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Abstract

Objectives.—US states have begun to legalize marijuana for recreational use. In the absence of 

clear scientific evidence regarding the likely public health consequences of legalization, it is 

important to understand how the risks and benefits of this policy are being discussed in the 

national dialogue. To assess the public discourse on recreational marijuana policy, we assessed the 

volume and content of US news media coverage of the topic.

Method.—We analyzed the content of a 20% random sample of news stories published/aired in 

high circulation/viewership print, television, and Internet news sources from 2010 to 2014 (N = 

610).

Results.—News media coverage of recreational marijuana policy was heavily concentrated in 

news outlets from the four states (AK, CO, OR, WA) and DC that legalized marijuana for 

recreational use during the study period. Overall, 53% of news stories mentioned pro-legalization 

arguments and 47% mentioned anti-legalization arguments. The most frequent pro-legalization 

arguments posited that legalization would reduce criminal justice involvement/costs (20% of news 

stories) and increase tax revenue (19%). Anti-legalization arguments centered on adverse public 

health consequences, such as detriments to youth health and well-being (22%) and marijuana-

impaired driving (6%). Some evidence-informed public health regulatory options, like marketing 

and packaging restrictions, were mentioned in 5% of news stories or fewer.
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Conclusion.—As additional states continue to debate legalization of marijuana for recreational 

use, it is critical for the public health community to develop communication strategies that 

accurately convey the rapidly evolving research evidence regarding recreational marijuana policy.

1. Introduction

The marijuana policy landscape in the United States (US) is rapidly evolving. Marijuana is 

the most frequently used controlled substance in the US, with over half of Americans 

reporting lifetime use (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014). 

While still illegal under federal law, as of 2016 20 states have passed laws ending or 

reducing criminal penalties for possession of small amounts of marijuana (NORML, 2016), 

23 states and the District of Columbia (DC) have legalized marijuana for medical use 

(Wilkinson et al., 2016), and four states (AK, CO, OR, WA) and DC have legalized 

marijuana for recreational use by adults aged 21 or older. With the exception of the DC 

policy, which only allows home cultivation and private consumption of small amounts of 

marijuana, recreational marijuana legalization at the state level involves the development of 

regulated retail markets (Saloner et al., 2015). The US Department of Justice has stated that 

it is unlikely to enforce federal marijuana laws in states with legal markets, so long as states 

implement regulations that achieve several goals, including preventing marijuana 

distribution to youth, avoiding marijuana-impaired driving, and preventing violence related 

to marijuana cultivation and sales (Cole, 2013).

These shifts in marijuana laws signal a major change in US drug control policy. Marijuana 

has been illegal under federal law since the late 1930s and, like other controlled substances 

in the US, has long been portrayed negatively through purported ties to violence and racial/

ethnic stereotypes (Kleinman, 1992; Kilmer et al., 2012). Changes in the marijuana policy 

landscape correspond with shifts in public attitudes: in 1969, only 12% of American adults 

thought marijuana should be made legal; by 2015, that percentage had risen to 53% overall 

and 68% among millennials (ages 18–34 at time of poll) (Pew Research Center, 2015). 

While support for legalization has increased across the political spectrum, more Democrats 

(59%) and Independents (58%) than Republicans (39%) favored legalizing marijuana in 

2015 (Pew Research Center, 2015).

The advent of recreational marijuana legalization in the US presents multiple challenges for 

the public health field. The best available research, which is limited, suggests that key public 

health concerns of legal recreational marijuana relate to its effects on youth health and 

educational attainment, cannabis use disorder, and marijuana-impaired driving (Wilkinson et 

al., 2016). Regulation and enforcement could prevent or mitigate these adverse public health 

outcomes (Saloner et al., 2015; Pacula et al., 2014; Ammerman et al., 2015), but states are 

faced with uncertainty regarding whether and how regulatory options can be used to achieve 

public health goals.

Some key interest groups – such as the American Academy of Pediatrics – have come out in 

opposition to legalization due to concerns about potential adverse effects on the public’s 

health (Ammerman et al., 2015). Other actors, such as the American Public Health 

Association (APHA), have recommended strict regulatory action in states that legalize 

McGinty et al. Page 2

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 January 26.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



marijuana for recreational use (American Public Health Association, 2014). Stakeholders 

from outside the public health realm, such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), 

support legalization due to the policy’s potential to reduce arrest and incarceration rates, 

especially among minorities, for non-violent drug offenses (American Civil Liberties Union, 

2016). In the face of state budget shortfalls, the potential for new tax revenue generated by 

commercial recreational marijuana markets is appealing to many policymakers (Fairchild, 

2013).

One important source of information about the potential risks and benefits of recreational 

marijuana legalization is the news media, where the majority of Americans get their 

information about public health issues (Brodie et al., 2003). News media coverage both 

reflects and influences the national dialogue about policy issues. The news media reflects 

public dialogue by reporting on current policy debates and using the actors involved in those 

debates as sources for news stories (Graber & Dunaway, 2014). Broadly speaking, the news 

media can influence public knowledge and attitudes in two main ways: agenda-setting 

(which issues the news media covers) and message framing (which aspects of issues the 

news media emphasizes) (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). One common framing mechanism 

is to emphasize different potential consequences of public policy. For example, in the case of 

recreational marijuana, increased tax revenue versus detrimental effects on youth health 

(Graber & Dunaway, 2014; Gollust et al., 2013; Niederdeppe et al., 2013). News media 

agenda-setting can influence which issues audiences deem important and require a policy 

response, and message framing can influence readers/viewers’ attributions of responsibility 

for causing and solving problems, as well as their support for specific policy options (Graber 

& Dunaway, 2014; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007; Chong & Druckman, 2007a).

Assessing the policy messages and regulatory information included in news stories about 

recreational marijuana policy could provide important insight into which6 types of messages 

have had the most traction in the national dialogue on the issue to date, as well as how public 

health-oriented arguments have competed with other types of arguments, e.g. criminal 

justice and economic, for audiences’ attention. Prior research has examined news coverage 

on a variety of marijuana-related issues, including news media framing of the consequences 

of marijuana use (Hughes et al., 2011), news media framing of marijuana as an illicit drug 

vs. a medicine (Sznitman & Lewis, 2015), and the relationship between news media 

coverage of marijuana and adolescent use of the drug (Stryker, 2003).

No extant studies have assessed news media coverage of recreational marijuana policy in the 

US. In the present study, we fill this gap in the literature by analyzing a large sample of US 

news stories about recreational marijuana policy published/aired between 2010 and 2014 in 

high circulation/viewership print, television, and internet news sources. The objectives of 

this study are to assess the volume of US news media coverage in high circulation/

viewership national, regional, and local news sources, including news sources from states 

that have legalized marijuana for recreational use by adults, and to measure the frequency 

with which different pro and anti-recreational marijuana legalization arguments and options 

for regulating marijuana for recreational use are mentioned in news coverage. Given the 

concentration of legalization efforts in a small number of states, we explored whether the 

volume and content of news stories differed between local news sources from those states 
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versus national/regional news sources. Prior research suggests that different arguments, by 

activating values tied to political ideology, can appeal differently to Democrats and 

Republicans (Gollust et al., 2013; Nordhaus & Schellenberger, 2007; Nisbet, 2009; Haidt, 

2012). In the context of differential levels of support for legalizing marijuana for recreational 

use among Democrats and Republicans, we also explored whether pro- and anti-legalization 

arguments and discussion of regulatory options differed across Democrat and Republican-

affiliated newspapers.

2. Methods

2.1. Study sample

We analyzed news stories about recreational marijuana policy published/aired by 42 high 

circulation/viewership national, regional, and local news outlets during 2010–2014. Print 

news sources included: four national newspapers, eight regional newspapers (two from each 

of the four US census regions – Northeast, Midwest, South, and West), and ten local 

newspapers (two from each of the four states (AK, CO, OR, WA) and DC where recreational 

marijuana use was legalized during the study period). Television news sources included: 

national television news programs aired on ABC, NBC, CBS, PBS, and Fox News and local 

television news programs aired on the ABC, NBC, and CBS affiliates in four of the five 

states/districts that legalized recreational marijuana (CO, DC, OR & WA – due to small 

market size, transcripts for AK were not available). Internet news sources included: the 

Huffington Post and the Seattle Times and Denver Post blogs. We selected the highest 

circulation/viewership news sources available in each of these categories. Circulation and 

viewership statistics were obtained from the Audit Bureau of Circulation and Neilsen 

(Alliance for Audited Media, 2013; Nielsen, 2015). Print news sources were purposefully 

selected in order to achieve balance across political affiliation, defined by 2012 Presidential 

endorsement (Democratic, Republican, no endorsement) (Niederdeppe et al., 2013; McGinty 

et al., 2014). See Table 1 for a complete list of news sources and their 2012 political 

endorsements.

2.2. News coverage selection

News articles and national television transcripts were collected using the LexisNexis and 

ProQuest databases, and local television news transcripts were collected using ShadowTV 

online archives. To identify news stories focused on recreational marijuana policy within the 

42 selected news sources described above, we used the following search terms: (“marijuana” 

or “cannabis” or “weed” or “pot”) and (“legal” or “recreation” or “recreational”). We 

included news stories if the majority of the story described issues related to legalization or 

regulation of recreational marijuana and excluded news stories not focused on recreational 

marijuana policy. News stories primarily focused on medical marijuana policy were 

excluded, though it is possible that included stories mentioned medical marijuana in the 

context of legalizing marijuana for recreational use. News stories and editorials with 100 or 

fewer words, letters to the editor, book reviews, and obituaries were excluded. The search 

returned a total of 14,006 news stories, the complete text of which were then reviewed by the 

study team, with 3050 stories ultimately meeting inclusion criteria. For the analytic sample, 

we selected a 20% simple random sample of eligible news stories (N = 610).
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2.3. Measures

To assess the content of news stories about recreational marijuana policy, we developed a 

56-item structured coding instrument (Appendix A) that measured items in three domains: 

1) arguments in favor of recreational marijuana legalization (16 items); 2) arguments against 

recreational marijuana legalization (14 items); and 3) options for regulating recreational use 

of marijuana (23 items). We also measured four items that did not fit into these three 

domains: news media mentions of medical marijuana laws in the context of recreational 

marijuana laws (e.g. medical marijuana laws as predecessors to recreational marijuana laws), 

conflicts between state and federal marijuana policy, public opinion regarding recreational 

marijuana policy, and mention of public health research evidence related to recreational 

marijuana policy. All measures were dichotomous yes/no items. Two authors (SNB and HS) 

pilot-tested the instrument on a random sample of 50 news stories, drawn from the same 

universe of 3050 news stories as the final study sample, and refined it based on pilot study 

results. A random sample of 100 of the 610 news stories included in the final study sample 

were double-coded by SNB and HS to assess inter-rater reliability for each item included in 

the coding instrument. All items met conventional standards for adequate reliability with 

kappa values of 0.69 or higher (Appendix A) (Landis & Koch, 1977).

2.4. Data analysis

We calculated the proportion of news stories mentioning each measure. We assessed whether 

the proportion of news stories mentioning each measure differed in local media markets that 

have enacted recreational marijuana legalization versus national/regional coverage. We also 

compared whether the content of coverage differed in Democrat-affiliated versus 

Republican-affiliated news sources. In an additional sensitivity analysis (Appendix B), we 

assessed whether the proportion of news stories mentioning each measure differed in ‘hard 

news’ newspaper stories vs. opinion editorials and in newspaper vs. television vs. internet 

news sources. Statistical comparisons were made using unadjusted logistic regression. 

Standard errors were clustered by news source in order to account for lack of independence 

within news sources.

3. Results

3.1. Volume of news media coverage

From 2010 to 2014, the majority of news coverage of recreational marijuana policy appeared 

in local news outlets located in states that legalized recreational marijuana during the study 

period. Of the total 380 print news stories included in the sample, 273 were published in 

local newspapers, compared to 62 national and 45 regional newspaper stories. Similarly, 117 

television news stories about recreational marijuana policy were aired on local television 

news outlets during 2010–2014, compared to 25 stories on national television news (Table 

1). Twenty-four percent of news stories (N = 146) mentioned only pro-legalization 

arguments, 18% (N = 108) mentioned only anti-legalization arguments, 29% (N = 178) 

mentioned both pro- and anti-legalization arguments in the same story, and 29% (N = 178) 

did not mention any arguments.
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The volume of news media coverage about recreational marijuana policy was heavily 

concentrated around state legalization efforts (Fig. 1), with the highest spikes in coverage 

occurring in the first quarter of 2014, when the first recreational marijuana retail market in 

the US opened for business in Colorado, and in October–December of 2014, when three 

jurisdictions (AK, DC, and OR) passed laws legalizing recreational marijuana. Compared to 

the level of news coverage surrounding passage of these three 2014 laws, volume of news 

coverage about recreational marijuana policy was much lower in October–December of 

2012, when the first two states (CO & WA) legalized recreational marijuana.

3.2. Pro- and anti-legalization arguments

The five most frequently occurring pro-legalization arguments posited that legalizing 

marijuana for recreational use by adults would reduce criminal justice system involvement 

and costs (mentioned in 20% of all news stories); increase tax revenue (19%); reduce the 

power of criminal drug syndicates (15%); help reverse the failure of current drug policy in 

the United States (13%); and increase business revenue (11%) (Table 2). The five most 

common anti-legalization arguments asserted that legalizing recreational marijuana would 

harm youth (22%); create legal marijuana businesses that attract crime (7%); lead to 

marijuana impaired driving (6%); lead to a powerful new industry (5%); and fail to eliminate 

the illegal market (5%).

News stories appearing in national and regional news sources were more likely than those 

from local news sources in media markets where these laws were enacted to mention any 

pro-legalization argument (65% vs. 48%, p < 0.01). The difference in the proportion of 

Democrat-affiliated (56%) and Republican-affiliated (49%) newspapers mentioning pro-

legalization arguments was not statistically significant.

3.3. Regulatory options

Seventy-five percent (N = 456) of news stories mentioned any option for regulating legal 

recreational marijuana (Table 3). The most frequently mentioned regulatory options were 

licensing requirements (29%); limits on the amount of marijuana that can be purchased or 

possessed at one time (24%); limits on the quantity of home-produced marijuana (10%); 

prohibitions on public consumption (10%); development of standards for marijuana-

impaired driving (8%); changes to federal policy to allow banks to serve recreational 

marijuana businesses (8%); and labeling requirements for marijuana products (6%). All 

other regulatory options, including limiting marijuana marketing, restricting the location of 

marijuana retailers, and rules around packaging, potency, and types (e.g. edibles) of 

marijuana products sold were mentioned in 5% of news stories or fewer. Local and national/

regional news sources were equally likely to mention any regulatory option, and Republican-

affiliated news sources were more likely than Democrat-affiliated news sources to do so 

(87% vs. 75%, p < 0.05).

Overall, 54% of news stories mentioned medical marijuana in the context of recreational 

marijuana, 35% mentioned conflicts between state and federal marijuana policy, 21% 

mentioned public opinion on legalization of marijuana for recreational use, and 20% 

mentioned public health research evidence related to recreational marijuana policy. With the 
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exception of opinion editorials, which were more likely to mention both pro and anti-

legalization arguments than ‘hard news’ newspaper stories, there were few differences in 

news media mentions of pro- and anti-legalization arguments or regulatory options across 

the categories of news stories and sources compared (Appendix B).

4. Discussion

The public dialogue surrounding recreational marijuana legalization, as measured by news 

media coverage of the issue, has emerged very recently and been concentrated in states 

considering and enacting the policy. Pro- and anti-legalization arguments were fairly well 

balanced across news stories, with a slightly higher proportion mentioning any pro-

legalization argument (53%) than any anti-legalization argument (47%). The most frequent 

anti-legalization arguments focused on the potential negative public health consequences of 

the policy, namely detrimental effects to youth health, development, and educational 

attainment. The most frequent pro-legalization arguments centered on potential reductions in 

criminal justice involvement/costs and increases in tax revenue. The high volume of criminal 

justice-related arguments suggests that discussion of recreational marijuana legalization is 

often tied to the broader public dialogue on reforming the US criminal justice system and 

reducing mass incarceration (Beckett et al., 2016; Takei, 2016; Adelman, 2015). Findings 

suggest that over the period studied, news audiences were exposed to relatively consistent 

messaging about recreational marijuana policy, regardless of news source. While the volume 

of coverage was concentrated in local news sources, the content of local versus national/

regional news coverage was largely similar. There were few differences in the content of 

news stories published in Democrat-affiliated and Republican-affiliated newspapers, which 

is somewhat surprising given the differential in public opinion on recreational marijuana 

legalization among these two groups (Pew Research Center, 2015).

Study results suggest that from 2010 to 2014, in the sample of news sources studied the 

‘national’ dialogue on recreational marijuana policy was not national at all, but rather 

centered in a small number of states. The highest volume of coverage came from AK, CO, 

DC, OR, and WA news outlets. Within the limited national and regional news coverage of 

the issue, news stories were concentrated in a small number of sources. Of the four national 

newspapers studied, news stories in the New York Times – which published a high-profile 

editorial series advocating for recreational marijuana legalization in 2014 (New York Times 

Editorial Board, 2014) – accounted for over 50% of stories. Among regional newspapers, 

>80% of coverage came from the Los Angeles Times, likely due to California’s vote against 

recreational marijuana legalization in 2010 and attempts to put legalization back on the 

ballot in 2014 (Barbassa, 2010; Sankin, 2013). Two regional newspapers, the Cincinnati 

Enquirer and the Arizona Republic, had no news stories about recreational marijuana policy 

during the study period. This finding suggests that large segments of the American public 

may have relatively little exposure to messages related to marijuana legalization. The lack of 

widespread diffusion of recreational marijuana policy arguments and information through 

the news media suggests that the composition of the policy dialogue may shift in coming 

years, with emergence of new messages or shifts in emphasis on existing arguments as 

advocacy groups push the consideration of legalization in new states and media markets. 

Prior communication research has shown that issue framing is dynamic and can evolve 
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considerably over time, particularly for newly emerging policy issues that have not yet been 

well-defined by prior discourse (Fowler et al., 2011; Nisbet et al., 2003; Chong & 

Druckman, 2007b). In the case of recreational marijuana legalization, such shifts may occur 

as early lessons from states that have legalized recreational marijuana are incorporated into 

the national discussion.

Results suggest that there is an opportunity for the public health community to increase 

policy communication efforts around evidence-informed regulatory options. Only 20% of 

news stories mentioned any public health research evidence related to recreational marijuana 

policy. Prior research has shown that the most frequently mentioned regulation in the news 

media content studied–licensing of growers, processors, and retailors–is an important option 

for limiting youth marijuana access, largely because license revocation provides a 

mechanism for enforcement of prohibition of sales to youth (Saloner et al., 2015; Pacula et 

al., 2014). However, other evidence-informed regulations designed to restrict youth access 

(Saloner et al., 2015; Pacula et al., 2014) were rarely mentioned: marketing restrictions, 

limits on allowable locations of recreational marijuana retailors (e.g. restrictions on locating 

retailers near schools), product labeling requirements, packaging restrictions (e.g. 

requirements for childproof packaging), and limitations on the sale of edible products like 

cookies and candies were mentioned in 6% of news stories or fewer. Despite the fact that it 

is a major concern and research priority in the public health community (Wilkinson et al., 

2016), only eight percent of news stories mentioned the need to develop standards for 

marijuana-impaired driving.

Our study identified pro- and anti-legalization arguments mentioned most frequently in news 

coverage of the issue: that recreational marijuana legalization will reduce criminal justice 

involvement/costs and increase tax revenue, on the one hand, and harm youth health and 

well-being, on the other. While the most frequent, these arguments are not necessarily the 

most persuasive. Communication research suggests that argument strength, in addition to 

volume, plays an important role in influencing public attitudes (Chong & Druckman, 2007a; 

Chong & Druckman, 2010; Lecheler & de Vreese, 2013). News media use of one-sided 

versus two-sided arguments about recreational marijuana policy, and the length of those 

arguments, may also influence public support for such policy (Niederdeppe et al., 2014; 

Niederdeppe et al., 2012). While outside the scope of the present study, argument strength 

and composition in news stories about recreational marijuana policy, and their implications 

for public attitudes, warrant further study.

Study results are subject to several limitations. Our sample included local television news 

from jurisdictions that legalized recreational marijuana during the study period but not from 

other, non-legalizing states, and two of the three online news sources were blogs associated 

with newspapers in states that legalized recreational marijuana. While examination of these 

sources allowed us to assess television and internet news coverage of the policy in key states, 

our sample did not include other local television, online, or college/university publications 

through which Americans access at least some of their news (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

Further, public attitudes about recreational marijuana use may also be informed by 

entertainment media, which was outside the scope of this study. It is not clear that excluded 

news sources would follow the same coverage patterns as we observed in our sample. 
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Comparisons by news source location and party affiliation were exploratory in nature, and 

multiple comparisons increased the risk that the few differences in news content observed 

were spurious associations. Study methodology did not allow for assessment of whether or 

how news media coverage of recreational marijuana legalization was associated with public 

attitudes about the policy, and our analysis did not permit us to explain trends in news 

coverage of recreational marijuana policy, which may be driven by competing issues in the 

news cycle or the changing landscape of news media coverage over time.

5. Conclusion

In the public discourse on legalization of marijuana for recreational use, possible public 

health risks are weighed against compelling potential benefits of the policy, such as 

reductions in racial inequalities in criminal justice system involvement (an outcome that is it 

itself associated, long-term, with multiple public health benefits (Freudenberg & Heller, 

2016)). At least 12 additional states are planning ballot measures to legalize recreational 

marijuana in 2016 (Focus, 2015). As states move forward with considering and enacting 

laws that legalize recreational marijuana use by adults and create commercial markets, it is 

critical for the public health community to develop communication strategies that accurately 

convey the best-available research evidence regarding the public health effects of the policy 

and associated regulatory strategies.
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Fig. 1. 
Volume of US news media coverage focused on recreational marijuana legalization overall 

and by mention of pro- and anti-legalization arguments (N = 610 news stories).
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