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A B S T R A C T

News media coverage of the U.S. opioid epidemic influences Americans' knowledge of and preferences for solutions to address the crisis. From 1998 to 2012, news
media coverage of the opioid epidemic focused on criminal justice-oriented solutions. We examine whether and how news coverage of solutions has shifted in the
recent years of the crisis. We analyzed a random sample of 600 U.S. news stories published/aired by high circulation/viewership national and local print and
television news outlets from 2013 to 2017. We examined the proportion of news stories mentioning treatment, harm reduction, prevention, criminal justice, opioid
prescribing, pharmaceutical manufacturer, insurer, and other solutions. News stories were coded using a structured coding instrument, and 200 news stories were
double-coded to ensure interrater reliability. Data were collected and analyzed in 2018. Treatment (mentioned in 33% of news stories), harm reduction (30%), and
prevention (24%) solutions were the most frequently mentioned types of solutions. Several evidence-based public health solutions received little news coverage:
medication treatment for opioid use disorder was mentioned in 9% of news stories and the harm reduction solutions syringe services programs and safe consumption
sites were mentioned in 5% and 2% of news stories. While news coverage showed a promising emphasis on public health-oriented solutions, efforts to increase news
coverage of examples of effective opioid use disorder treatment and harm reduction solutions are needed.

1. Introduction

News media coverage of the U.S. opioid epidemic plays an im-
portant role in Americans' knowledge of and support for solutions to
address the crisis, which resulted in 47,600 overdose deaths in 2017
(National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2019). A large body of commu-
nication research has demonstrated that news media coverage influ-
ences audiences' perceptions of which issues are most important; atti-
tudes about the population affected by a given issue; perceptions of the
causes and consequences of the issue; and preferred solutions to the
problem (McCombs, 1977; Scheufele and Tewksbury, 2007; Iyengar,
1996; Gross, 2008; Chong and Druckman, 2007; Chong and Druckman,
2013; Graber and Dunaway, 2014). A small but growing body of re-
search on “solutions journalism” suggests that relative to news stories
focused purely on societal problems, news stories incorporating dis-
cussion of solutions are more effective at engaging audiences (McIntyre,
2017; Curry et al., 2016; McIntyre and Sobel, 2017; Lough and
McIntyre, 2018; Thier, 2016). In addition, evidence suggests that news
stories describing a specific solution to a problem can generate audi-
ence support for that solution (McIntyre, 2017). Thus, the volume of
news media coverage devoted to specific solutions has important im-
plications for Americans' awareness of options to address, and preferred
responses to, the opioid crisis.

No studies have examined U.S. news media coverage of the array of
possible solutions to the opioid epidemic in recent years. A study of
news media coverage of the prescription opioid epidemic from 1998 to
2012 by McGinty and colleagues found that only 51% of news stories
mentioned any solution, and those that did focused predominantly on
criminal justice solutions – namely arresting and prosecuting clinicians
and patients who illegally buy or sell prescription opioids (McGinty
et al., 2015). In contrast, evidence-based public health solutions were
rarely mentioned: only 3% of news stories mentioned expanding sub-
stance use disorder treatment and only one news story in the study
sample of 673 news stories mentioned a harm reduction solution
(McGinty et al., 2015). The harm reduction solution mentioned was a
Good Samaritan law, which is a state law that protects people from
criminal charges for drug crimes if they seek medical help for someone
experiencing an opioid overdose (Network for Public Health Law,
2017). No news stories mentioned naloxone access laws, syringe ser-
vices programs, or safe consumption sites, three additional evidence-
based harm reduction solutions. Recent research suggests that naloxone
access laws, which are state laws that expand layperson access to the
opioid overdose rescue medication naloxone, may reduce opioid over-
dose deaths (Rees et al., 2017). Syringe services programs are places
where people who use injection drugs like heroin can obtain sterile
syringes and safely dispose of used syringes; such programs reduce the
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spread of infections like HIV (Abdul-Quader et al., 2013). Safe con-
sumption sites, or places where people can use pre-obtained drugs
under medical supervision, have been shown in multiple studies to
reduce overdose deaths (Kennedy et al., 2017; Sherman et al., 2017).

While criminal justice solutions dominated other types of solutions
mentioned in news stories about the prescription opioid epidemic
published/aired from 1998 to 2012, the study by McGinty et al.
documented a downward trend in mentions of criminal justice solutions
and an upward trend in mentions of prevention-oriented solutions, for
example educating individuals about the dangers, proper use, and safe
storage of prescription opioids, over the 15-year study period (McGinty
et al., 2015). It is unknown whether this trend has continued in more
recent years. U.S. opioid overdose deaths have more than doubled since
2012, pointing to the continued need for effective solutions, and the
contours of the epidemic have changed: overdose deaths from heroin
and synthetic opioids like fentanyl surpassed deaths from prescription
opioids in 2014 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018a). It
is unknown whether and how news media coverage of solutions to the
opioid epidemic has evolved in response to these shifts.

In the present study, we examined news media coverage of solutions
to the opioid epidemic in a large sample of U.S. news stories published/
aired between 2013 and 2017. As news producers focus on topics with
high salience to their audience (Chong and Druckman, 2007; Graber
and Dunaway, 2014; De Vreese, 2004), news media coverage of solu-
tions might differ in states hardest-hit versus least-hard-hit by the
opioid epidemic. A recent study examining news media coverage of
treatment for opioid use disorder with the medications methadone,
buprenorphine, and naltrexone found that treatment with these medi-
cations – the gold standard for opioid use disorder treatment – was
portrayed more negatively in news stories produced by local outlets in
states with high opioid overdose rates relative to national news cov-
erage (Kennedy-Hendricks et al., 2019). We therefore examined whe-
ther there were differences in how local news media coverage depicted
solutions to the opioid epidemic in states with among the highest and
the lowest drug overdose rates in the U.S. Liberals and conservatives
have well-documented differing views on illicit drug issues, with lib-
erals more likely to support public health-oriented solutions and con-
servatives preferring criminal justice approaches (Lakoff, 2010). We
examined whether news coverage of solutions to the opioid crisis dif-
fered in stories produced by liberal- versus conservative-leaning news
outlets.

2. Study data and methods

We conducted a quantitative content analysis of a random sample of
600 U.S. news stories about solutions to the opioid epidemic published
or aired by high circulation/viewership national and local newspapers
and television news programs from 2013 to 2017.

2.1. Study sample

Print news sources included four of the highest-circulation national
newspapers in the U.S. (USA Today, New York Times,Wall Street Journal,
and Washington Post) and 20 local newspapers. The 20 local newspapers
included one conservative- and one liberal-leaning newspaper, de-
termined by 2012 presidential endorsements, from each of 10 states:
five “hardest-hit” states with among the highest drug overdose rates in
the U.S. and five “least-hard-hit” states with among the lowest state
drug overdose rates in the U.S. during the study period. Specifically, we
selected states that: a) were among the ten states with highest or lowest
drug overdose death rates in 2016 and b) had a conservative and lib-
eral-leaning newspaper available in either the LexisNexis, Proquest, or
Newsbank databases for the entire 2013–2017 study period. We used
overall drug overdose death rates, as opposed to opioid overdose death
rates, because many U.S. states significantly under-report the specific
drugs involved in fatal overdoses and evidence shows that recent trends

in drug overdose deaths have been driven by trends in opioid overdose
deaths (Rudd et al., 2016). Five hardest-hit (Kentucky, New Hampshire,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia) and five least-hard-hit (California,
Iowa, Nebraska, Oregon, Texas) states met these criteria. If selected
states had multiple right- or left-leaning newspapers available, we se-
lected the newspaper with highest circulation. See Appendix 1 for a
complete list of the 24 newspapers included in the study sample.

Television news sources included national ABC, CBS, NBC, PBS,
CNN, and Fox news programs as well as local television news programs
from ABC, CBS, and NBC affiliates from three hardest-hit states
(Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Ohio) and three least-hard-hit states
(California, Oregon, and Texas). As with local newspapers, hardest-hit
and least-hard-hit states were defined as falling into the ten states with
the highest- or lowest- drug overdose death rates in 2016. The six states
identified met this criterion and had local television transcripts avail-
able in the ShadowTV database. See Appendix 1 for a complete list of
the 12 television news sources included in the study sample.

2.2. News coverage selection

To identify news stories mentioning one or more solutions to the
opioid epidemic, we first searched the LexisNexis, ProQuest, Newsbank,
and ShadowTV online archives using the following terms: (“opioid” OR
“opiate” OR “heroin” OR “fentanyl” OR “prescription painkiller” OR
“prescription pain medication”) AND (“policy” OR “solution” OR “law”
OR “regulation” OR “legislation” OR “lawsuit” OR “guideline” OR
“intervention” OR “program”). We then reviewed each news story and
excluded those that did not mention a solution to the opioid epidemic,
defined as a specific approach (e.g., expanding treatment), policy (e.g.,
legalizing safe consumption sites), or program (e.g., naloxone dis-
tribution program) to addressing the opioid crisis. A total of 6422 news
stories met this criterion; from these, we selected a simple random
sample of 600 news stories for analysis, including 77 national news-
paper stories, 311 local newspaper stories, 16 national television news
transcripts, and 196 local television news transcripts. Within the
N=600 random sample, no duplicate stories were identified.

2.3. Measures

We used a 43-item coding instrument (Appendix 2) to measure news
media mentions of solutions to the opioid epidemic in eight domains:
opioid use disorder (OUD) treatment solutions; harm reduction solu-
tions; prevention solutions; criminal justice solutions; opioid pre-
scribing-oriented solutions; solutions targeting pharmaceutical industry
practices; health insurance industry-focused solutions; and other solu-
tions. Within each domain, we measured specific types of solutions, for
example the opioid use disorder treatment domain included a measure
of news media mentions of the need to expand medication treatment.
We organized individual solutions into mutually exclusive categories,
shown in Exhibit 2. In cases where a solution could be conceptualized
as fitting into more than one category – for example, medication
treatment for opioid use disorder has been conceptualized as both
treatment (National Academies of Sciences EaM, 2019) and harm re-
duction (Inciardi, 1999) – we chose the category we felt was best
aligned with the current public health conceptualization of the solution.
Medication treatment for opioid use disorder was categorized as
treatment in accordance with the 2019 National Academies of Science,
Engineering and Medicine report on the topic (National Academies of
Sciences EaM, 2019).

All measures were dichotomous yes/no items, indicating that a
news story either did or did not mention a given solution. The coding
instrument was developed by the study team and refined through pilot
coding, conducted by authors AB and KS, of a random sample of 80
news stories not included in the final analytic sample. Once the in-
strument was finalized, a random sample of 33% (n=200) of news
stories from the analytic sample of 600 news stories was double-coded
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by the same two study authors to assess interrater reliability for each
item. All items met conventional standards for reliability, with kappa
statistics of 0.65 or higher (Appendix 2).

2.4. Analysis

We first examined the volume of news stories mentioning any so-
lution to the opioid epidemic published in/aired by the news outlets
sampled over the 2013–2017 study period. We then calculated the
proportion of news stories mentioning each solution of interest over the
five-year study period. We used logistic regression models, controlling
for news story word count and adjusting standard errors for lack of
independence within news sources, to examine differences in the so-
lutions mentioned in local news coverage in states hardest-hit versus
least-hardest-hit by drug overdose deaths and in conservative- versus
liberal-leaning local newspapers. Statistical significance was set at
alpha p < 0.05. Data were collected and analyzed in 2018. Analyses
were conducted in Stata Version 14.0 (StataCorp©).

3. Results

Volume of news media coverage of solutions to the opioid epidemic
increased over the study period, from 272 news stories mentioning
solutions to the opioid epidemic in 2013 to 2816 news stories in 2017.
This increase paralleled the upward trend in drug overdose deaths in
the U.S. (Exhibit 1).

Over the entire five-year study period, the three most frequently
mentioned types of solutions to the opioid epidemic were treatment
(mentioned in 33% of news stories), harm reduction (30%), and pre-
vention (24%) solutions (Exhibit 2). In the treatment solutions cate-
gory, 25% of news stories in the study sample mentioned expanding
substance use treatment generally and 9% mentioned expanding med-
ication treatment for opioid use disorder. News media coverage of harm
reduction solutions was dominated by coverage of initiatives to expand
access to naloxone, the rescue medication that reverses the course of
opioid overdose (25%). Syringe services programs and safe

consumption sites were mentioned in 5% and 2% of news stories re-
spectively. The majority of solutions within the prevention category
were calls for opioid education programs targeting the general public
(16%). Six percent of news stories mentioned interventions to increase
safe opioid storage and disposal practices.

Other types of solutions were mentioned in fewer than 20% of news
stories, including criminal justice (17%); opioid prescribing (15%);
pharmaceutical industry-oriented (9%); and health insurance industry-
oriented (8%) solutions. The most frequently mentioned criminal jus-
tice solution was heightened prosecution of drug dealers (9%), followed
by drug courts (7%). In the opioid prescribing solutions category, pre-
scription drug monitoring programs were mentioned in 9% of news
stories. The most frequently mentioned solution involving the phar-
maceutical industry was lawsuits against the pharmaceutical industry
for deceptive marketing practices (8%). Other solutions not falling into
these domains included federal and state emergency declarations (8%),
increasing border security (2%), and legalizing cannabis as an alter-
native to opioids for pain management (2%).

The types of solutions to the opioid epidemic emphasized by the
news media shifted over the study period (Exhibit 3). In 2013, the most
frequently mentioned types of solutions were prevention (28%); opioid
prescribing (21%); and criminal justice and treatment solutions, each of
which were mentioned in 15% of news stories. By 2017, the three most
frequently mentioned types of solutions had shifted to treatment (22%);
prevention (18%); and harm reduction (17%).

News stories published by newspapers in states hardest-hit by the
opioid epidemic were more likely to mention treatment and criminal
justice solutions and less likely to mention pharmaceutical manu-
facturer solutions to the opioid epidemic than newspaper stories pub-
lished by outlets in least-hard-hit states (Appendix 3). There were few
differences in the types of solutions mentioned in liberal- versus con-
servative-leaning local newspapers (Appendix 4). Insurer solutions,
such as expanding Medicaid through the Affordable Care Act as a means
to increase access to opioid treatment, were mentioned in 15% of lib-
eral-leaning newspapers versus 8% of conservative-leaning newspapers
(p < 0.05). Liberal-leaning newspapers were also more likely to

Exhibit 1. Volume of news media coverage of solutions to the opioid epidemic relative to the number of drug overdose deaths1 in the U.S., 2013–2017
1Data on opioid overdose death rates from: National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics System. Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States,
1999–2016. Data Brief 294. Available online at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db294_table.pdf#4
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mention initiatives to expand access to naloxone among people who use
opioids and their family members, syringe services programs, and
prisoner re-entry programs focused on healthcare access. Relative to
print news, television news stories were less likely to mention treatment
(22% television vs. 38% print), opioid prescribing (8% vs. 18%) and
insurer (4% vs. 10%) solutions (Appendix 5). Television news stories
were more likely than print news stories to mention emergency de-
clarations as a solution to the opioid crisis (16% vs. 9%). These dif-
ferences were statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level.

4. Discussion

From 2013 to 2017, there was a> 10-fold increase in the volume of
news stories about solutions to the opioid epidemic published/aired by
the national and local print and television news outlets studied. Across
the five year study period, treatment, harm reduction, and prevention
solutions were the three most frequently mentioned types of solutions.
This finding demonstrates a shift in news coverage from earlier years of
the epidemic, when criminal justice solutions were emphasized
(McGinty et al., 2015). There were few differences in the types of so-
lutions mentioned in news coverage by outlets in states hardest-hit and
least-hard-hit by the opioid overdose epidemic: while criminal justice
solutions were more likely to be mentioned in news stories published/
aired by outlets in hardest-hit versus least-hard hit states, treatment,
harm reduction, and prevention solutions were the three most fre-
quently mentioned types of solutions in both groups. These were also
the three most frequently mentioned types of solutions in both liberal
and conservative-leaning local newspapers. Two potential reasons for
the shift away from criminal justice solutions include growing bi-
partisan recognition of the failure of the “war on drugs” policies focused
on arresting, prosecuting, and harshly punishing (e.g., mandatory
minimum sentencing policies) individuals who use drugs (Schultz and
Aspe, 2017; Coyne and Hall, 2017; International Drug Policy
Consortium, 2018) and widespread concern about the large criminal
justice costs incurred as a result of these policies, which have led to
state and federal reforms intended to decrease the incarcerated popu-
lation, many of whom have drug convictions (Fandos, 2018; L. B.
Federal Criminal Justice Reform in 2018, 2018).

Despite news stories' emphasis on public health-oriented solutions,
several solutions supported by a strong evidence base were rarely
mentioned. While it was the most frequently mentioned type of solu-
tion, treatment was only mentioned in one-third of news stories, and
only 9% of news stories specifically mentioned expanding medication
treatment for opioid use disorder. Treatment with one of three FDA-
approved medications – methadone, buprenorphine, or naltrexone – is
the gold standard for treatment of opioid use disorder (Volkow et al.,
2014; American Society of Addiction Medicine, 2015), but fewer than
35% of people with opioid use disorder in the U.S. receive medication
treatment (Jones and McCance-Katz, 2019). Only 5% of news stories
mentioned syringe services programs, and 2% mentioned safe con-
sumption sites.

These patterns in news coverage mirror public attitudes. In 2017,
only half of Americans believed that an effective treatment for opioid
use disorder exists (Blendon and Benson, 2018), 39% supported lega-
lizing syringe services programs (McGinty et al., 2018), and 29% sup-
ported legalizing safe consumption sites (McGinty et al., 2018). In the
news stories studied, the most commonly mentioned prevention solu-
tion was opioid education programs, which are more popular with the
U.S. public: in 2017 84% of Americans endorsed public education and
awareness programs as somewhat or very effective (Blendon and
Benson, 2018). While these types of education solutions are an im-
portant component of a comprehensive public approach to addressing
the opioid epidemic, evidence suggests that education alone, in the
absence of accompanying policy and system-level changes, is not en-
ough to curb rates of opioid use, addiction or overdose (Lynam et al.,
1999; Davis et al., 1995).

The types of solutions mentioned in news media coverage of the
opioid epidemic evolved over the five-year study period. In 2013, the
two most frequently mentioned types of solutions were prevention and
opioid prescribing-oriented solutions, followed by an equal proportion
of news stories mentioning criminal justice and treatment solutions. In
2017, treatment, harm reduction, and prevention solutions were most
frequently mentioned. These shifts likely reflect the changing epide-
miology of the epidemic (Rudd et al., 2016; National Center for Health
Statistics (NCHS), 2017) as well as policymakers' increased openness, in
response to continued increases in opioid overdose deaths (Centers for

Exhibit 2
News media mentions of solutions to the opioid epidemic, 2013–2017 (N=600
news stories).

Any mention of: N (%)

Treatment solution 196 (33%)
Expanding/allocating additional resources to…

Substance use disorder treatment generally 150 (25%)
Medication treatment for opioid use disorder 51 (9%)
Buprenorphine treatment 25 (4%)
Methadone treatment 17 (3%)
Naltrexone treatment 8 (1%)

Train more clinicians in addiction treatment 35 (6%)
Treatment in criminal justice settings 9 (2%)
Peer support programs, e.g. narcotics anonymous 8 (1%)
Programs focused on initiating addiction treatment in the
emergency department

2 (< 1%)

Harm reduction solutions 178 (30%)
Initiatives expanding access to naloxone 152 (25%)

Initiatives expanding access to naloxone among first responders 78 (13%)
Initiatives expanding access to naloxone among people who use
opioids/their family members

32 (5%)

Initiatives expanding access to naloxone among community
members at large

14 (2%)

Initiatives expanding access to naloxone in schools 8 (1%)
Syringe services programs (also called “needle exchanges”) 31 (5%)
Good Samaritan laws protecting individuals who call for
emergency assistance in the event of a drug overdose from
arrest or prosecution for crimes related to drug possession

15 (3%)

Safe consumption sites 7 (2%)
Use of anonymous drug testing for fentanyl 0 (0%)

Prevention solutions 141 (24%)
Any mention of an opioid-related education intervention 96 (16%)

Opioid-related education provided in schools 33 (6%)
Safe opioid storage/disposal interventions 36 (6%)
Stigma reduction campaigns 6 (1%)

Criminal justice solutions 102 (17%)
Heightened prosecution of drug dealers 54 (9%)
Drug courts 39 (7%)
Arresting people for drug crimes 8 (1%)
Prisoner re-entry programs focused on healthcare access 5 (1%)
Pre-booking diversion programs (e.g., law enforcement assisted
diversion)

3 (1%)

Changes to opioid prescribing solutions 88 (15%)
Prescription drug monitoring programs 55 (9%)
Opioid prescribing cap law 26 (4%)
Pill mill law (i.e., state law strictly regulating pain management
clinics)

19 (3%)

Pharmacy identification law requiring individuals picking up
opioid prescriptions to show identification

0 (0%)

Pharmaceutical industry solutions 51 (9%)
Lawsuits against pharmaceutical manufacturers for their
deceptive opioid marketing practices

45 (8%)

FDA requirements for reducing risk of opioid prescribing 6 (1%)
Health insurance industry solutions 46 (8%)
Any insurance coverage expansion to better cover opioid use
disorder treatment

44 (7%)

Affordable care act Medicaid expansion 29 (5%)
Insurance parity regulations 2 (< 1%)

Other solutions 67 (11%)
State or regional emergency declarations 47 (8%)
Increasing border security 12 (2%)
Legalizing cannabis as an alternative to opioids for pain
management

12 (2%)

For medical use 9 (2%)
For recreational use 3 (1%)
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Disease Control and Prevention, 2018b), to public health solutions. As
heroin and synthetic opioids replaced prescription opioids as the cause
of the majority of opioid overdose deaths, many policymakers, public
health experts and advocates shifted their focus from opioid prescribing
solutions, such as prescription drug monitoring programs – databases of
controlled substance prescriptions providers can use to check a patient's
past and current prescription opioid use, which have now been estab-
lished in all 50 states (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2018) – to
solutions, like treatment and harm reduction, that address deaths from
all types of opioids. The 2013–2017 study period encompassed expan-
sions in opioid use disorder treatment, including Affordable Care Act
insurance expansions that improved coverage of addiction treatment
for millions of Americans (Buck, 2011; Blumenthal and Collins, 2014),
federal and state policies supporting expanded delivery of buprenor-
phine in primary care settings (Dick et al., 2015; Stein et al., 2015; Stein
et al., 2016), and multiple state-level initiatives to improve treatment
delivery, such as Vermont's hub-and-spoke model of care for opioid use
disorder (Brooklyn and Sigmon, 2017). Consistent with our finding that
news media coverage of harm reduction solutions was driven by cov-
erage of initiatives to expand access to naloxone, state adoption of
naloxone access laws spread rapidly during the study period: the
number of states with naloxone access laws increased from eight in
2013 to 50 in 2017 (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2018).

Importantly, research suggests that news stories framing a solution
as effective can increase support for the solution, while news stories
framing a solution as ineffective can have no or detrimental effects on
audience endorsement of that solution (McIntyre, 2017). While we
found increased news coverage of evidence-based treatment and harm
reduction solutions, it was outside the scope of our study to examine
whether news stories framed these solutions as effective. Such framing
is particularly relevant for treatment: critics of medication treatment for
opioid use disorder assert that because they are themselves a form of
opioid, methadone and buprenorphine – the two most widely used
medication treatments for opioid use disorder – simply replace one
addiction with another (Olsen and Sharfstein, 2014). While our study
did not examine how medication treatment was framed, another recent
study explored this question, finding that although less than a third of
articles about this topic noted these medications' effectiveness, an even
smaller proportion of articles described these medications as ineffective
or as replacing one addiction for another (Kennedy-Hendricks et al.,
2019).

Elements of news stories not captured in our study may affect public
support for solutions to the opioid crisis. Messages attributing respon-
sibility for an issue to societal factors – as opposed to messages blaming
affected individuals – can increase audiences' support for public health

solutions (Iyengar, 1996; Gross, 2008; Iyengar, 1990). In the context of
the opioid crisis, long-held views among the American public that ad-
diction is a personal choice and moral failing likely inhibit support for
public health solutions (Morone, 1997; Kennedy-Hendricks et al., 2017;
Barry et al., 2014; Russell et al., 2019). Positive depictions of the in-
dividuals affected by a problem can increase audiences' willingness to
invest societal resources in solutions, whereas negative depictions can
lead to apathy or endorsement of punitive approaches (Iyengar, 1996;
Schneider and Ingram, 1993; Zillman and Brosius, 2000; Fraser et al.,
2018). Two recent studies found that relative to news coverage of prior
drug epidemics, U.S. news coverage of the current opioid crisis has
depicted the individuals affected in a more positive light (McLean,
2017; Netherland and Hansen, 2016). Both studies attributed this
finding to the fact that the ongoing opioid crisis has been driven by
prescribed opioids, as opposed to purely illicit drug use, and the shifting
demographics of affected individuals – the majority of whom are white,
suburban, and rural – in the present crisis relative to past epidemics
(McLean, 2017; Netherland and Hansen, 2016). These studies' findings
suggest that the increases in news media coverage of public health-
oriented solutions to the opioid crisis observed in our study may co-
incide with increasingly positive news media depictions of people who
use opioids. Our sample did not include the internet-only news sources
through which Americans increasingly access at least some of their
news; however, local television news, which the majority of Americans
report as their primary news source (Mitchell et al., 2016), was in-
cluded in our sample. Study of online news sources was not feasible due
to their lack of inclusion in online news archives (e.g., LexisNexis,
ProQuest, Newsbank). Our study's descriptive methods did not allow us
to test the effects of the solutions messages included in news media
coverage on public attitudes. Our analysis did not allow us to explain
trends in news media coverage of solutions to the opioid epidemic,
which might be driven by competing issues in the news cycle over time.

5. Conclusion

Efforts to educate journalists, editors, and producers regarding
medication treatment for opioid use disorder and evidence-based harm
reduction solutions to the opioid crisis, and to increase news coverage
of successful examples of these solutions, are needed. Future research
should consider how solution and other types of news media messages
co-occur in stories about the opioid crisis and use experimental methods
to test the effects of such messages on public attitudes.

Exhibit 3. Types of solutions to the opioid epidemic covered by the news media, 2013–2017.
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