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ABSTRACT
Background  We analyse news representations of the 
regulation of heated tobacco products (HTPs) in South 
Korea, the country where HTP use is among the highest 
in the world despite conflicts between the government 
and the HTP manufacturers.
Methods  We analysed a total of 571 print and TV 
news covering HTP regulations, published between 2017 
and 2018, the time period when HTPs were introduced 
to the country and various regulations of HTPs were 
proposed and implemented. We assessed the prevalence 
and associations among specific types of HTP regulations 
that were discussed, valence towards regulation, sources, 
framing of the relative health risks/benefits of HTPs 
compared with conventional cigarettes.
Results  Taxation (55.2%) and warning labels 
(25.7%) were two regulation topics covered the most. 
Almost equal proportions of pro-regulation (2.5%) 
and anti-regulation valence (2.2%) were found in 
taxation-related news, while pro-regulation valence 
appeared more frequently for other restrictions, including 
warning labels (pro=9.5% vs anti=1.4%), marketing 
restrictions (pro=6.9% vs anti=0%) and integration of 
HTPs into smoke-free policies for cigarettes (pro=8.7% 
vs anti=0%). The government (59%), followed by the 
tobacco industry (39.4%), was the source cited most 
often across news stories while the presence of tobacco 
control advocates was low (4.9%). As for framing, there 
was no significant difference in the prevalence of stories 
mentioning reduced harm (31.7%) and equal or more 
harm (33.6%) of HTPs compared with cigarettes.
Conclusions  We provide implications for governments 
and tobacco control advocates on building consensus for 
applying cigarette equivalent taxes and pictorial warning 
labels to HTPs.

INTRODUCTION
Heated tobacco products (HTPs) are electronic 
devices that heat tobacco-filled sticks to tempera-
tures below combustion to produce aerosols 
containing nicotine and other chemicals.1–3 After 
showing rapid growth in Japan, HTPs entered the 
South Korean market in June 2017.4 HTP manufac-
turers made the products highly accessible, selling 
HTPs at most convenience stores throughout the 
nation5 and using aggressive marketing/promo-
tions.6 Phillip Morris International (PMI), the 
manufacturer of an HTP brand—IQOS, publicly 
claimed that IQOS reduces harmful substances by 
90%.6 HTP sales rapidly grew from 2.2% of the 
entire tobacco/e-cigarette market in 2017 to 10.4% 
in 2020.7

The Korean Ministry of Health Welfare (KMHW) 
and the Korean Ministry of Food and Drug Safety 
(KMFDS) have implemented measures to regulate 
HTPs as shown in figure  1.8–10 KMHW has the 
authority to restrict marketing of HTPs and decide 
the warning label for HTPs under the National 
Health Promotion Act (NHPA).11 KMFDS analysed 
HTP constituents and announced that HTPs contain 
an equal level of nicotine and a higher level of tar 
than cigarettes at a press conference in June 2018.12 
PMI filed a lawsuit against KMFDS13 and created 
a website (​www.​truthandright.​co.​kr) counteracting 
the KMFDS announcement. PMI has continued 
making reduced exposure claims on IQOS,6 despite 
the prohibition of marketing of unproven health 
effects in the NHPA.11

South Korea’s early experience of exposure to 
HTP marketing with reduced exposure claims 
and intense public health debates is particularly 
important as it may presage what will happen in 
the USA and many other countries. PMI and other 
tobacco companies are rapidly expanding the HTP 
market around the world, with PMI repeatedly 
stating that it aims to create a ‘smoke-free world’ 
by replacing cigarettes with IQOS and other novel 
products14 15 and offering nearly a billion dollar 
research fund to promote harm reduction strate-
gies.16 The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
authorised legal sales of IQOS in April 201917 and 
approved PMI’s modified risk tobacco product 
(MRTP) application in July 2020,18 allowing 
marketing of IQOS as containing lower levels of 
harmful chemicals compared with cigarettes (ie, 
modified exposure claim). FDA did not allow 
claims that IQOS is less harmful (ie, modified risk 
claim), although consumers mostly do not distin-
guish between these two claims.19 The WHO20 and 
tobacco control advocates have expressed strong 
opposition to the FDA decision,21 citing concerns 
that treating IQOS differently from cigarettes will 
undermine tobacco control efforts.

We analyse how Korean news media represented 
HTP regulations over the period of their introduc-
tion into the Korean market and subsequent contro-
versies around regulations. To date, there is a lack 
of research analysing news presentation of HTPs 
and relevant policy debates. News media are an 
important source of tobacco information,22 23 and 
they can frame tobacco-related discussions among 
both policymakers and the public. Agenda-setting 
research has suggested that the amount and type of 
news coverage of social, political and health issues, 
such as tobacco control, is a crucial factor in setting 
the agenda for policy changes.24 News media can 
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not only set the priority among various issues in a society but 
also influence the public’s attitudes toward such issues.25 In 
particular, news media’s framing—a way of selecting, organising 
and packaging information about an issue—can influence the 
public’s perception and consensus on how the issue should be 
addressed.26

Of various agenda setting and framing tactics used by news 
media, we focus on the source, valence and framing of relative 
risks or benefits. The source is a person or organisation who 
provides information to journalists and is explicitly identified 
by quote or paraphrase, and the presence of sources shapes 
the news discourse.27 Although balanced reporting has been 
an important journalistic norm, news media often reveal their 
valence—supporting or opposing views to tobacco control 
objectives directly in opinion pieces or by presenting sources 
or information that represent only one side of the debate. For 
example, health-framed news articles were more supportive of 
tobacco control, while articles using individual rights or political 
frames were more likely to be against tobacco control.28 29 In 
the Korean context, PMI and the Korean Tobacco Association 
(KTA) consisted of the Korean offices of HTP manufacturers (ie, 
PMI Korea, British American Tobacco Korea, Japanese Tobacco 
International Korea and Korea Tobacco & Ginseng Corpora-
tion.) are strong actors in public discourses.30 Meanwhile, the 
Korean government’s procedure of sales authorisation and scien-
tific review for HTPs have been criticised in news media and the 
grassroots movement for tobacco control advocacy is limited as 
compared with other high-income countries.31 We expect this 
power imbalance between pro-HTP versus anti-HTP actors in 
Korea will influence news coverage of HTP regulations with 
typical journalistic practices.

We also examine the frame of relative health risks and benefits 
of HTPs as compared with cigarettes as this concern has been at 
the centre of debates on whether HTPs should be regulated the 
same as or different from cigarettes.32 33 For instance, inconclu-
sive health effects of HTPs due to the lack of long-term clinical 
evidence can be framed as emphasising the benefit of HTPs, such 
as ‘no proven harm’ or as emphasising the risk of HTPs, such as 
‘potential harm’. The news media’s framing or valence towards 
an issue have been associated with individual perceptions of 
the issue and support for related policies.34 35 For example, the 
tone of e-cigarette news headlines influenced readers’ e-cigarette 
harm perceptions.36

Given the critical roles of news media in shaping tobacco risk 
perceptions and related policies, we examine the prevalence of 
various types of HTP regulations, valance towards such regu-
lations and relative risks/benefits of HTPs in Korean news. In 
so doing, we compare the occurrence of the regulation types, 
sources and relative risk frames by the valence.

METHODS
Data collection
We first selected three national daily newspapers with the largest 
circulation figures. As these newspapers tend to represent conser-
vative perspectives, we added two largest liberal newspapers and 
two financial newspapers. As for TV news, data came from seven 
TV networks (see the note in table  1 for details). News were 
retrieved from Naver (the largest online search engine and news 
archive) and the website of each outlet by querying keywords; 
‘heated tobacco’, ‘IQOS’, ‘lil’ and ‘glo’ both in the English and 
Korean language. The search period from 1 January 2016 (when 
the first news article on HTPs was published) to 31 December 
2018 yielded 1160 articles/transcripts. After removing, dupli-
cates and unrelated stories, 766 articles remained. Of these, 
we selected articles mentioning ‘regulation/enforcement/policy/
law/-restriction’, ‘tax’, ‘warning’, ‘controversy/debate/counter-
attack’ or ‘toxic/harm/risk’ in the title or the main text. After 
excluding 195 articles that did not contain any of the regulation-
related keywords, the final sample of 571 articles were analysed.

Coding procedure
Two researchers coded the articles, and two authors supervised 
the coding. To ensure the inter-coder reliability, they randomly 
selected and coded about 14% of the data (n=80). After an iter-
ative process of coder training, modification of instructions and 
retraining, inter-coder reliability was high (Krippendorff ’s alpha 
range=0.79–1.0). The researchers coded the rest of sample 
independently.

Measures
Regulation type
We coded the presence of each of the following ten regulations 
that appeared in news covering e-cigarettes regulations 27 32 37—
(1) marketing/promotion restrictions, (2) taxation, (3) smoke-
free policies restricting HTP use in indoors and public spaces, (4) 

Figure 1  HTP policy timeline in Korea.
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warnings labels, (5) youth/minor access restrictions, (6) retailing 
restrictions, (7) flavours ban, (8) manufacturers/retailers’ safety/
quality control, (9) possession/carrying restrictions and (10) 
product definition (HTPs as described in the Korean language 
includes the term ‘e-cigarettes’. The Korean Society for Research 
on Nicotine and tobacco control advocates have demanded a 
government action to correct the official label of HTPs to ‘heated 
tobacco/cigarettes’ not as e-cigarettes or heat-not-burn in order 
to distinguish HTPs from e-cigarettes.).

News sources
Initially, we coded the presence of 18 types of news sources, 
looking if each was quoted or referenced. In further analysis, 
the sources were grouped into five larger categories, adopting 
stakeholder categories in previous tobacco news content anal-
ysis32 37; (1) Korean government (eg, KMFDS, KMHW), (2) 
tobacco industry/HTP manufacturers (eg, PMI, KTA or ‘tobacco 
industry’ in Korean language), (3) tobacco control advocates, (4) 
civilians, (5) foreign experts/governments (eg, WHO, FDA).

Valence towards HTP regulation
Coders determined the overall valence and categorised into 
one of the following four: (1) pro-regulation (‘pro-reg’ here-
after: overall attitudes towards stringent regulations of HTPs 
are positive (appropriate/beneficial/effective for public health or 
other outcomes); (2) anti-regulation (‘anti-reg’ hereafter: overall 
attitudes are negative (not appropriate/beneficial/effective); (3) 
mixed: both pro-reg and anti-reg valence present and both are 
almost equally prominent; (4) none: no valence appears and the 
article delivers fact-based information only.

Framing of relative risks/benefits
Adopting positive versus negative frames that previous studies 
have used to describe health impacts of e-cigarettes,32 33 we 
coded: (1) reduced harm: HTPs expose people to no/reduced 
harm compared with cigarettes; (2) equal harm: HTPs expose 
people to equal/increased harm; (3) no proven harm: there is 
no scientifically proven harm of HTP usage; (4) potential harm: 

Table 1  Regulation type, source and health frame by the valence toward HTP regulation

Total n=571 N (%)

Pro-regulation Anti-regulation Mixed None

 � 24 (4.2) 9 (1.6) 16 (2.8) 522 (91.4)

Regulation type % % % % Pearson χ2 (p)

 � Taxation 351 (55.2) 2.5 2.2 3.5 91.7 7.688 (0.053)

 � Warning labels 147 (25.7) 9.5 1.4 3.4 85.7 14.350 (0.002)

 � Marketing restrictions 29 (5.1) 6.9 0 0 93.1 1.874 (0.599)

 � Tobacco-free policies 23 (4.0) 8.7 0 0 91.3 2.220 (0.532)

 � Youth access restrictions 11 (1.9) 0 0 0 100 1.053 (0.788)

 � Product definition 6 (1.1) 33.3 0 0 66.7 12.914 (0.005)

Source  �

 � Korean governments 337 (59.0) 5.9 1.5 4.2 88.4 12.087 (0.007)

 � Tobacco industry 225 (39.4) 4.0 1.8 3.1 91.1 0.263 (0.967)

 � Tobacco control advocates 28 (4.9) 14.3 0 0 85.7 8.515 (0.036)

 � Civilians 60 (10.5) 6.7 10 1.7 81.7 32.158 (<0.001)

 � Foreign institutes/experts 90 (15.8) 7.8 1.1 1.1 90.0 4.508 (0.212)

Relative risk frames  �

 � Reduced harm versus 181 (31.7) 6.6 3.3 5.0 85.1 14.414 (0.002)

 � Equal harm 192 (33.6) 8.9 0 2.6 88.5 19.749 (<0.001)

 �  McNemar χ2=680 
(p=0.409)

 �

 � No proven harm versus 25 (4.4) 4.0 0 12.0 84.0 8.466 (0.037)

 � Potential harm 59 (10.3) 10.2 0 0 89.8 8.472 (0.037)

 �  McNemar χ2=13.613 
(p<0.001)

 �

 � Cessation aids versus 8 (1.4) 25 12.5 12.5 50 18.738 (<0.001)

 � Dual use 29 (5.1) 20.7 0 0 79.3 21.584 (<0.001)

 �  McNemar χ2=12.903 
(p<0.001)

 �

 � Reduced secondhand harm 12 (2.1) 0 16.7 0 83.3 18.656 (<0.001)

 � Equal secondhand harm 26 (4.6) 11.5 0 0 85.5 4.706 (0.195)

 �  McNemar χ2=4.971 
(p=0.026)

 �

 � Reduced addiction versus 1 (0.2) 0 0 0 100 n.a.

 � Equal addiction 29 (5.1) 13.8 0 10.3 75.9 14.178 (<0.001)

 �  McNemar χ2=24.300 
(p<0.001)

 �

News data come from three national daily newspapers (Chosun Daily, Joonang Daily, Donga Daily); their online editions (Chosun Online, Joongang Online, Donga Online); two 
largest liberal newspapers (Kyunghyang Newspaper and Hankyoreh Newspaper); financial newspapers (Maeil Finance Daily, Hankook Finance Daily); seven Korean television 
networks (Korean Broadcasting System (KBS), Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), Seoul Broadcasting System (SBS), TV Chosun, Joongang Tongyang Broadcasting 
Company (JTBC), Channel A and Yonhap Television News TV (YTN)).
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additional/unknown harm of HTPs exist; (5) smoking cessa-
tion aids: HTPs help smokers to quit or smoke less; (6) dual 
use: HTPs have no effects on cessation or people become dual 
users; (7) reduced secondhand harm effects: HTPs are not/less 
harmful to bystanders; (8) equal secondhand harm effects: HTPs 
are equally/more harmful to bystanders; (9) reduced addiction: 
HTPs are not/less addictive; (10) equal addiction: HTPs are 
equally/more addictive.

Data analysis
In addition to descriptive analysis, cross-tabulations with Pearson 
χ2 tests were performed to compare the occurrence of regulation 
type, news source and frames by the valence toward HTP regu-
lation. McNemar χ2 tests examined differences in the occurrence 
of relative risk versus benefit frames.

RESULTS
Our sample of 571 news articles covering HTP regulation were 
published between 2017 (n=322) and 2018 (n=249) from 
14 news outlets. About one-third (30.5%) were published in 
daily, 27% in finance newspapers, 27.3% aired in national TV 
and 15.2% in cable TV. Significant differences by news outlet 
included more frequent occurrence of anti-reg valence in finance 
newspapers (4.5% vs daily=0.6%; national/cable TV=1.1%; 
χ2=38.40, p=<0.001) and a lower coverage of warning labels 
in finance newspapers (18.2% vs daily=29.3%; national/cable 
TV=28%; χ2=6.40, p=0.041) compared with others.

Valence towards HTP regulation
As shown in table 1, most news articles were coded as presenting 
no valence (91.4%). Twenty-four articles (4.2%) presented a 
pro-reg, nine (1.6%) showed an anti-reg and 16 (2.8%) showed 
a mixed valence.

Regulation type
Taxation was covered the most frequently (55.2%) followed 
by warning labels (25.7%), marketing/promotion restrictions 
(5.1%), smoke-free policies (4%), youth/minor access restrictions 
(1.9%) and product definition (1.1%). The presence of other 
regulations was marginal. As for the valence comparison, the 
pro-reg (2.5%) versus anti-reg (2.2%) appeared almost equally 
in articles covering taxation, while more were mixed (3.5%). 
However, pro-reg appeared more prominently than anti-reg in 
covering other types of regulations, including warning labels 
(pro=9.5% vs anti=1.4%), marketing/promotion restrictions 
(pro=6.9% vs anti=0%), smoke-free policies (pro=8.7% vs 
anti=0%) and product definition (pro=33.3% vs anti=0%). 
However, these differences were statistically significant only 
in articles covering warning labels (χ2=14.35, p=0.002) and 
product definition (χ2=12. 914, p=0.005).

News sources
Nearly 60% of articles cited a government source and nearly 
40% referred to the tobacco industry. Foreign institutes/
experts were cited in some articles (15.8%), followed by civil-
ians (10.5%) and tobacco control advocates (4.9%). In articles 
using a government source, the pro-reg (5.9%) more frequently 
appeared than anti-reg (1.5%), while some were mixed (4.2%; 
χ2=12.08, p=0.007). When the tobacco industry was cited, 
pro-reg (4.0%) appeared more than mixed (3.1%) or anti-reg 
(1.5%), but this difference was not statistically significant. When 
tobacco control advocates were cited, anti-reg or mixed valence 
did not appear, while 14.3% of such articles showed pro-reg. 

When civilians were used as a source, the article more frequently 
showed anti-reg (10%) than pro-reg (6.7%) or mixed valence 
(1.7%; χ2=32.158, p=<0.001).

Framing of relative risks/benefits
There was no significant difference in the occurrence of reduced 
harm frame (33.6%) compared with equal harm frame (31.7%). 
However, the inconclusive health effects of HTPs were more 
often framed as potential harm (10.3%) than no proven harm 
(4.4%; McNemar χ2=13.613, p<0.001). The risk of dual use 
(5.1% vs cessation aids=1.4%; McNemar χ2=12.903, p<0.001), 
equal secondhand harm to bystanders (4.6% vs reduced second-
hand harm=0.2%; McNemar χ2=4.971, p=0.026) and equal 
chances of addiction (5.1% vs reduced addiction=0.2%; 
McNemar χ2=24.30, p<0.001) more frequently appeared than 
their counterparts.

Among articles mentioning reduced harm of HTPs, pro-
reg (6.6%) appeared more frequently than other valences 
(anti-reg=3.3%, mixed=5%; χ2=14.414, p=0.002).

In articles mentioning equal harm of HTPs, anti-reg was 
not found, 8.9% were pro-reg and 2.6% were mixed valence 
(χ2=19.749, p<0.001). Similarly, anti-reg did not appear in 
articles mentioning potential harm, dual use, equal secondhand 
harm and equal addiction of HTPs. When the cessation effects 
of HTP were presented, however, anti-reg (12.5%) and mixed 
valence (12.5%) appeared equally, which was about half as 
often as pro-reg (25%; χ2=18.738, p<0.001), though it should 
be noted that this distribution was based on only eight articles. 
There was no pro-reg or mixed valence in articles mentioning 
reduced secondhand harm effects of HTPs, while 16.7% of them 
were coded as anti-reg (χ2=18.656, p<0.001).

DISCUSSION
We investigated how news media cover regulations of HTPs 
in South Korea, one of the first countries where HTPs were 
heavily marketed and use has rapidly grown. We discovered a 
high volume of relevant news coverage, reflecting the salience 
of the issue for the Korean public. In addition to the early intro-
duction and the increasing popularity of HTPs, intense contro-
versies between the government and HTP manufactures—the 
main sources that Korean news cited—may explain the high 
news volume. Many news stories presented HTP regulation as a 
battle between the government and HTP manufacturers, which 
was amplified when PMI hosted a counter press conference and 
filed a lawsuit against KMFDS. Conflicts and controversies are 
important components of newsworthiness,38 which provide the 
same opportunity for tobacco control advocates and the tobacco 
industry to deliver their claims and engage in shaping public 
discourses using the media attention.39 40

Controversies are useful for advocates who aim to raise 
public awareness of an issue and/or place pressure on deci-
sion makers.38 41 However, Korean tobacco control advocates 
were rarely present as news sources (less than 5% of stories), 
suggesting that they did not capitalise on the newsworthiness of 
industry–government battles around HTPs. In previous research, 
one-fifths of tobacco-related US news relied on tobacco control 
advocates as a source,42 which likely reflects the well-developed 
network of advocacy organisations and their media advocacy 
power.41 43 Given the small number of tobacco control advo-
cates in South Korea,31 Korean news media may have rela-
tively few advocacy sources. Korean journalists may also prefer 
government or tobacco industry sources that can provide 
prompt information (eg, press conferences, press releases) that is 
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newsworthy.44 However, when tobacco control advocates were 
cited, news stories did not present an anti-reg valence, suggesting 
the potential effectiveness of media advocacy efforts. Advocacy 
organisations may be able to expand their impact by capturing 
the public’s attention through direct engagement via collabo-
rative networks using social media.45 Korean tobacco control 
advocates’ strategic social networking and social media advocacy 
may be a promising area for future research and practice.

Korean news media’s referencing both the government and 
the tobacco industry seems to have resulted in the reduced harm 
(31.7%) and equal harm (33.6%) frames being used often and 
almost equally. Korean news media represented both govern-
ment perspectives on HTP harms to justify regulations and the 
industry counterarguments focused on relative health benefits of 
HTPs. Supporting the frame-building perspective,46 47 our find-
ings demonstrate that the topic, focus and frames in the news 
depend on the sources selected.

Consistent with previous research,48 taxation was the key 
area where a high tension existed between the government and 
the tobacco industry. Taxation was the only law that drew pro-
reg and anti-reg valence almost equally with mixed valence, 
while anti-reg valence rarely or never appeared for other policy 
options. The Korean Ministry of Strategy and Finance (KMSF) 
increased taxes on HTPs to make them comparable to ciga-
rette taxes in November 2017,8 citing the WHO Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control guidelines. Opponents ques-
tioned whether the motives were for tax revenue or public 
health reasons, including whether a tax increase would reduce 
consumption. PMI stated that a tax on HTP that is equivalent 
to cigarettes would discourage smokers from switching to HTPs, 
claiming that all 42 countries selling IQOS apply much lower 
taxes to IQOS than cigarettes, despite evidence to the contrary 
from the KMSF.49 Tobacco taxes have long been a controver-
sial issue that captures media attention,29 39 likely because it 
is the most effective way to reduce consumption50 and, there-
fore, makes the industry concerned. Prior research in the USA 
found that news articles during the year when a tax initiative 
was successful were more likely to include pro-tax arguments 
about how the tax could raise state revenues and pay for tobacco 
control programmes; by contrast, in unsuccessful years, more 
stories presented the lack of consensus on how the tax money 
should be spent.39 Future media advocacy efforts to further 
increase the HTP tax may benefit from communicating more 
clearly how revenue from HTP taxes will be spent.

South Korea is the first country to require pictorial warning 
labels on HTPs, and warning labels were mentioned in one-
fourths of the news stories, primarily exhibiting an anti-reg or 
mixed valence. When HTPs entered the market in 2017, their 
packaging of the sticks was required to include the warning label 
for e-cigarettes, which described nicotine addiction and showed 
an image of a needle. In December 2018, the KMHW replaced 
warning labels for HTPs to include an image of a cancer-stricken 
organ and text stating ‘addiction to nicotine, exposure to carcino-
genic substance’.9 The tobacco industry argued that warning 
content should not include imagery of disease as no long-term 
evidence on HTP health impacts is available.51 Faced with such 
industry arguments, government and advocates may wish to 
emphasise the importance of graphic warning labels for HTPs 
as a key youth tobacco prevention strategy to which almost no 
public opposition exists.52 Indeed, Korean youths’ exposure to 
HTPs and HTP advertising via point of sale is extremely high,53 
as HTPs are displayed, promoted and sold in most convenience 
stores.6 Korean youths’ trial of HTPs has been reported,54 and 
the expansion was faster than that of e-cigarettes.6

Our research has several limitations. First, our findings are 
largely descriptive. Our assessment of relationships among study 
variables was exploratory because of the novelty of research on 
HTPs—our intent was to identify the stakeholders who garner 
media attention and to evaluate key concepts, including the 
valence and framing, that had been found to be important in 
previous research on tobacco-related news coverage. Another 
shortcoming is the limited search period (2017–2018), which we 
selected because it covered key events in the regulation of HTPs 
in Korea. However, as in other countries, the tobacco product 
market and policies to regulate them are changing rapidly. Future 
research should extend the period to better analyse the cycles 
and trends around each regulatory issue and novel product 
introduced into the market. Lastly, our analyses included only 
news media. Indeed, there has been a recent increase in HTP-
related content in social media,55 where HTP manufacturers 
reach youth and take advantages of weaker marketing regula-
tions that are difficult to enforce. Social media conversations 
surrounding HTPs, their regulation and key issues, such as youth 
appeal should be the focus of future research to better under-
stand HTP policy debates, public responses to regulations and 
the networks and alliances among stakeholders.

Despite these shortcomings, this is the first analysis of news 
representations of HTP regulations to date and, as such, contrib-
utes to the literature on media and tobacco control. Our findings 
may assist tobacco control advocates who share similar challenges 
in the framing battles against the tobacco industry. HTPs have 
received excise tax rates lower than cigarettes in most countries, 
and the tax advantages for HTPs may attract both consumers 
and the tobacco industry to switch to HTPs from cigarettes.56 
It is likely governments in some countries may move to increase 
HTP taxes equivalent to cigarettes for tobacco control and tax 
revenue, and such taxations will pose many challenges, as learnt 
from the Korean case. We suggest the government and advo-
cates communicate clearly about how revenue from HTP taxes 
would benefit public health. Pictorial warning labels for HTPs 
can be considered and communicated as a youth prevention 

What this paper adds

What is already known on this subject
►► Heated tobacco products (HTPs) entered the South Korean 
tobacco market in June 2017. Debates surrounding HTP 
regulations before and after their introduction were intense 
in the country.

What important gaps in knowledge exist on this topic
►► To date, no published study has analysed news coverage on 
HTPs and policy debates in any country, and the case study 
of South Korea is instructive given the popularity of HTPs 
and challenges that countries increasingly face around HTP 
regulations.

What this paper adds
►► Taxation was the law covered the most, with roughly equal 
representation of pro-regulation and anti-regulation valence, 
while youth access and marketing restrictions regarding HTPs 
were rarely discussed, although these topics tended to be 
presented with a pro-regulation valence.

►► The Korean government and the tobacco industry were the 
dominant sources in HTP regulations news. Tobacco advocacy 
groups were very rarely cited, suggesting a need for stronger 
media advocacy efforts to support HTP regulations.
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programme, given HTPs’ appeal to young people6 57 58 and the 
increase of youths trying HTPs.54 57 59 Tobacco control advocates 
should enhance their domestic and international networks and 
more actively reach out to news media to counteract the tobacco 
industry’s influence on news valence and framing.
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