n = 7, 50%), 

followed by human health (n = 5, 35.7%), and regulatory and compliance (n = 4, 28.6%). For 

benefit perceptions, the leading topics were technological innovations (n = 7, 50%), financial or 

economic (n = 5, 35.7), environmental (n = 3, 21.4%), and lithium extraction (3, 21.4%).  

Conclusions/Discussion/Recommendations 

In this study, news coverage primarily portrayed produced water as a policy and regulatory risk 

and implied existing regulatory frameworks were insufficient to permit the beneficial reuse of 

treated desalinated polished produced water. News media coverage can be a tool to disseminate 

information and shape an audience’s perception of a topic (Otieno et al., 2013), meaning the 

emphasis on regulatory risks may impact public perceptions of safety of treatment and beneficial 

reuse applications. The second most dominant theme was research and technology, which was 

framed as a benefit. This suggests the news coverage portrays produced water treatment 

technology as a viable solution to address water scarcity with reservations about regulation and 

emphasizes the need for transparent communication about the regulatory framework and 

permitting process required to allow beneficial reuse. Despite policy and regulation being the 

dominant theme, policy makers were the least cited sources of information, while oil and gas 

industry members were the most common quoted sources. Future news coverage could use 

policymakers and independent researchers as sources to provide more transparency about the 

permitting process, government oversight, and the safeguards in place to protect public and 

environmental health. In the future, this study will be expanded to analyze the remaining news 

articles identified with the search parameters. We recommend conducting additional 

crosstabulations to look for patterns in the larger data set. Content analysis can be a valuable tool 

to identify how the media presents key themes, benefits, and risks regarding variety of 

agriculture or related topics. 
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