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Tracing the shift in the social discourse on youth drug issues:
A comparative big data analysis of news coverage from the 2010s and
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Objectives: This study investigates the manner in which substance abuse among the youth has been socially
perceived and discussed in South Korea by comparing news media discourse across two periods: 2013-2015 and
2023-2025. Methods: Using a big data approach, news articles were collected and analyzed via Term Frequency—
Inverse Document Frequency (TF-IDF) and Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling to detect keyword
salience and latent thematic structures. Results: Media discourse in the early 2010s emphasized law enforcement
and reactive responses. By contrast, coverage from the early 2020s reflected a shift toward diversified drug
distribution via digital platforms, focusing on issues such as increasing misuse of medical drugs and rising
socio-economic vulnerability among youth. Policy discourse has also evolved, moving from punitive control to
integrated approaches involving prevention, treatment, and education. Conclusion: The findings reveal a structural
transformation in the framing of youth drug issues, highlighting the need for multi-agency collaboration. A
balanced response strategy combining enforcement with early intervention and recovery support is essential. This
study offers empirical insights to inform the development of evidence-based and prevention-oriented drug policy.
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(Table 1) Topic modeling results on youth drug discourse in South Korea (2023-2025)

Topic no. Topic title Main keywords Topic interpretation
crime, operation, investigation, . L.
Government response to drug P . 8 . Special investigation system led by
1 . government, strengthening, special, .
crimes government and police
task force
) Community-based addiction treatment, addiction, prevention, Public health policies for prevention
treatment and prevention operation, addict, offender, center and rehabilitation
investigation, usage, fentanyl, Cases of fentanyl use and related
3 Fentanyl abuse cases . . ) .
experience, police, adult, patch investigations
4 Politically charged drug minister, investigation, operation, Drug policy discourse centered on
control discourse government, crime, politics, opinion political leadership
5 International illicit drug crime, trafficking, investigation, Illicit global drug trafficking including
distribution fentanyl, usage, U.S., addiction fentanyl and cannabis
6 Drug crimes in clubs and drug offender, investigation, police, Expansion of drug crimes in nightlife
entertainment venues club, increase, teenager, crackdowns venues such as clubs
7 Expansion of investigation, police, crime, offender, Strengthened crackdown on
methamphetamine crackdown distribution, usage, meth methamphetamine trafficking
3 Online platforms and digital telegram, deepfake, punishment, sex Expansion of digital crimes via
sex crimes crime, addiction, platform platforms such as Telegram
9 Punishment and protection in punishment, investigation, minor, Focus on punishment and protection
specific drug cases treatment, sentence, protection in specific youth drug cases
10 Crimes involving drug-laced investigation, crime, sentence, usage, Response to drug-laced drink crimes
beverages drug drinks, protection and victim-centered investigation
1 School and community prevention, campaign, operation, Prevention campaigns led by schools

prevention campaigns

school, awareness, crackdown

and local communities
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(Table 2) Topic modeling results on youth drug discourse in South Korea (2013-2015)

Topic no. Topic title

Main keywords

Topic interpretation

Educational support for
at-risk youth

teacher, school, thought, understanding,
study, communication, friend

Need for educational care system for
at-risk youth exposed to drugs and sex
trade

Youth drug exposure
2 through LGBTQ

communities

LGBTQ, youth, addiction, cafcoq,
internet, sexual abuse, male

Drug exposure risks via LGBTQ online
communities among youth

Loss of drug-free status

distribution, synthetic drugs, Korea,

Drug trafficking threatens Korea's

3 due to drug distribution police, smuggling, drug-free, policy drug-free nation status
4 Sex crimes linked to drug cannabis, sex trade, investigation, Combined pattern of drug use and sex
distribution operation, dark web, U.S., smoking crimes involving youth
. . Establishment of standardized
Integrated counseling and usage, harm, treatment, prevention, . .
5 . g prevention, counseling and treatment
treatment system counseling, program, addiction
systems for youth drug users
6 Online platforms and Telegram, Twitter, online, information, Social concerns about online drug
drug expansion SNS, messaging, access trafficking and digital risk environment
Increase in drug crimes investigation, cannabis, international . ) .
. g. 8 : Covert drug distribution by international
7 among international student, study abroad, police,

students

students and overseas Koreans

immigration, foreigner
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(Table 3) Comparative validation results of topic modeling (20132015 vs. 2023-2025)

2023-2025 2013-2015
Topic no. Topic title Mean SD Topic no. Topic title Mean SD

1 Government r.esponse to A6 0.49 1 Education.al support for 44 08

drug crimes at-risk youth
) Community-based addic.tion A6 0.49 ) Youth drug exposur.e. 44 12

treatment and prevention through Ightq communities
Loss of drug-free status due
3 Fentanyl abuse cases 4.2 1.17 3 to drug distribution 4.8 0.4
4 Politically ch.arged drug 42 117 4 Sex crlm'es ‘hnk'ed to drug 42 117
control discourse distribution

5 Internat.lon.al 1l‘hc1t drug id 08 5 Integrated counseling and 46 0.49

distribution treatment system
6 Drug crm.les in clubs and A6 0.49 6 Online platforrr.)s and drug 48 0.4

entertainment venues expansion

Expansion of Increase in drug crimes
7 methamphetamine 4.4 1.2 7 among international 4.6 0.49

distribution students
3 Online platforn'ls and digital 4is 04

sex crimes
9 Pur.nshmer.lt. and protection id 08

in specific drug cases
10 Crimes involving drug-laced A4 12
beverages

1 School and community A6 0.49

prevention campaigns
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