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Abstract 

The media in the United States (U.S.) continues to expand its broad reaching coverage 

which shapes national discourse and perceptions about crime. Thus, it becomes increasingly 

important to assess the information that is being produced and disseminated through this 

medium. The purpose of the current research is to employ a content analysis of four widely 

circulated news sources, The New York Times (NYT), The Wall Street Journal (WSJ), The 

Washington Post, and USA Today, within the years 1987, 2005, and 2015 to assess the 

variability in media coverage and how the discussion of drugs and drug usage in these news 

sources has changed over time. This research focuses specific attention on whether the coverage 

changed, in part, as a result of the demographic shift in drug usage or some other bias process. 

This research seeks to shed light on implicit bias that underlies the news coverage as well as the 

policy responses to the drug problem in the U.S.  

In the analyses, four major themes emerged: criminality and social control, descriptions 

of treatment and rehabilitation, race and racial subtext, and policy. As hypothesized, there is a 

substantial decrease in the discussion of criminal justice responses to opioid use compared to 

methamphetamine (meth) and crack use. In addition, treatment was increasingly more likely to 

be discussed as time progressed, which suggest that this discussion was most common during the 

opioid crisis. Additionally, race seemed to play a large role within each time period as there were 

high counts of racial subtexts over all three time periods. Black Americans were labeled using 

low socioeconomic and criminal/violent descriptions, and White Americans were described as 

having higher potentials and access to resources. Finally, as policies shifted over these three time 

periods, so did the media coverage. The discussion within the meth epidemic is broader and 

contains slightly more personal stories, and the opioid crisis contained the highest number of 

individual stories connected with policy implementation. The results of this study highlight the 
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relevance of the media and how they can control the conversation about major social ills in 

society. Thus, it is critical to understand how the media constructs narratives about social 

problems, and it is important for the media to recognize how the biases in its coverage can 

impact society at large. 

Overall, the significant shifts in media conversation about drugs can influence bias 

among readers. Society absorbs media messages regularly and will commonly use the media to 

form opinions about hot topics or relevant topics within the news. This study calls for news 

sources to recognize implicit biases and understand the impact of the way news is covered.  
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Introduction 

The media in the U.S. is at the forefront in covering the major changes, failures, and 

victories happening the United States (Golan 2006; Shoemaker & Brendlinger 1987). Millions of 

people consume the news daily and use it to mold their opinions on events, policies and 

sometimes people. The media informs the world of the events it feels are most noteworthy, 

providing the tone and opinion that readers will take and use when discussing issues (Philips 

1983). It is a major source of observational learning where viewers are given a schema for 

different people or behaviors that are either rewarded or punished. For example, if the media 

shows negative images of certain groups and not others, it is likely to influence public 

perceptions and policy responses. Even published Opinion Editorials shed light on the potential 

biases of the editors of each news source, as they are in control of defining what is substantive 

and worthy of sharing with the general public. This study explores the way the media covered 

the crack epidemic, the meth epidemic, and the opioid crisis. The objective is to assess if there 

are differences in the tone, verbiage, and structure that the media has used to describe the 

demographic populations using crack cocaine, methamphetamine and opioids. More specifically, 

this research explores whether the coverage of the drug crisis in the United States helps to 

facilitate policies that further marginalize certain populations.  

 This study conducts a content analysis of major sources due to the fact that examining 

media coverage surrounding the drug crisis is especially relevant in contemporary America 

because of the discussions surrounding news legitimacy (read: “fake news”) and the agenda 

being pushed by different sources The bipartisan nature of news coverage can foster distrust 

between readers and major publications. In recent years, there has been a call for objectivity and 

truth within the media, in an effort to give readers facts instead editorialized opinions.  
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One topic that the news consistently covers is drugs, and this study examines the ways in 

which news coverage changes over time and across three different drugs: crack cocaine, 

methamphetamine, and opioids. When discussing the crack epidemic, terms such as criminality, 

poverty, and punitive treatment are often discussed (McKim 2017). However, when discussing 

the meth epidemic, the conversation shifts to a rural demographic where meth labs are created, 

and one can expect to read terms describing lower class Whites and criminality (Gonzales, 

Mooney, & Rawson, 2010, p. 388). The media coverage of the opioid crisis takes on a more 

individualistic tone. The stories are less frequently about groups of people, and more often found 

describing an individual who found himself or herself in the world of drugs. Importantly, the 

focus shifts away from solutions surrounding criminality to treatment centers that can be created 

and fostered to combat drug addiction. The difference in language may have a lot to do with the 

fact that many of the drug users involved in the current opioid crisis are middle to upper class 

White Americans whereas the meth epidemic supposedly consists of lower-class White citizens, 

and the Crack Epidemic affects lower class African Americans (Sacco 1995). Policy-makers 

have deemed the abundant amount of illicit opioid usage as a “crisis”.  This title may signal that 

America is quicker to act upon the epidemics of the upper class in a more sympathetic and less 

punitive manner than the epidemics that have been faced by the lower class.  

This study uses the racial typification of crime as a theoretical framework to outline the 

patterns and themes found within the data. This theoretical framework highlights the ways in 

which criminality is often associated with race. Race is often not discussed explicitly within the 

conversation of crime and the criminal justice system. Because criminality is more frequently 

associated with racial and ethnic minorities, race does not need to be specifically mentioned to 

understand that the discussion is racialized. This typification is bolstered through societal bias 

and disproportionate media coverage of Black offenders and violent crimes, which creates the 
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perception that crime perpetrators and victims are most often Black. In the past 50 years, the 

United States has witnessed a shift in the accepted discussions about race and ethnicity. Because 

of this shift, race, and racial bias, are now left out of many conversations. However, the 

implications of race remain important because of the racial typification that disadvantages 

minorities. Because this study specifically seeks to understand the shift in conversation 

surrounding race and illicit drug use, racial typification may explain the shift in the conversation 

between drug epidemics in accordance with the race of the typical user.  

Literature Review 

The War on Drugs and the Crack Epidemic 

The War on Drugs was announced in 1982 by Ronald Reagan, and by 1985 the U.S. 

documented and publicized the dramatic increase in the usage of crack cocaine. The War on 

Drugs was, in part, a response to the increase of crack cocaine, a drug found predominantly in 

lower socioeconomic areas of the country. Beckett and Sasson (2004) noted that the number of 

annual drug arrests increased from approximately half a million in 1980 to over 1.5 million in 

1996. The impact of the drug war was not evenly distributed. In the two decades following 1980, 

the national drug arrest rate among Blacks increased from roughly 650 to 2,907 per 100,000 

population, while the national drug arrest rate among Whites increased from approximately 350 

to 463 per 100,000 persons (Donziger 1996; U.S. Department of Justice 2003)” (Beckett et al, 

2005). This sparked a rise in the criminalization of drug crimes and a fear of drug offenders 

throughout the U.S.  

The War on Drugs and its mission made it easy for the media and administration to 

clearly define those who were likely to be involved in the world of drugs: poor Black Americans 

(Bobo & Thompson, 2006). “The drug war operates because of a reciprocal relationship between 

the criminalization of Blackness and the decriminalization of Whiteness” (Netherland & Hansen, 
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2017, p. 218). By criminalizing Black Americans, the US. jumped at the opportunity to create 

policies of punishment rather than treatment. Punitive sentencing approaches along with 

increased police force size emerged out of this criminalization movement. Police officers were 

deployed to areas consisting primarily of poor, minority citizens. In 2001, Alfred Blumstein 

noted that the Black incarceration rate nearly tripled between 1980 and 2000 (2006). When the 

punitive social control practices began affecting young White males, some scholars noted that 

there was a shift in drug laws. For example, in their study, Netherland & Hansen (2017) noted: 

“when the Rockefeller Drug Laws instituted harsh mandatory minimums, White 

suburban youth found themselves facing significant jail time for low-level 

marijuana possession. Parents of White suburban youth banded together to create 

policy changes that exempted marijuana from the Rockefeller Drug Laws, 

essentially de-criminalizing low-level possession in some jurisdictions. This was 

possible, in part, because of the racial dynamics and the portrayal of White youth 

as sympathetic victims of the organized narcotics trade” (Netherland & Hansen, 

2017, p. 219).  

This reflects a relationship between using verbal imagery such as “sympathetic” and “victim” to 

decriminalize the image of White males who use marijuana. As punishments increased, the 

media elevated the number of stories broadcasted about the nation’s new enemy - crack cocaine. 

Black Americans became the new face of this media campaign. “Because of the highly racialized 

war on drugs, stereotypes of heroin users tend to cast them as Black urban dwellers (see Scotti 

and Kronenberg, 2001; Steiner and Argothy, 2001) and as the appropriate targets for law 

enforcement” (Netherland & Hansen, 2017, p. 228).  

The use of the “War on Drugs” campaign in the U.S. was not only a catalyst for harsher 

punishments for drug crimes, it also increased the feelings of fear and negativity among the 
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general public, who feared Black males as threats to their families, friends, and livelihoods 

(Nunn, 2002). According to a study by Bobo and Thompson (2006), police were encouraged to 

make more arrests and were targeting Black males in disadvantaged neighborhoods. As a result, 

the stories in the media about the War on Drugs and Crack Cocaine were engulfed in a threat of 

violence and victimization from poor Black males. Deseran & Orcutt (2009) note,  

“Beginning in 1986, press coverage of drug issues increased dramatically with 

news articles and broadcasts routinely characterizing the crack cocaine problem as 

a ‘crisis,’ ‘epidemic,’ or ‘plague’” (Chiricos, 1996; Reinarman & Levine, 1989a; 

Shoemaker, 1989). These terms reinforced the idea that drug crimes were ones 

that spread fast and wide, with no context of the underlying issues surrounding 

this epidemic. In general, constructionist analyses of this period have reinforced a 

view of drug crises as collaborative claims-making activity in which political 

leaders and, ‘media organizations [work] in unison to promote fears of drug 

abuse’” (Deseran & Orcutt, 2009, p. 872).  

Overall, the War on Drugs witnessed an increase in arrests and incarceration for drug 

crimes, specifically the use of crack cocaine. In his study completed at the University of 

Florida’s School of Law, Nunn (2002) argues that, “The War on Drugs has had a devastating 

effect on African American communities nationwide. Throughout the drug war, African 

Americans have been disproportionately investigated, detained, searched, arrested and charged 

with the use, possession and sale of illegal drugs. Vast numbers of African Americans have been 

jailed and imprisoned pursuant to the nation's tough drug trafficking laws, implemented as part 

of the War on Drugs” (381). Both the U.S. administration and media used this to target Black 

American males in lower socio-economic areas and label them as criminals for the rest of the 

country to fear.  
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The Methamphetamine Epidemic 

The Methamphetamine (Meth) Epidemic, which started in the 1990’s and continued 

through the 2000’s began when physicians started prescribing methamphetamines, primarily to 

men. “Through the 1980s, [Meth] use was fairly limited to Caucasian men, many of whom were 

truck drivers, construction workers, and other blue-collar workers” (Gonzales et al. 2010, p. 

388). However, the drug later spread to affect both men and women. In an article written in 

Newsweek in 2005, meth was typified as “America’s Most Dangerous Drug” with a photo of a 

man smoking through a crack pipe. The article caused a moral panic throughout the nation about 

the usage of Meth (Weidner, 2009). Large scale laboratories were also opening in Southern 

California and Mexico to distribute meth around the country (Gonzales et al. 2010). However, as 

the number of large laboratories were seized by law enforcement officers, users began producing 

the drug in their own “mom-and-pop home laboratories” in small or mobile homes stationed in 

rural areas where law enforcement was less prevalent and the risk of arrest was significantly 

lower. “[Meth] use has been a substantial problem for the criminal justice system as reflected by 

law-enforcement data, including arrests and seizures at the local level. In fact, in 2005, 39.2% of 

reporting state and local law-enforcement agencies cited [Meth] as their greatest drug threat” 

(Gonzales et al, 2010). 

Over time, meth gained popularity in the news with stories of fires within meth labs. In 

addition, much of the media attention surrounding meth contained stories of the violent crimes 

committed by abusers including domestic violence instances, community violence and child 

abuse and neglect (McBride et al, 2011). This created fear among the general public, especially 

those regularly consuming the news and media coverage of drug users. “In 2005, the federal 

government passed the Combat Methamphetamine Epidemic Act, which placed federal 

regulations on the sale of products containing pseudoephedrine and further reduced its 
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availability for use in [Meth] manufacture” (Gonzales et al. 2010, p. 388). Importantly, the 

immediate response to the meth epidemic and the violent crimes associated with it was not a 

punitive policy, but rather a preventive measure to deplete the creation and distribution of meth. 

The media responded to the Combat Methamphetamine Epidemic Act by highlighting the 

controversy of limiting the amount of over the counter drugs that a person could buy that 

contained pseudoephedrine, the primary ingredient used to create Meth. This policy dramatically 

reduced the production of meth in the U.S. In addition, “The social harms experienced by 

neighborhoods from systemic violence (trafficking and dealing) and [Meth] production are 

tremendous” as this drug has been associated with violence and crime (Gonzales et al. 2010, 

p.391). “One area in which both state and the federal government have experienced significant 

recent policy development activity deals with reducing the significant criminal justice and 

public-health concerns resulting from [small toxic labs] methamphetamine production and use” 

(McBride et al, 2011). Although there is still a prevalence of the drug in the U.S., the media has 

recently turned its focus onto opioids.  

The Opioid Crisis 

The Opioid Crisis began in the mid 2000’s as a response to an increased opioid usage 

throughout the United States. The rise in opioid usage started in the 1990’s when state medical 

boards called for more leniency in prescribing drugs to treat chronic pain. According to the 

Center for Disease Control (CDC), Opioid addiction has reached epidemic proportions.  

Increases in prescription advertising to the general public has contributed to the increase in 

opioid sales (Manchikanti & Helm 2012). Prescription drugs were initially advertised as “mildly 

addictive” and little evidence of the effects were highlighted. The increase in prescriptions has 

brought with it an increase in addictions to opioids. Many patients were faced with high levels of 

dependency and resorted to either abusing their prescription or purchasing drugs illegally.  
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“Although by 2004 prescription opioids overtook heroin as the primary opiate of 

abuse in the US, arrests of prescription opioid abusers and street level dealers 

were far outnumbered by arrests of users and dealers of illicit narcotics. For 

example, in 2009, the arrest rate per 100,000 was 7.5 for the sale and 15.6 for the 

possession of manufactured or synthetic drugs, compared with 29.5 for the sale 

and 72.8 for the possession of heroin or cocaine (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009), even 

though the prevalence of prescription drug misuse far exceeds that of heroin” 

(Netherland & Hansen 2017, p. 227). 

Individuals who abused painkillers were likely to have been prescribed by a practicing 

physician. This means that those addicted to opioids were likely to have more financial resources 

that provided security, such as health care, for themselves and their families. So, when 

addressing the issue of the misuse and abuse of opioids, the population of concern is most often 

middle to upper class Americans. The US Census Bureau stated that in 2000, “most people (64.1 

percent) were covered by a health insurance plan related to employment for some or all of 2000, 

an increase of 0.6 percentage points over the previous year.” This means that the population of 

unemployed U.S. adults were much less likely to have health insurance.  

In addition, because heroin is chemically similar to opioids, there have been suggestions 

that heroin commonly replaces opioids when they become too expensive or difficult to obtain. 

“They noted that heroin was both more readily available and less expensive than OxyContin and 

that ‘they would have never tried heroin had they not become addicted to OxyContin’. The 

authors also reported that they ‘continually identify persons who report a similar progression 

from prescription opioid use to heroin injection’” (Pollini et al. 2011). So, although heroin is not 

considered an “upper class drug,” opioid abusers may turn to this drug over time.  
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As it relates to the opioid crisis, the media used singular stories to paint a picture of the 

epidemic. For example, in a story of a White college student from a wealthy Boston suburb it 

states:  

‘For a while, O’Connor was able to hide the fact that he was driving to the city on 

a regular basis to score heroin from dealers on the street’ (Schwartz, 2012). This 

story foreshadows the racial threat of this migration to heroin: young suburbanites 

who are drawn to the city streets where they mingle with Black and Brown 

dealers. Such a mingling could preclude therapeutic, rather than punitive, 

responses for White youth, a threat that the reporter forestalls with a hopeful 

reference to treatment in his closing line: ‘I had so many psychologists and 

therapists. The best ones weren’t the smartest ones, they were the ones that cared 

the most’ (Schwartz, 2012)” (Netherland & Hansen 2017, p. 228).  

These kind of stories are a reflection of the shift in the nation’s perception of illicit drug 

users, from “criminal” to those “in need of help.” As a result, policies started to emerge that were 

less punitive and geared toward increasing the number of treatment facilities and drug abuse 

awareness programs. For example, the FDA has publicized its increased effort in creating abuse-

deterrent formulations of drugs and encouraging more funding for naloxone, a drug used by 

emergency medical professionals to reverse overdoses (Califf et al, 2016).  

Racial Typification of Crime 

In addition to the unequal responses to individuals that use crack cocaine, meth and 

opioids, there is also a clear set of stereotypes of the typical offender and drug user within the 

U.S. Specifically, people often picture a criminal as Black. In one study Mauer (1999) notes that 

media viewers, “of crime stories were twice as likely to believe that a Black suspect had been 

identified in stories that made no specific reference to a suspect” (1999, pg. 174). This means 
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that news reporters do not need to specify race to impose guilt onto the offender in the minds of 

readers. Irrespective of whether the criminal is Black, if a reader assumes he is, it will strengthen 

their racial schema that Black men (or people) are criminals. Racial schemas are also reinforced 

by the disproportionate number of incarcerated Black males (Alexander 2012), and 

sensationalized media stories of violent Black males, or general racist ideologies. Because of this 

consistent typification, Chiricos (2004) describes it as “modern racism” which is ‘a general 

hostility toward Blacks’ as opposed to the direct expressions of racial superiority or inferiority 

that may have been expressed in the past. Thus, some Whites will "lump all or most Blacks into 

categories with negative characteristics" (Entman, 1992:345).  

One important aspect of this study is the relevance of racial typification of crime. We 

highlight its importance because news articles may not directly specify a race within an article 

but will include racial subtexts such as descriptions of low socioeconomic status or past 

criminality. “The typification of crime as a Black phenomenon is consistently related to support 

for punitive measures to deal with crime. Such beliefs suggest that the criminal threat associated 

with racial minorities may be activated not only by the residential proximity of racial minorities, 

but by the conflation of race and crime that exists in the minds of everyday citizens” (Chiricos 

2004). It is likely that the media is a major contributor to the conflation of associations between 

racial and ethnic minorities and criminality. 

Data and Methods 

The data for this project is taken from four national news sources: The New York Times, 

The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and USA Today within the years 1987, 2005, and 

2015. These four sources are utilized because they are circulated widely around the country and 

are trusted by the public for their impartial coverage of events. In addition, it is important to 

address the political leaning of the four sources. Both The New York Times and the Washington 
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Post tend to lean towards the liberal side of reporting, The Wall Street Journal (WSJ) reports 

more conservatively, and USA Today seems to have a moderate style in which the reporting is 

neither exclusively liberal nor conservative (Research: Newspapers and News Media). These 

four sources were selected to ensure that data collection was not skewed based on the reporting 

style of one or more sources. Although these sources are widely circulated, readers are more 

saturated within certain demographics. According to the Pew Research Center, the majority of 

readers consuming content from major news sources are male (WSJ: 71%, USA Today: 57%, 

NYT: 56%) and educated with at least some college education (WSJ: 83%, USA Today: 76%, 

NYT: 80). Based on the assumption that there are no major differences between these three 

sources and the Washington Post (the fourth source in this study), there is no reason to believe 

that the demographics for the readers of the Washington Post would differ drastically from the 

news outlets in the aforementioned study.  

The years 1987, 2005, and 2015 were chosen for this study. The War on Drugs, 

beginning in the 1980s, represented a profound shift in the way in which the United States 

practiced law enforcement, and ushered in a new era in American policing. Between 1980 and 

2003, the number of drug offenders in prison or jail increased by 1100% from 41,100 in 1980 to 

493,800 in 2003, with a remarkable rise in arrests concentrated in African American 

communities. This precipitous escalation began as the result of a tangible shift in law 

enforcement practices toward aggressively pursuing drug offenses (King, R. S., 2008). The year 

1987 was the height of the “War on Drugs,” but also far enough away from the initial declaration 

(1982) where opinions in reporting may have been less developed or strong. Although Meth 

usage began in the late 1970’s, it was not until the early 2000’s that policies started to address 

the epidemic (McBride et al, 2011). Meth was coined, “America’s most dangerous drug” in 

2005. For this reason, this study will be using the year 2005, because, at this time, the public 



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       16 

recognized meth usage as an issue based on policy change and increased media coverage. The 

final year of this analysis was selected with the understanding that America is still in the midst of 

the Opioid epidemic. However, 2015 seemed to be the year where the attention started to focus 

on this crisis; 2015 was a preparation year for elections, and many politicians chose to use the 

“Opioid Crisis” as a political platform.  

A total of 360 articles were randomly selected across the aforementioned time periods 

and news sources. Fifty-one articles within the sample were not coded because they did not 

mention one of the three main drugs in the study. Thus, the final sample for the content analysis 

is 309 articles: 104 articles were used in 1987, 100 articles were used in 2005, and 105 articles 

were used in 2015.1 Because there were a large number of articles within my population, 

reviewing 30 articles in each time period was a sufficient number that allowed me to get a clear 

picture of the media coverage within each news source and within each time period. The 

databases ProQuest and Access World News are used for collection in which specific keywords 

entered defined the population in which each grouping of articles were chosen. The keywords 

used to search within the year 1987: Cocaine, Drug, Black, African American, Crack, criminal, 

treatment, and rehabilitation. The keywords used to search within the year 2005: 

Methamphetamine, meth, poor, criminal, White, drug, treatment, and rehabilitation. Finally, the 

keywords used to search within the year 2015: Opioid, opium, White, drug, criminal, treatment, 

and rehabilitation. In addition, the articles were sorted by relevance based on the keywords 

                                                        
1 The 51 articles that were omitted because the focus was outside the scope of the current study. The focus of the current study 

is on the pattern between the media conversation and 3 specific drug epidemics. The 51 articles not included did not fit within 

the broader context of the current study. Many of the articles during the crack epidemic are discussed race and the criminal 

justice system or race outside of the context of drugs or criminality. The articles omitted within the meth epidemic are articles 

highlighting new drugs to address the AIDS epidemic. The articles omitted during the opioid crisis are emphasizing new drugs 

and the ethics of drug treatment. For example, there are several articles that discuss new medications that could assist with 

chronic illnesses or pains. Whole these ideas merit attention in future research, they lacked qualification for this study. 
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searched to ensure that the data collected was not saturated with data from a small portion of 

each year.  

Analytic Strategy 

Each article was entered and coded within the program, NVIVO. This is a qualitative 

analysis program in which coding is geared towards text-based and multimedia analysis. Articles 

can be easily marked and annotated based on the major themes addressed. The major themes 

analyzed will be: Criminality and Social Control, Descriptions of Treatment and Rehabilitation, 

Race and Racial Subtext, and Policy. Within NVIVO, articles will be coded for criminality (both 

statistics and illicit actions in conjunction with drug usage), descriptions of specific drugs (Crack 

or Cocaine, Meth, Opioid and Other), race (Black, White, Other and Racial Subtext), and 

whether or not the article mentions treatment programs for drug rehabilitation in order to assess 

how the news perpetuates ideas of race, class, and illicit drug use depending on the drug or 

population in focus.  

 

Research Questions 

H1: Has the media coverage of drugs changed/shifted over time? 

H2: What are the major themes in media stories in 1987, 2005 and 2015? 

H3: Does the discussion of race change or shift over time? 
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Findings 

Major Themes: Criminality and Social Control, Descriptions of Treatment and Rehabilitation, 

Race and Race Subtext, Drug Policy 

Criminality and Social Control 

The first theme that will be explored is criminality and social control. That is, many of 

the articles discussed criminality in conjunction with drug use. This means that they mentioned 

one or multiple crimes in addition to illicit drug use. This can be a method of describing a 

singular event where an individual or a group was found using drugs and committing a crime, or 

it can be a method of describing a usual pattern of behavior that may be connected with the usage 

of a particular drug. This is also a way of inducing fear within a reader about individuals or the 

negative impact of illicit drug use.   

Over time, we see a shift in both the descriptions of criminality and the use of fear tactics 

as demonstrated in Table 1. Both the increased number of descriptions of arrests and other 

crimes within the crack epidemic compared to the Meth epidemic and the Opioid epidemic, tells 

us that it would have been much easier for readers to develop understandings of crack users as 

criminal and as dangerous. As the War on Drugs began and crack became more prevalent in the 

news, stories of high drug use and crime within low socioeconomic neighborhoods increased. 

Kerr (1987) from the New York Times notes that,  

“…in previously peaceful areas residents now talk of the ''the crack wars'' - the 

rising toll of killings, the blasts of machine pistols at night and a growing fear 

among residents that they could be punished for knowing, seeing or saying too 

much” (pg 1).  

Stories are often told in the third person, where another member of the neighborhood may state 

his or her fears about the increased crime and drug use arising close by.  
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Table 1. Description of Criminality and Social Control 

 1987 2005 2015 

     ARRESTS 31 32 18 

     ILLICIT ACTIONS 30 22 14 

TOTAL ARTICLES USED  104 100 105 

 

There were also several stories, 44, about the dangers of living near drug dealers. The 

media described instances of fatal drug busts or children that were harmed in the midst of 

violence intended towards someone else in an altercation surrounding drugs, implying that many 

victims are innocent consequences bystanders when it comes to violence related to drug use and 

dealing. 

The criminality theme also includes the description of police expansion and methods of 

social control. Several articles that included descriptions of violence and drugs are recounted by 

officers who experienced it firsthand or knew another officer who experienced it. For example, 

there were 30 articles that were coded that discussed criminality in conjunction with crack usage. 

In addition, as shown in Table 1, there were 31 articles that discussed arrests in conjunction with 

crack usage. This is important because arrests signify that a person has committed a crime and 

can be deemed a criminal. Criminals are condemned and ostracized by the general public, for 

fear of victimization.  

During the meth epidemic, there is also a high association with violent crime. Many 

stories of the media discuss individuals who severely harmed themselves, family members or 

strangers while on methamphetamine. Instances of stabbings, homicide and assault are recounted 
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across all news sources during this time period. This violence was described as both erratic and 

as a method to obtain the drug or money for the drug. This adds a dimension of fear especially 

within readers because a majority of the readers are educated males (WSJ: 71%, USA Today: 

57%, NYT: 56%) (Gewurz, 2018). If a reader is of a higher socioeconomic status, there might be 

a fear of victimization from meth users who are looking for money. In addition, because many of 

the crimes are violent, readers not only fear victimization, but they fear that if they are victimized 

it could be fatal. For example, Kolb (2005) from the New York Times noted that one respondent 

stated,  

“……one incident that stuck in his mind involved the death of a 19-year-old girl 

four years ago. The girl was stabbed 43 times by her boyfriend, who was said to 

have been a methamphetamine user, Mr. Adair said. 'That murder has always 

haunted us,' he said” (pg 1).  

The media also mentions a high amount of nonviolent crime associated with meth such as 

property crime. This can still instill fear into readers if they feel they may be vulnerable to 

victimization. Theft of homes and burglaries can both leave an individual to fear that he or she 

may be victimized, but it can also increase discontentment when drug users in the neighborhood 

become known for fear that they may damage or vandalize the area. Among the articles that 

explore the meth epidemic, 22 discussed other crimes in conjunction with meth usage. There 

were an additional 32 articles that discussed arrests of meth addicts. This demonstrates a slight 

decrease in the association with other crimes, even though meth has been described as 

“America’s Most Dangerous Drug” (Weidner, 2009). However, meth has an almost identical 

count of arrests as crack, which suggest that both are labeled as lower-class drugs, in which case 

methods of treatment may not always be a first response.  



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       21 

The opioid crisis on the other hand discusses crime slightly differently than crack and 

meth. To begin, many articles that start with the discussion of opioid abuse transition into a 

discussion of heroin. As mentioned earlier in this research, heroin is a common replacement drug 

for opioids when the user can no longer obtain a prescription or if the addiction becomes too 

expensive. This is noteworthy because heroin is not technically an opioid, although it has a very 

similar chemical makeup.  

The stories in the media surrounding heroin and criminality are often stories about illegal 

cartels outside of the US bringing in opioids across the border. In addition, the crimes described 

are more complex and less violent, such as describing how drug companies should be held 

accountable for their drug’s addictive qualities, or how doctors are too hasty in prescribing 

opioids.  

“Some experts are also wary that, given some manufacturers' history of 

understating the dangers of opioids, they could be overstating their protective 

measures as well. In 2007, Purdue was fined more than $600 million, and three of 

its executives pleaded guilty to individual criminal charges, for misrepresenting 

OxyContin's risks for addiction” (Schwarz, New York Times, 2015).  

The component of fear during the meth crisis is about accidental addiction after an injury 

or surgery. Because a majority of readers are educated men, they are more likely to have jobs 

and health insurance. This means they may be more likely to experience addiction of opioids 

than meth or crack or know someone who is addicted. In addition, the descriptions of 

international drug cartels bringing in opioids from countries such as Mexico, or Venezuela is a 

form of othering an otherwise common drug widely found and used within the US. A majority of 

opioid addictions begin with prescriptions from their physician, however there seems to be a 

more common picture of illegal importation and distribution being painted in the media. 
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Fourteen articles describe criminal actions in conjunction with opioid use, and 18 articles 

mentioned arrest. This is much less than the counts for both meth and crack epidemics.  

It is important to highlight the shift between these three time periods. “Criminality and 

social control” was a major theme across all three time periods. Powerful descriptions were used 

to define who is a criminal for the reader, which solidified fear and negative biases about drug 

users. As hypothesized, there is a substantial decrease in the discussion of criminal actions 

surrounding opioid use compared to meth and crack use. In addition, the criminality described in 

articles during the meth and crack epidemics were more about violence and described individual 

crimes in more detail. Individual stories of crime and violence was more common in the time of 

the meth epidemic, compared to crack which was more likely to recount one instance to show the 

patterns of crime surrounding the drug. Opioids also held a less individualistic tone when it came 

to criminality. This is important because the more personal or relatable a story is to a reader 

(specifically surrounding criminality and social control), the more likely he or she is to develop 

concerns about crime and victimization associated with drug usage. 

Description of Treatment and Rehabilitation 

 Irrespective of the drug epidemic discussed, drug use can inevitably lead to addiction. 

When drug use reaches epidemic proportions, drug treatment will often come up in the 

surrounding conversation. How salient the topic of treatment is within each drug epidemic, 

however, may tell us which drug user is seen as deserving or capable of recovery. In Table 2, we 

can see that treatment was mentioned 28 times in 1987, 32 times in 2005, and 60 times in 2015. 

The fact that treatment was mentioned more than double within the sample analyzing the opioid 

epidemic compared to the sample analyzing the crack epidemic tells us that the media has come 

to a rehabilitative conclusion for a drug epidemic that touched middle-upper class White 
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Americans twice as much as when considering the crack epidemic, a drug that largely impacted 

lower-class Black Americans.  

 When discussion treatment during the crack epidemic, much of the conversation 

surrounded sports. The media covered many players in the NBA and the NFL that tested positive 

for the use of cocaine.  

Table 2. Description of Treatment and Rehabilitation 

 1987 2005 2015 

TREATMENT AND REHABILITATION 28 32 60 

TOTAL ARTICLES 104 100 105 

 

“Since 1980, more than 100 professional football, basketball and baseball players 

have publicly admitted using cocaine, with most entering addiction treatment 

centers. Two prominent athletes died last summer from the drug: basketball's Len 

Bias and football's Don Rogers. And league and union officials concede that other 

athletes have become addicted and sought treatment without the public's 

knowledge” (Goodwin, New York Times, 1987).  

These articles will discuss how this player may influence others, whether they have gone to 

treatment in the past, and any quotes from their coaches or from the league. This is a form of 

“othering” within the discussion of treatment and the crack epidemic as many readers are likely 

to not play professional sports or know people who do. This allows them to conclude that crack 

is something they are not connected with or that will not affect those around them (again, noting 

that most readers are educated White males).  
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 In addition, other conversations during the crack epidemic discuss the need for more 

treatment centers but does not necessarily conclude that they are the most successful or 

recommended method to control the epidemic. In conclusion, although treatment is mentioned a 

substantial number of times (28) within the sample conclusive policy changes toward treatment 

are not reported at the same rate. So, although many of the articles mention treatment, the policy 

is not as strongly centered around this. 

 During the meth epidemic, much of the discussion of treatment was more optimistic as a 

proper method of rehabilitation. The expansion of treatment programs within the criminal justice 

system was also a common focal point of the discussion, both addiction treatment and treatment 

of an addict’s physical health. “Meth mouth,” a term to describe the deterioration of a meth 

addict’s teeth and gums, was very concerning especially with the limited medical access within 

prisons. Because meth was still a highly criminalized drug, the topic of the need for more and 

better treatment programs within prisons was substantial.  

“Prison officials say Sheridan inmates begin preparing to leave the day they arrive 

at the prison, set on 270 acres surrounded by cornfields. Inmates spend their time 

in group therapy, drug counseling, and classes or job training, which is 

mandatory” (Zernike, New York Times, 2005). 

Because the topic of treatment during the meth epidemic is still confined to the penal 

system, this drug is still associated with criminality. However, the media uses a more 

encouraging tone when describing treatment centers at this time compared to the crack epidemic. 

There are descriptions of new treatment centers and the programs they provide.  

“Loudoun's drug court, one of more than 25 in the state (Virginia), is open to 

defendants with nonviolent criminal histories who have violated the terms of their 

probation as a result of drug or alcohol addiction. Once finished with the program, 
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they are sentenced by a judge for the probation violation -- sometimes with more 

leniency than if they had not completed drug court. In addition to weekly court 

appearances, drug-court participants must take frequent drug tests, meet regularly 

with probation officers and attend group therapy sessions” (Brulliard, Washington 

Post, 2005).  

Some articles interview current or past patients about their experience before, during and after 

the program. This gives the readers a first-hand perspective of how meth users can recover from 

their addiction and humanizes the subject. When a reader understands how an individual came to 

use drugs and ultimately recovered, they may be more likely to develop a more sympathetic 

outlook on those affected by the meth epidemic.  

Finally, as shown in Table 2, the opioid epidemic discusses treatment significantly more 

than both the crack epidemic and the meth epidemic. The discussion is separate from the 

criminal justice system and usually connected to the implementation of big policies that assist 

more and better treatment programs. For example,  

“The Partnership's work focuses on families, youth, educators, healthcare 

providers and community leaders. The Medicine Abuse Project includes a 

prescription drug guide, educational films and videos, teen-targeted programming, 

outreach to healthcare providers, infographics for sharing, pilot efforts around 

Naloxone and education on medication-assisted treatment” (Believe Treatment 

Center, USA Today, 2015).  

In addition, there are more PSA’s that teach families and friends of addicts how to support their 

loved ones with addiction. These messages are uplifting and give hope for recovery, a message 

that did not appear often in the crack or meth epidemic. Some articles also contained more 

individual stories of recovery, which personalizes the drug epidemic and helps readers 
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understand the individuals affected. This humanizes the epidemic, and unlike meth, often the 

criminal justice system is not mentioned. This epidemic most closely affects the demographic of 

readers for each news source selected for this study, therefore it would make sense for the 

authors not to criminalize their own readers. In addition, news follows what policies are being 

put into place, thus treatment is mentioned more because more policies are being created that 

foster recovery rather than punitive treatment. Treatment within the media during the opioid 

epidemic is the most prominent and positive compared to the other two drug epidemics.  

Within this study, it is clear that treatment is a discussion for all epidemics; nevertheless, 

it is most common during the opioid crisis. As hypothesized, in media sources explored in the 

study, treatment and rehabilitation was mentioned 2 times more often during the opioid crisis 

compared to crack and meth. More specifically, the discussion shifts in the meth epidemic when 

the media calls for more and better treatment centers, but it is commonly called for within the 

criminal justice system. The stories, however, are more centered around treatment programs and 

plans need to be put into place to correct the epidemic. Finally, the opioid crisis mentions 

treatment the most and places the addicts in the most sympathetic light. Discussions are also 

individualized, but do not surround the justice system and discuss the benefits of comprehensive 

programs often.  

Race and Race Subtext 

 The third theme found in this study is both the explicit and implicit topic of race. Each 

drug epidemic is associated with a different race and a different socioeconomic status, which 

leads to unique discussions within each time period. The racialization of each drug epidemic 

gives room for readers to reach bias conclusions about each drug and their associated users. For 

example, in this study, each article is coded when Black or White race is explicitly mentioned. 

Ethnicity was coded within racial subtext, as it is not the same as race, but does infer for the 
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reader more about the subject’s race. In addition, an article is coded when race is implied through 

descriptors such as socioeconomic status or past criminality. Typically, low socioeconomic 

status and high criminality are associated with Black Americans. As stated previously in the 

study, the racial typification of crime allows writers to mention crime without race while still 

imposing a message of race to the reader. This can also be said for socioeconomic status as 

minority citizens are often typified as lower class. The implication of race is especially 

dangerous because the subject of an article may in fact be White, but the omission of race in 

conjunction with racial indicators may paint the reader a different, and false, picture of the race 

of the subject in discussion.  

 The users described in the media accounts during the crack epidemic were predominantly 

Black and of lower socioeconomic status. Table 3 counts 20 times that someone (or a group) was 

described explicitly as being Black. A White person or group of individuals were mentioned 8 

times during the crack epidemic. An example of an explicit mentioning of race is,  

“‘I am worried about the destruction of the nuclear family among Black people, 

particularly in a population where more than half the families are headed by 

women,’ said Dr. Beny J. Primm, the executive director of the Addiction 

Research and Treatment Corporation, a drug treatment program in Brooklyn that 

serves a high proportion of Black mothers who are addicts. ‘It is such a 

devastating addiction that these people are willing to abandon food and water and 

child to take care of their crack habit”’ (Kerr, New York Times, 1987).  

Here, the article focuses on Black mothers who are becoming addicted to crack. The use of 

othering with phrases like “these people” tells a reader that they are a subpart of society. 

 

 



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       28 

Table 3. Description of Race and Racial Subtext 

 1987 2005 2015 

RACE 
   

     BLACK 20 3 15 

     WHITE 8 5 9 

RACE SUBTEXT 58 31 49 

TOTAL ARTICLES  104 100 105 

 

 Some articles, however, are not as overt in their typification of crack users. They still 

send very similar messages of othering and that the subjects are outside of conventional society. 

In one article, Horwitz of the Washington Post states,  

“During one arrest, a police lieutenant fired at a 17-year-old youth from the 

Bronx, N.Y., who had pointed a handgun at the officer, police said. The shot 

missed. The youth was charged with assault on a police officer while armed, 

carrying a pistol without a license and violation of the controlled substance act, 

police said. In November, four persons were shot to death in the same area, which 

police said is a growing drug market where rival drug groups with "enforcers" are 

staking out their claims. Two of the deaths occurred near a vacant apartment 

being used as a "crack house," sources said. Police said they conducted the eight-

hour drug watch in the area yesterday morning after complaints of drug activity 

from residents and observations made by officers” (1987). 
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This is a perfect example of an article which uses the racial typification of crime to denote race 

to the reader without specifically mentioning the subject’s race. Not only does this example 

describe one crime, but it also describes the area as crime ridden, a signifier for a lower income 

neighborhood. Within the sample for this study, there were 58 counts of racial subtext during the 

crack epidemic. The significant increase in articles that implicitly mention race is interesting to 

note as a signifier for covert racism and biases within the media.  

 The typical users during the meth epidemic were predominantly lower-class White 

Americans. Many of the labs and the users resided in rural areas, especially as the bigger labs 

were busted and “pop-up shops” became more popular. The demographic of meth users connects 

with that of crack as both are depicted as lower class. Oppositely, meth connects with the 

demographic of opioid users as both are White drugs. Because of this, meth can serve as a 

transitional drug, and we may expect to see some parallels between meth and both the preceding 

and the following drug epidemics. Table 3 shows a count of 5 times in which a White person or 

group of people is mentioned and 3 times in which a Black person or group of people is 

mentioned in the sample of articles with-in the time frame of the meth epidemic. This is 

interesting as we may expect the count for “White” to be significantly higher, as we saw in the 

Black category for the crack epidemic. Many of these articles mentioned White users in 

comparison to other races. In addition, articles will use race in conjunction with homosexuality 

to describe the meth epidemic within specific pockets of society,  

“These days, meth is becoming popular with women looking to lose weight and 

gain energy; with white, suburban youths who attend raves; and with gay men 

who use the drug to enhance sex” (Lubrano, USA Today, 2005).  
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There were also 31 counts of racial subtext within this time period. Again, for this study 

the main indicators coded to signify race were socioeconomic status and criminality. During the 

meth epidemic, the main indicator was status,  

“Known as the poor man's cocaine because of its cheap price and lengthy high, 

meth has long been a drug of choice among low-income addicts. But what used to 

be an isolated problem in pockets of the West and in rural areas has become a top 

priority for law enforcement officials across the Southwest and Midwest, where 

meth production and use has moved from biker gangs to mainstream” (Romano, 

Washington Post, 2005).  

In this example, the indicators of low socioeconomic status, however what transitions message 

toward White subtext is the comparison of meth’s production in the “mainstream” compared to 

its previous location with gangs. This removes the violent label from the drug by elevating the 

users into conventional society. Overall, there is much less overt racial subtext within the meth 

epidemic and there is slightly less covert mentioning as well.  

Finally, the opioid epidemic has been labeled an epidemic for mainly middle and upper-

class Americans. Table 3 counts 15 times that someone (or a group) was described explicitly as 

being Black of the sample within the time of the opioid epidemic. A White person or group of 

individuals were mentioned 9 times during the crack epidemic. This is again surprising because 

we expect Whites to have a higher count within our sample, however we can also see that racial 

subtext was used within 49 articles in the sample of articles during the opioid crisis. Although 

Whites may be mentioned less, it still is implied more within the sample. Much of the discussion 

uses race as a context in which to explain who the main “victims” are during the opioid crisis. 

Descriptions of access for established treatment centers and context about an abuser’s privileged 

life before drugs allows readers to relate to the subject and understand more about the addiction 
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and sympathize. This may also lead readers to appeal to treatment policies rather than punitive 

ones, as they can relate more to the demographic within the opioid crisis.  

“She has also led discussions on the topic around the country, including packed 

forums like the one in Laconia, N.H., where hundreds of politically engaged, 

mostly white middle-class men and women, stayed for two hours in a sweltering 

meeting hall to talk and listen. One woman spoke of the difficulties of getting her 

son into a good treatment program, and said he eventually took his own life. 

Another told Mrs. Clinton of the searing pain of losing her beloved son to heroin” 

(Seelye, New York Times, 2015).  

Subliminal messages also persist in a similar manner within this sample as well. Indicators of 

wealth, access and the possibility of a successful future are indicators of higher socioeconomic 

status and have associations with White people.  

An article in the Washington Post describe how parents need to advocate for their 

children by tapping into any resource or connection they may have,  

“At the same time, the increasing death toll has produced a new generation of 

parent activists, many of them well connected professionals with the means to 

lobby those in positions of power. They are telling lawmakers that addiction is an 

illness needing humane intervention and sustained treatment, not just heavy-

handed legal action. Advocates say the argument has become easier to make as 

heroin has become more prevalent in wealthier suburban communities” (Johnson 

et al, Washington Post, 2015).  

Because criminality is discussed much less in this time period, treatment and race are at the 

forefront of the discussion within the opioid crisis. Readers are able to sympathize with 

individuals described in the articles and come to understand more about the benefits of treatment 
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programs as opposed to incarceration described more frequently in the crack and meth 

epidemics.  

Overall, “race and race subtext” is a major theme that shifts significantly over the three 

drug epidemics. Within the crack epidemic, race is used to intertwine the characteristics of 

Black, poor and criminal to describe the typical users. This can separate the reader from the story 

and allow fear and bias to dictate their thoughts and emotions about the epidemic and those 

affected: these people should be locked up. During the meth epidemic, race is used to pull in 

more first-hand experiences about meth addiction and the afflictions associated. The criminal 

justice system is mentioned here, but race is used to describe the system in a manner that allows 

the reader to sympathize with those affected. Finally, the opioid crisis uses race to call for less 

punitive policies and more treatment centers by focusing the stories on individuals whom readers 

can sympathize with and with success stories of treatment rather than incarceration.  

Drug Policy 

 The final theme found within this study is policy, a topic in which the media covers the 

broad changes and implementations occurring as reactions to each epidemic. More importantly, 

the conversation surrounding each policy is important because it informs the reader what to think 

about the epidemic and how it is being handled by policy-makers. If a policy seems unfavorable 

or negative, it signifies how it has been unsuccessful. If a policy seems favorable, news sources 

might discuss the positive effects or interview someone who has benefitted. This is important 

because if a reader feels that certain policies will solve a problem, they may not demand any 

other changes or fear that the epidemic will escalate to affect them. This study cannot comment 

on the specific policies made themselves, but rather only the discussion about them. It is clear 

that policies shifted over time, and it is a reporter’s job to write about these changes. However, 
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the angle and tone of the discussion surrounding each policy may affect how a reader feel about 

the change or expansion.  

During the crack epidemic, many of the policies surrounded the criminal justice system. 

Police forces were increasing in size and arrests were following suit. Much of the media 

surrounding these policy changes looked to uncover stories of criminal crack addicts that if 

locked up would make the streets safer. As shown in Table 4, there were 25 articles that 

mentioned policy within the time of the crack epidemic. Other policies such as car seizures were 

also implemented, and Kerr from the New York Times mentions,  

“The car-seizure program is of particular interest to law-enforcement officials 

nationwide, because the Reagan Administration and many criminal justice experts 

have acknowledged in recent years that the traditional strategy of arresting mainly 

sellers and suppliers has failed to stop the drug business. They have called for 

new efforts to concentrate on ''the demand side,'' or on persuading people to stop 

using drugs. The program has been copied by the police in Washington, who have 

seized more than 225 cars from people held in drug purchases” (1987).  

This article may tell a reader that not only should we attempt to continue to arrest as many 

people as possible, but we also may want to resort to harsher measures if drug supply and use is 

not decreasing. 

The meth epidemic had an increased number of articles that mentioned policy, with a 

total count of 46. This is likely due to the increased amount of policies mentioned that are trying 

to combat the epidemic from both a punitive and treatment standpoint. Much of the conversation 

is shifting towards treatment, however meth is still criminalized. 
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Table 4. Description of Drug Policy 

 1987 2005 2015 

DRUG POLICY 25 46 60 

TOTAL ARTICLES  104 100 105 

 

Thus, policy is used to focus readers on what is happening, and how both the criminal 

justice system as well as the implementation of community programs can assist in the problem. 

The main policy shift within this time period is the control of pseudoephedrine within stores that 

sell drugs,  

“Wal-Mart Stores Inc., the world's largest retailer, will require all its U.S. stores 

to move cold and cough remedies containing the decongestant pseudoephedrine 

(PSE), or PSE, behind the counter. PSE is the main ingredient in the illicit drug 

methamphetamine. The move follows an announcement by Target Corp. of a 

similar policy. Some retailers are pushing for a uniform law on PSE products. In 

the past few months, several states have passed tough laws limiting the number of 

products consumers can buy and requiring them to sign a log. An "anti-meth" bill 

is pending in Congress. Wal-Mart will put the restrictions on sales of the "most 

commonly abused" cold remedies by June and add combination products, those 

containing PSE and other ingredients by September, said a company 

spokeswoman. The Bentonville, Ark., company's move is the latest development 

in a battle between law-makers trying to stop illegal meth labs and industry 

players who have argued that the restrictions hurt consumers” (Wal-Mart Stores 

Inc., USA Today, 2005). 
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This policy addresses the formulation of meth without a main focus on the individuals 

purchasing pseudoephedrine or those purchasing and using meth. This is a clear shift in policy, 

and the conversation surrounding it is both positive and negative at times. Some think this policy 

stops the process at step one, and others think this affects innocent customers who are now 

limited in the amount of a specific drug they can purchase. In addition, there are many policies 

that discuss expansions within the prison system. This calls for better health care and treatment 

programs behind bars. There is also a call for better treatment programs within the community. 

Thus, the conversation of policy within the meth epidemic is relatively split but transitioning 

towards more treatment programs for addiction. 

 Finally, the opioid crisis held the highest count of policy within the study, with a total of 

60 articles that mention it in some form. The policies are not surrounding the criminal justice 

system. If it is, the policy is related to punishing larger kingpins that were commonly from 

outside of the US, thus any punitive policy was directed towards an outsider. However, majority 

of the policies discussed were about addiction treatment programs. The conversation was very 

favorable and often carried a sensitive tone towards the users and their families and highlighted 

stories of success with-in programs or stories of those passed away that could have benefitted 

from them. In addition, other policies such as the expansion of Narcan use and the good 

Samaritan bill were addressed,  

“Last year, Maryland joined about 20 other states and the District by passing a 

good Samaritan bill that gives drug users some criminal immunity if they summon 

help for someone who has overdosed. A good Samaritan bill is also part of 

Virginia's legislative package, but the Virginia version is far more limited, mostly 

because of pushback from law enforcement. In Virginia, a drug user who calls 

911 to get help for an overdosing friend could cite the good Samaritan provision 
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only as a defense if prosecuted; the measure would not grant immunity” (Johnson 

et al, Washington Post, 2015).  

This major policy confronts the issue of drug use by humanizing users. It sends the message that 

drug users, specifically those who overdose, deserve a second life and a second chance. In 

addition, it is a policy that directly opposes punitive policies found during the crack epidemic in 

which drug crimes were shameful and criminals were incarcerated at extremely large rates.  

 Overall, the conversation within this study portrayed a clear theme of discussion 

surrounding drug policy. In addition, this discussion surrounding policies implemented or 

recommended throughout the different drug epidemics changed slightly over time. During the 

crack epidemic, policies discussed were largely punitive and in support of more arrest and 

criminal justice expansions. The conversation surrounding the policies were supportive and 

stories of drug users were broad and generalized. The meth epidemic contained policies that 

were both in favor of community treatment programs as well as expansions of treatment 

programs within the justice system. The conversation shifted towards individual stories that 

humanized users and added a more sympathetic tone towards addiction. Finally, the opioid 

epidemic’s policies largely surrounded treatment for addiction. There was little conversation 

about new or expanding policies within the criminal justice system. So, the conversation about 

policies over the course of the crack epidemic, the meth epidemic and the opioid epidemic have 

shifted significantly.  

Conclusion 

 Within this study there were four main themes found over all three epidemics: criminality 

and social control, description of treatment and rehabilitation, race and racial subtext, and policy. 

Criminality and social control was a theme highlighted across all three time periods. As 

hypothesized, there is a substantial decrease in the discussion of criminal actions surrounding 
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opioid use compared to meth and crack use. In addition, the criminality described in articles 

during the meth and crack epidemics were more about violence and described individual crimes 

in more detail. Individual stories of crime and violence was more common, compared to crack 

which was more likely to recount one instance to show the patterns of crime surrounding the 

drug. Opioids also held a less individualistic tone when it came to criminality, and a more 

individualistic tone surrounding treatment and rehabilitation. 

Next, the coverage of treatment in the context of the crack epidemic, the meth epidemic 

and the opioid crisis changes significantly. During the crack epidemic, we see this in the form of 

busts within sports and the desire to have more treatment programs. The conversation is vague 

and often not the center of the article. The discussion shifts in the meth epidemic when the media 

calls for more and better treatment centers, but it is commonly called for within the criminal 

justice system. The stories, however, are more centered around treatment programs and plans 

that need to be put into place to correct the epidemic. In addition, the structure of the articles 

shifts into more individualized stories. Finally, the opioid crisis mentions treatment the most and 

places the addicts in the most sympathetic light. Discussions are also individualized, but do not 

surround the justice system and discuss the benefits of comprehensive programs often. 

Third, there is clear discussion surrounding race in this sample of articles within this 

study. The discussion of race and race subtext also shifts significantly across the three drug 

epidemics. Within the crack epidemic, race is used to intertwine the characteristics of Black, 

poor and criminal to describe the typical users. The racial typification of crime argues that race is 

used as a symbol to describe the typical offender (Chiricos, 2004). During the crack epidemic, 

race and race subtext was used slightly more often than during the other two periods. When we 

couple this with the crime and social control theme, where controlling crime and punishing 

offenders was discussed almost 1.8 times more often, we see that the typification of a Black, 
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violent offender was most prevalent during the crack epidemic. Racial typification can foster fear 

and bias which can lead readers to think or say: “these people should be locked up.” During the 

meth epidemic, race is used to pull in more first-hand experiences about meth addiction and the 

afflictions associated. The criminal justice system is mentioned here, but race is used to describe 

the system in a manner that allows the reader to sympathize with those affected. Finally, the 

opioid crisis uses race to call for less punitive policies and more treatment centers by focusing 

the stories on individuals whom readers can sympathize with and with success stories of 

treatment rather than incarceration.  

The final main theme found within this study was the discussion of policies implemented 

or recommended throughout the different drug epidemics. During the crack epidemic, policies 

discussed were largely punitive and in support of more arrest and criminal justice expansions. 

The meth epidemic contained policies that were both in favor of community treatment programs 

as well as expansions of treatment programs within the justice system. The conversation shifted 

towards individual stories that humanized users and added a more sympathetic tone towards 

addiction. Finally, the opioid epidemic’s policies largely surrounded treatment for addiction. 

There was little conversation about new or expanding policies within the criminal justice system. 

So, the conversation about policies over the course of the crack epidemic, the meth epidemic and 

the opioid epidemic have shifted significantly.  

Overall, there are significant shifts in media conversation within this study over the three 

main drug epidemics in the United States. It is important to note that the discussion of drug 

policy changed from punishment to a more treatment/rehabilitative approach. During the crack 

epidemic, drug policy was most often focused on crime and punishment. By the beginning of the 

Opioid crisis, it shifted to rehabilitation. This research highlights the relevance of this shift and 

notes that the changes might have been influenced  by the race, and class, of the individuals 
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using various drugs. The offenders during the crack epidemic were primarily poor, young Black 

males. The meth users during the meth epidemic were more frequently poor, rural White males. 

By the start of the opioid crisis, the offenders were predominately middle-class, Whites. 

Although this study does not statistically assess if these changes are significantly different, it 

does demonstrate how the conversation about drug users changes and one of the important 

elements in that conversation shift is race and race subtext. If the media is changing the 

discussion within drug epidemics as the subjects shift from poor minority Americans to middle 

and upper-class White Americans, it is important to understand how it brings changes to the 

national discussion. This study calls for news sources to recognize implicit biases and understand 

the impact of the way news is covered.  
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Table 5. Article Counts for Each Code 

 1987 2005 2015 

CRIMINALITY & SOCIAL CONTROL  
   

     ARRESTS 31 32 18 

     ILLICIT ACTIONS 30 22 14 

TREATMENT AND REHABILITATION 28 32 60 

RACE AND RACIAL SUBTEXT    

     BLACK 
20 3 15 

     WHITE 8 5 9 

     RACE SUBTEXT 58 31 49 

DRUG     

     CRACK/COCAINE 99 24 17 

     METH 
2 89 7 

      OPIOID 2 2 78 

DRUG POLICY 25 46 60 

TOTAL ARTICLES  104 100 105 

 
  



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       41 

References 

Alexander, M. (2012). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of colorblindness. The  

New Press. 

Beattie, Kylie. Young Australians 'Ice' Drug Use on the Rise, Holistic Treatment Centre Reveals  

Alternative Solutions for Rehabilitation. USA Today. 14 September, 2015.  

Beckett, K., Nyrop, K., Pfingst, L., & Bowen, M. (2005). Drug use, drug possession arrests, and  

the question of race: Lessons from Seattle. Social Problems, 52(3), 419-441.  

Believe Treatment Center Announces its Metabolic Oxygenation Drug and Alcohol  

Rehabilitation Treatment Program. GlobeNewswire (USA). 5 March, 2015. 

BMJ: British Medical Journal (Online), 343. 

Bobo, L. D., & Thompson, V. (2006). Unfair by design: The war on drugs, race, and the  

legitimacy of the criminal justice system. Social Research: An International Quarterly,  

73(2), 445-472. 

Brulliard, Karin. Uncertain Future for County's Drug Court; Pilot Program's Funding in Limbo.  

The Washington Post; Washington, D.C. [Washington, D.C] 19 June 2005: LE.01. 

Califf, R. M., Woodcock, J., & Ostroff, S. (2016). A proactive response to prescription opioid 

abuse. New England Journal of Medicine, 374(15), 1480-1485. 

Case, A., & Deaton, A. (2015). Rising morbidity and mortality in midlife among white  

non-Hispanic Americans in the 21st century. Proceedings of the National Academy of  

Chiricos, T., Welch, K., & Gertz, M. (2004). Racial typification of crime and support for  

punitive measures. Criminology, 42(2), 358-390. Sciences, 112(49), 15078-15083. 

Dart, R. C., Surratt, H. L., Cicero, T. J., Parrino, M. W., Severtson, S. G., Bucher-Bartelson, B.,  

& Green, J. L. (2015). Trends in opioid analgesic abuse and mortality in the United  

States. New England Journal of Medicine, 372(3), 241-248. 



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       42 

Deseran, T. A., & Orcutt, J. D. (2009). The deconstruction of a drug crisis: Media coverage of  

drug issues during the 1996 presidential campaign. Journal of Drug Issues, 39(4), 871- 

891. 

Dhalla, I. A., Persaud, N., & Juurlink, D. N. (2011). Facing up to the prescription opioid crisis.  

Entman, R. M. (1990). Modern racism and the images of blacks in local television news. Critical  

studies in media communication, 7(4), 332-345. 

Entman, R. M. (1992). Blacks in the news: Television, modern racism and cultural change.  

Journalism Quarterly, 69(2), 341-361. 

Gewurz, D. (2018, September 18). Section 4: Demographics and Political Views of News  

Audiences | Pew Research Center. Retrieved from http://www.people- 

press.org/2012/09/27/section-4-demographics-and-political-views-of-news-audiences/ 

Golan, G. (2006). Inter-media agenda setting and global news coverage: Assessing the influence 

  of the New York Times on three network television evening news programs. Journalism 

  studies, 7(2), 323-333. 

Goleman, Daniel. Experts Ponder Gooden’s Desire for Test. New York Times, Late Edition  

(East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 04 Apr 1987: 2.47. 

Gonzales, R., Mooney, L., & Rawson, R. A. (2010). The methamphetamine problem in the  

United States. Annual review of public health, 31, 385-398. 

Goodwin, Michael. In Sports, Cocaine’s Here to Stay. New York Times, Late Edition (East  

Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 03 May 1987: A.1. 

Harris, A. P., Crenshaw, K., Gotanda, N., Peller, G., & Thomas, K. (2012). Critical race theory.  

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences. 

Harrison, L., & Gfroerer, J. (1992). The intersection of drug use and criminal behavior: Results  

from the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse. NPPA Journal, 38(4), 422-443. 



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       43 

Horwitz, Sari. D.C. Police Arrest 12 In Alleged `Crack' Ring; Cocaine Drug Called Less Popular  

Than PCP. The Washington Post (pre-1997 Fulltext); Washington, D.C. [Washington,  

D.C] 17 June 1987: d04. 

How auto coding sentiment works. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://help- 

nv11.qsrinternational.com/desktop/concepts/How_auto_coding_sentiment_works.htm 

Johnson, Jenna; Weiner, Rachel. Overdose deaths from heroin galvanizing leaders in Maryland  

and Virginia. The Washington Post; Washington, D.C. [Washington, D.C]  24 Jan 2015. 

Johnson, Jenna; Weiner, Rachel. Heroin fatalities spurring action. The Washington Post;  

Washington, D.C. [Washington, D.C] 25 Jan 2015: C.1. 

Kerr, Peter. A Crack Plague in Queens Brings Violence and Fear. New York Times, Late Edition  

(East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 19 Oct 1987: A.1.  

Kerr, Peter. Car Seizures Alter Selling of Crack. New York Times, Late Edition (East Coast);  

New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 21 Jan 1987: B.1. 

Kerr, Peter. Crack Addiction: The Tragic Toll on Women and Their Children. New York Times,  

Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y]09 Feb 1987: B.1. 

King, R. S. (2008). Disparity By Geography The War on Drugs in America’s Cities. 

Kolb, Joseph J. Growing Meth Use on Navajo Land Brings Call for Tribal Action. New York  

Times, Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 07 Feb 2005: A.15.  

Kolb, Joseph J. Growing Meth Use on Navajo Land Brings Call for Tribal Action. New York  

Times, Late Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 07 Feb 2005: A.15.  

Kolodny, A., Courtwright, D. T., Hwang, C. S., Kreiner, P., Eadie, J. L., Clark, T. W., &  

Alexander, G. C. (2015). The prescription opioid and heroin crisis: a public health  

approach to an epidemic of addiction. Annual review of public health, 36, 559-574. 

Laxmaiah Manchikanti, M. D., Standiford Helm, I. I., MA, J. W. J., PhD, V. P., MSc, J. S. G., &  



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       44 

DO, P. (2012). Opioid epidemic in the United States. Pain physician, 15, 2150-1149. 

Lubrano, Alfred. Police try to get jump on meth - Not yet big locally, the drug is a growing  

nationwide problem. Philadelphia Inquirer, The (PA).14 February, 2005. Section:  

LOCAL. Page: A01. 

Mauer, M. (2006). Race to incarcerate. New Press, The. 

McBride, D. C., Terry-McElrath, Y. M., Chriqui, J. F., O'Connor, J. C., VanderWaal, C. J., &  

Mattson, K. L. (2011). State methamphetamine precursor policies and changes in small  

toxic lab methamphetamine production. Journal of Drug Issues, 41(2), 253-281. 

McKim, A. (2017). Addicted to rehab: Race, gender, and drugs in the era of mass incarceration.  

Health Affairs, 36, 11. 

Netherland, J., & Hansen, H. (2017). White opioids: Pharmaceutical race and the war on drugs  

that wasn’t. BioSocieties, 12(2), 217-238. 

Nunn, K. B. (2002). Race, Crime and the Pool of Surplus Criminality: Or Why the “War on  

Drugs” Was a “War on Blacks”. 

Phillips, D. P. (1983). The impact of mass media violence on US homicides. American  

 Sociological Review, 560-568. 

Pollini, R. A., Banta-Green, C. J., Cuevas-Mota, J., Metzner, M., Teshale, E., & Garfein, R. S.  

(2011). Problematic use of prescription-type opioids prior to heroin use among young  

heroin injectors. Substance abuse and rehabilitation, 2, 173. 

Research: Newspapers and News Media: Newspapers - which way do they lean? (n.d.).  

Retrieved from http://library.bu.edu/news/bias 

Romano, Lois. Cold-Medicine Curbs Cited in Drug Effort; Number of Okla. Meth Labs Drops  

Sharply The Washington Post; Washington, D.C. [Washington, D.C] 19 Feb 2005: A.03. 

Sacco, V. F. (1995). Media constructions of crime. The Annals of the American academy of 



The Media and Drugs: A Content Analysis of Conversation Shifts Between Drug Wars       45 

political and social science, 539(1), 141-154. 

Schwarz, Alan. Painkillers Resist Abuse, But Experts Still Worry. New York Times, Late  

Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 07 June 2015: A.16. 

Seelye, Katharine Q. White Families Seek a Gentler War on Heroin. New York Times, Late  

Edition (East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y]31 Oct 2015: A.1.  

Shoemaker, P. J., Chang, T. K., & Brendlinger, N. (1987). Deviance as a predictor of  

 newsworthiness: Coverage of international events in the US media. Annals of the  

 International Communication Association, 10(1), 348-365. 

U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 2000 and 2001. 

Wacquant, L. (2002). Deadly symbiosis: Rethinking race and imprisonment in  

twenty-first-century America. Boston Review, 27(2), 22-31. 

Wal-Mart Stores Inc. Wall Street Journal, Eastern edition; New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 22  

Apr 2005: B.6. 

Weidner, R. R. (2009). Methamphetamine in three small Midwestern cities: Evidence of a moral  

panic. Journal of psychoactive drugs, 41(3), 227-239. 

Zernike, Kate. In Illinois, Kicking Drugs (And the Prison Habit). New York Times, Late Edition  

(East Coast); New York, N.Y. [New York, N.Y] 26 June 2005: 1.16. 


