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Abstract 

 

 

Korea Media Discourse and Policymaking on 

Air Pollution:  

From Yellow Dust to Particulate Matter 

An Analysis of Chosun Ilbo Articles from 1995 to 2017 

 

Michael Thompson 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 

International Cooperation Major 

 

Air pollution is a serious threat to the well-being of South Koreans. This threat 

has been described in the media as stemming from various sources over the past 

two decades. This thesis aims to identify which environmental phenomena 

became the focus of issue-attention cycles and that may have influenced 

policymaking. In addition, it aims to identify framing attempts in the media 

surrounding the source of the issue and track how this has changed over time. 

Over 900 Chosun Ilbo articles from 1995 to 2017 were analyzed.  

The results show that issue-attention cycles related to “yellow dust” and 

“particulate matter” occurred during the timeframe, but bureaucratic policy 

actions did not necessarily take place in response to these attention cycles. The 

framing analysis reveals that starting in 2016, domestic sources of particulate 

matter became a focus of framing attempts and this may be related to policy 
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plans announced in 2017 by the newly-elected president. These results indicate 

that future studies should: 1) differentiate between policy actions taken by 

bureaucracies and by elected officials and 2) investigate framing on the source 

of pollution as it may be linked to what types of policy actions (mitigation vs. 

adaptation) are taken by the state. 

 

 

Keywords: Air pollution, media discourse analysis, framing, issue-attention cycle, 
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I. Introduction 

 Air pollution is a serious, public health crisis worldwide. In 2014, 92% of 

the world’s population resided in places where air pollution was above the annual 

mean level set by the World Health Organization (henceforth referred to as WHO) 

(WHO, 2016). According to the WHO, air pollution caused 7 million premature 

deaths in 2012, with roughly 3 million of those attributed to outdoor air pollution 

(WHO, 2014). In 2017, the WHO released a report that stated half a million of 

those who die prematurely from air pollution and secondhand smoke are children 

(WHO, 2017). If air pollution (both outdoor and indoor) is so damaging and 

prevalent, what exactly is it and what causes it?  

There are many different types of air pollution, but the category identified 

by the WHO as the most directly harmful to human health is referred to as 

particulate matter (WHO, “Ambient (outdoor) air quality and health”). The 

Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation ranks ambient particulate matter as 

number five in a global ranking of risk factors (Health Effects Institute, 2017). 

Although it is labeled as one of six regulated as “criteria air pollutants” by the 

United States of America Environmental Protection Agency (from here on out 

referred to as EPA) under the Clean Air Act (EPA “Criteria Air Pollutants”), in 

truth particulate matter includes a variety of pollutants such as sulfate, nitrates, and 

black carbon (WHO, “Ambient (outdoor) air quality and health”). Such pollutants 

have a variety of sources, but generally come from power plants, industries, and 

automobiles (EPA,“Particulate Matter”) as well as household fuel and waste 

burning and dust storms (WHO, 2016). This helps explain why developing 
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countries, while usually improving their water sanitation levels over time, tend to 

suffer from poor air quality (Green, 2016). While increasing industrial production, 

they combust more fuel, thus leaving them with dirtier air.  

 

Criteria Pollutants Regulated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

Ground-level Ozone 

Carbon Monoxide 

Sulfur Dioxide 

Particulate Matter 

Lead 

Nitrogen Dioxide 

 

Figure 1: Criteria Pollutants Regulated by the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency 

 

 

Main Sources of PM according to EPA & WHO (Primary & Secondary) 

Power Plants 

Industries 

Automobiles 

Household fuel & Waste Burning 

Dust Storms 

 

Figure 2: Main Sources of PM according to EPA & WHO (Primary 

& Secondary) 

  

Can we expect the situation to improve on its own accord? It is well known that 

many cities in the industrialized world were the sources of large amounts of air 
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pollution, but today are all but rid of the scourge.
1

 As countries develop 

economically, do their emissions rise and then fall? That is, might there be 

something akin to Kuznets curve for air pollution? Scholars argue that if there is 

such a curve, it is nowhere in the near future on a global level (Selden and Song, 

1993) or on a regional level for East Asian countries such as China (Bajer, Mead, 

and Xiao, 2011). Others argue that environmental Kuznets curves are a false 

paradigm. They point to the fact that in many cases developing nations are already 

taking action on environmental issues more quickly than developed nations (Stern, 

2004). It also must be stated that despite the progress that has been made, many 

developed countries still suffer from high levels of outdoor air pollution 

particularly in urban areas. None of these facts and beliefs contradicts the generally 

held perception that state action (such as regulations or taxes) is necessary if we 

desire remedying the situation in a timely manner. Thus, we must ask: is it worth 

attempting to solve such issues through state intervention?  

This, of course, depends on who you ask and what the situation is. In 

general, outdoor air pollution is viewed as a market failure in which polluters do 

not directly pay for the damage they cause to the commons. More specifically, 

dispersed air pollution such aerosols and carbon dioxide present us with a massive 

collective action problem: the interest of the general public versus interests of 

polluters and other stakeholders who benefit from such public health crises. Like 

the air we breathe, often these disputes cross international boundaries. Despite 

being a seemingly upward battle, there are examples of successful regulation 

                                                           
1
Whether tougher regulations on pollution in developed countries have led to the 

transferring of industries to developing countries is a matter of debate. 
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attempts by states at domestic and international levels. It may be difficult to 

estimate, but the Clean Air Acts of the United States of America are thought to 

have benefits that are thirty to forty times greater than the costs. The 1970 United 

States Clean Air Act is estimated to have cost $500 billion dollars and saved 22.2 

trillion dollars over twenty years-time (U.S. Congress, 1997). The 1990 Clean Air 

Act is estimated to cost $65 billion dollars while saving $2 trillion dollars over 

thirty years (U.S. Congress, 2011). On the international level, the 1989 Montreal 

Protocol (not including more recent similar additions and restrictions) is estimated 

to cost $235 billion USD by 2060, but with net benefits of an estimated $244 

billion along with millions of cases of cancer and cataracts prevented (Armstrong, 

1998). If these examples are any indication of air pollution cases in general, we can 

assume it would be in the rational interest of societies, and the states that represent 

them, to act. 

 South Korea is no exception to the dynamics between economic growth 

and environmental issues. Environmental degradation has accompanied rapid 

economic development and urbanization (OECD, 2017). The state response to 

these issues has evolved over time. The first attempts at regulation and data 

collection started in the 1980s. A framework law on air pollution was enacted in 

1990 at the dawn of the democratic era. The Ministry of Environment was 

promoted from its original status as an administration in 1990 and reformed as an 

independent body in 1994 (MOE,“History of ME). More recently, during his term 

from 2008-2013, then President Lee Myung Bak attempted to shift the paradigm of 

economic growth through his green growth policies. While many aspects of this 

attempt, particularly the Four Rivers Project, are now seen as a failure and the 
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fundamental principles behind the strategy are criticized by leading scholars 

(윤순진, 2009; 이상헌, 2009), it may represent a high watermark in concerted 

efforts to integrate environmental and economic policies at the national level. 

Despite increasing attention and attempts at regulation of environmental 

issues, in 2015 South Korea had the worst levels of particulate matter of any 

OECD country outside of Turkey according to a study by Health Effects Institute 

(Health Effects Institute, 2017). In fact, it also rates poorly compared to most 

countries in the world in terms of overall air quality. Yale’s 2016 Environmental 

Performance Index rated South Korea 172 out of 180 countries in regards to air 

pollution (Hsu et al., 2016). The OECD projects that if actions are not taken to 

correct the issue, over 50,000 South Koreans will die from the effects of particulate 

matter and ozone by the year 2060 (OECD, 2016). According to a Yale study 

published in 2016, each day more than 25 million South Koreans breathe levels of 

air considered unsafe by the WHO (Mosteller, 2016). The high cost of air pollution 

has been known for over a decade (MBC, 2004). Gyeonggi Research Institute 

stated 20,000 in the Seoul Metropolitan Area alone annually die premature deaths 

linked to particulate matter (Gyeonggi Research Institute, 2013). The institute 

estimates that particulate matter causes an additional 800,000 to suffer from 

various lung diseases and costs society up to 12.3 trillion won (roughly $10 billion 

USD) annually. A 2017 Yonhap News report stated that South Korea has the worst 

air pollution of any OECD member country and loses an estimated 10 trillion won 

($8.3 billion USD) nationally each year (Yonhap News, 2017). With such heavy 
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costs, it is natural to wonder where the air pollution comes from and how it can be 

fixed. 

 

 

Yr. Deaths 

from PM 

Annual Cost 

(KRW) 

Source/Area Reported by 

1,600 N/A Coal/South 

Korea 

Greenpeace 

(2016) 

11,000* (all 

types of air 

pollution 

including PM) 

10 trillion All/Capital 

Region 

Gyeonggi 

Research 

Institute 

(2004) 

20,000 12.3 trillion All/Capital 

region 

Gyeonggi 

Research 

Institute 

(2013) 

N/A 10 trillion All/South Korea Yonhap (2017) 

 
Figure 3: Estimates of the Cost of Air Pollution in South Korea  

 

The sources of pollution are still of debated fiercely within South Korean 

society. While estimates on the exact amount vary, it is well known that 

transboundary air pollution from China is accountable for a significant portion of 

air pollution affecting South Koreans. This has been noted since the 1990s in 

different forms ranging from acid rain, yellow dust, heavy medals, smog, and 

particulate matter. Researchers based in China and North America estimated that 

31,000 died from trans-boundary pollution in Japan, the Korean Peninsula, and 

Mongolia combined in 2007 (Zhang et al, 2017). However, recently greater 

attention seems to being paid to domestic sources than in previous years. The 

United States’ National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA) conducted a joint 

research project with Korean researchers to ascertain domestic sources of air 
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pollution in 2016. While data are not yet available to the public, American 

scientists at the time were reported as being surprised by the amount of pollution 

they measured from domestic sources (JTBC, 2016). Greenpeace Korea released a 

report in 2015 based on research done by a Harvard scholar that laid much of the 

blame for Korea’s poor air quality on domestic coal-fired power plants. 

Greenpeace estimates that roughly 1,600 people died premature deaths in 2014 

from particulate matter emitted just from coal-power plants (Son, Kim, and 

Myllyvirta, 2015). 

The controversies over the source of pollutants that are taking a toll on the 

South Korean public call into question just how important it is for democratic 

societies to grasp the source of environmental crises, be it lead in water or 

greenhouse gases contributing to climate change. As societies take time to identify 

and agree on policy actions, the costs of pollution mount. Polluters, be they in 

China, South Korea or anywhere else, reap benefits from a lack of general 

consensus to regulate their industries. To this end, the likes of Exxon Mobile have 

even engaged in disinformation campaigns in the United States. Debates in South 

Korea on the sources of air pollution have taken place within the public sphere and 

involve members of the public. Noting the role the state plays in regulating air 

pollution and the controversy over the source of said pollution, this situation raises 

the question: just how important is public attention and the identification of 

domestic sources of environmental issues to the process of formulating policy? 

What connection could there be between the media and policymaking regarding 

these issues? 
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II. Literature Review 

 Why study discourse? The main answer is that discourses shape our way of 

thinking about and understanding the world. Analyzing them can help us to 

understand more about how text and dialogue can influence thought. From 

linguistics, discourse studies have now permeated various social science fields, 

including policy studies. This study intends to grasp the change in public discourse 

regarding air pollution and its relation to policymaking. To proceed, we must first 

answer the question: how is discourse related to policymaking? After all, if 

discourse were completely disconnected to policymaking, it would not be too 

interesting for any scholar looking to understand its political nature. If they are 

indeed connected, we then must ascertain in what ways they are related. 

 One only has to go as far as environmental studies (clearly of relation to 

this study) to see the importance of the understanding of discourse on scholarly 

work. Early work on discourse and its relation to the environment was produced by 

Hajer and Versteeg who argue that discourse is a way to give meaning to social and 

natural phenomena (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Feindt and Oels state that the field 

of environmental politics has been transformed by discourse analysis. They provide 

us with a compelling reason: policy options and the range of legitimate actors are 

limited by dominant discourses which hide other policy options (Feidnt and Oels, 

2005). Case studies on the importance of, for example, climate change discourse 

show how a global phenomenon can be presented and thought of differently in 

different regions. All of that is to say that our understanding of what is the 

environment, what are environmental problems, and how to feel about these issues- 
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and thus what policy options we have- can all be analyzed through discourse 

analysis.  

One way to study discourse is to analyze media discourse. Media discourse 

cannot provide us with a fully representative understanding of discourse amongst 

elites and the public, but according to Rogers and Dearing it does give an idea of 

how complex issues are conceived by elites and the public (Rogers and Dearing, 

1988). What effects does media discourse have on state policy? Media scholars 

have long studied how newspapers and other media outlets have influenced readers 

through their words (see McCombs and Shaw 1972). Some scholars are adamant 

that there is a direct link between news discourse and policymaking (Pan and 

Kosicki 1993; Linsky et al., 1986) While it is well-established that there is a 

relationship between the media and the public opinion, the links between 

policymaking and the media have yet to be fully explored (Wolfe, Jones, & 

Baumgartner, 2013). A case study by Lawrence and Birkland reveal that the 

relationship between media discourse on gun violence in schools and policymaking 

on gun control issues in the USA can be complex (Lawrence and Birkland, 2009). 

Newig uses three case studies in Germany to show the link between media articles 

and policy actions (Newig, 2004). 

When scholars study media discourse, what exactly are they looking at? 

Scheufele and Tewksbury define three phenomena that have been studied 

extensively: agenda-setting, priming, and framing (Scheufele and Tewksbury, 

2007). Agenda-setting is defined as the emphasis placed on an issue by the media 

and was first used by. Priming is seen as the effects agenda-setting has on public 

opinion. Framing is defined as the way in which the media can present complex 
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issues to their readers. These concepts are critical in grasping how news can shape 

public understanding on issues. The amount of coverage an issue receives (as well 

as the location) has important effects on what people think is relevant. The tone 

and words which are used as well as their frequency can influence how people 

interpret events.  

In addition, agenda-setting is often described in issue-attention cycles, a 

concept first elucidated by Anthony Downs when attempted to describe the US 

media dealt with environmental issues such as DDT pollution (Downs, 1972). Like 

agenda-setting, issue-attention cycles are conceived upon the fact that the media 

has a limited amount of time and space to construct agendas for public issues. The 

main argument is that there are five stages to media attention: 1) the discovery of 

the issue 2) brief optimism that it will be solved 3) a true understanding of the costs 

4) disinterest and 5) a post-problem stage. While Downs clearly stated that not all 

problems go through issue-attention cycles, scholars have since applied the theory 

to a wide variety of quandaries—from climate change (Trumbo, 1996) to terrorism 

(Hall, 2002). This begs the question: how do scholars analyze agenda-setting and 

framing in the media?  

Critical discourse analysis has become an established method for 

understanding framing. Carvalho describes discursive strategies that journalists use 

to frame issues which she describes as the most authoritative way the analyze 

media discourse (Carvalho, 2008). She proposes a framework for conducting a 

critical discourse analysis and divides it into textual and contextual analyses. The 

text analysis is divided into six components. The first is the layout and structure of 

the text, i.e. where it is located in the newspaper and what is around it. Carvalho 
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cites van Dijk as pointing out that the headline is the most significant part of the 

article. The second component is called objects or the events and issues related to 

the broader issue. The third is actors—the people and organizations mentioned in 

the article. Fourth, language, grammar, and rhetoric are analyzed to understand the 

syntax and semantics utilized in the discourse. Fifth, discursive strategies: 

primarily, selection and composition, positioning, legitimation, and politicization. 

Selection and composition are concepts that cover what is selected to go into a text 

and how the text is arranged. The term positioning tries to explain how the media 

constructs a discourse in order for a person or group to act in a certain way. 

Politicization when the discourse frames an issue as a political issue. Sixth, 

ideological standpoints quite obviously are the ideologies embedded into a text. 

The contextual analysis is divided into two.  

Pan and Kosicki argue that they ultimate goal of any analysis is to show 

the connection between framing devices used by the media and their effects on 

readers. They divide these devices into structural dimensions and lexical choices 

(Pan and Kosicki, 1993). The structural dimensions are: syntactical, script, 

thematic, and rhetorical. These structural choices can be measured by examining 

the sequence in which a text is laid out, how the story is told, how a hypothesis is 

presented, and what stylistic choices are used. The lexical choices are less clearly 

defined, but they seem to deal with the way authors select words in order to 

construe a certain meaning. For example, one may see the difference between the 

phrase “producing energy” and “burning fossil fuels” even though the two phrases 

may be describing the same action.  
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Newig argues that public opinion is less important than public attention in 

regards to its influence on policymaking (Newig, 2004). Using articles published in 

newspapers as a proxy for public attention, he measures issue-attention cycles. 

With this independent variable, he tracks political action as a dependent variable. It 

is less clear what his proxy for political action is, but it seems to include laws or 

acts passed by the German legislature and at times speeches and inquiries. Newig’s 

model is based off of public choice, actor-based theory regarding policymaking and 

cognitive dissidence theory as well as the problem-reaction model. Below is the 

constructed model (Figure 1) from which nine hypotheses are derived.  

 

 

Figure 4: Newig’s model on the relationships between 

environmental issues, public attention and political 

action (Newig, 2004) 

 

Hypothesis 1: Public attention to an issue may rise when citizens’ environmental 

aspirations are no longer met because either: perceived environmental conditions 

worsen (a) or problem-solving resources rise (b). 

(a) Perceived environmental conditions are the perceived cost of an environmental 

issue 
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(b) Problem-solving resources are resources that lower the cost of acting. 

If one or both of these prerequisites are met, then: 

Hypothesis 2: The public is more likely to turn to the issue if the accessibility is 

high (c).Accessibility can be how easy an issue is to understand or how visible it is 

to the eye. 

Hypothesis 3: A mixture of (a), (b), and (c) combine to create varying degrees of 

intensity and magnitude in public attention. 

 

Once it has reached a certain level of public attention: 

Hypothesis 4: the higher the severity of the perceived environmental condition, the 

longer it will receive public attention. 

Hypothesis 5: The higher the intensity of public attention, the more likely 

politicians will engage in political activity and create a policy output. 

Hypothesis 6: Any policy output (symbolic or substantial) accelerates the decline 

of public attention. 

Hypothesis 7: Public attention will disappear and the issue will be replaced by a 

new one. 

 

When it has decreased: 

Hypothesis 8: The more an issue has received previous public attention, the more 

likely it will be reactivated (path dependency). 

Hypothesis 9: In the long run, an issue will remain in the public’s attention if it is 

unresolved and the conditions for Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 are met.  
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III. Research Question, Framework, and 

Methodology 

 

1. Research Question 

 Based on comments made by pundits on radio and columnists in 

newspapers, it appears that the Korean discourse on air pollution has seen a shift 

during the past 20 years. This shift pertains to not only how the pollutant is 

described, but also the source of the pollutant. It must be noted that Shapiro 

(Shapiro, 2016) analyzed media framing on these issues from 2015 to 2016. 

However, the relation of this shift to public discourse on the responsibility 

regarding air pollution as well as the policymaking process has yet to be 

investigated. This thesis aims to understand the causal mechanisms behind agenda-

setting by the media, and thus public attention, and policy actions taken by the 

South Korean state in regards to air pollution issues. To do so, we should know the 

context in which policies were decided and the attempts by the state to solve the 

problem.  

As such, this thesis aims to 1) establish when and how the media discourse 

changed in regards to air pollution and its origins, 2) elucidate whether or not this 

pattern has had any relation to policymaking, and 3) review and analyze media 

discourse and policy issues. Listed below is the research question. 

RQ: How is media attention on air pollution issues in South Korea related to 

policymaking? 
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2. Framework 

 To do so, it is first necessary to establish a framework. To understand the 

interaction between media discourse and policymaking, particularly on 

environmental matters, this study will use Newig’s theory that media attention on 

environmental issues precedes policy action. Despite Newig’s assertion that the 

model is actor and not system based, some variations may be necessary as Newig’s 

case studies are within a German context and may not translate completely to 

South Korea. I will argue that policy actions are not always taken by legislatures 

and states such as South Korea tend to rely upon their bureaucracy to take action 

within framework laws and acts enacted in prior years. I will be focusing on 

Hypotheses 1, 2, and 5—those that deal with the spawning of issue-attention cycles 

and policy output.  

 In tandem with Newig’s model, I introduce an analysis of media discourse 

on responsibility for mitigation. The concept of mitigation comes from climate 

studies such as those undertaken by the IPCC which divide climate change actions 

into two categories: mitigation and adaptation. Simply put, the IPCC defines 

mitigation as any attempt to reduce anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. 

Adaptation is defined as adjusting to risks brought about by climate change. If we 

apply these concepts to media discourse on air pollution, we can assume that 

greater perceived severity of air pollution issues could lead to framing on both 

mitigation and adaptation. However, due to the occurrence of trans-boundary, 

migratory air pollution in South Korea, it is possible that media discourse regarding 

the source of harmful compounds and particles may influence whether air pollution 
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policy actions are primarily of the adaptation or mitigation variety. For example, if 

media framing attributed pollution sources to be foreign, it might be expected that 

policy actions would lean towards adaptation rather than mitigation.  

Additionally, this study aims not only to understand the possible effects of 

media discourse not only on public attention, but also in relation to how citizens 

are supposed to react themselves to air pollution issues. From critical discourse 

analysis, Carvalho’s positioning and politicalization are used to conceptualize 

media discursive strategies.  

 

3. Methodology 

 The first step is to create a methodology for: 1) analyzing agenda-setting, 2) 

analyzing framing techniques used by journalists, and 3) analyzing policymaking 

by the South Korean state. Media texts will first be sorted by searching for 

keywords that appear in their headlines to ensure these words were of great 

structural significance. Chosun Ilbo was selected as the source of these texts due to 

the availability of a database for accessing large amount of material. The salience 

of issues can help reveal instances of agenda-setting and issue-attention cycles. It is 

undoubtedly essential to analyze how frequently articles on a specific topic 

appeared in the news and at what time. Even if a topic is framed in a certain way, if 

it only appears in one article per decade this can hardly be claimed to be agenda 

setting. Therefore, part of this study’s analysis will be to track how often articles on 

air pollution appeared in the media (agenda-setting) and if they were linked to any 

period (issue-attention cycle). 
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 After a preliminary search used to establish common keywords used for air 

pollution, “yellow dust” and “particulate matter” were the keywords determined to 

be of great significance over the past two decades. This was due to the frequency in 

which they appeared in headlines of Chosun Ilbo compared to other keywords. The 

timeframe of the analysis spans from January 1995 to May 2017. This timeframe 

was determined as starting early enough to be before frequent occurrences of both 

keywords in Chosun Ilbo headlines. It is indeed possible that by expanding the 

timeframe and the keywords, this study could comprehensively measure all the air 

pollution issues that ever appeared frequently in Chosun Ilbo headlines, but do to 

time constraints it was limited to 1995 onwards.  

The second part of this study analyzes the framing techniques used in 

Chosun Ilbo during the above timeframe. The texts are analyzed for different 

framing techniques regarding: 1) their depiction of the source of air pollution, 2) 

mitigation or adaptation on the part of social actors.  This analysis was conducted 

by looking for a number of keywords and/or topics. For a complete list, please refer 

to the Appendix. It is a major assumption of this study that the frequency in which 

these keywords and topics occurred in relation to the two phrases “yellow dust” 

and “particulate matter” show how the Chosun Ilbo attempts to frame the source of 

air pollution and the problem as necessitating mitigation, adaptation, or both. Thus, 

the relationship reveals how the paper attempts to prime its readers. As mentioned 

in the Framework Section of this chapter, positioning and politicalization are the 

two additional concepts used to grasp what social actors (readers) are “supposed” 

to do and whether the problem is deemed political or not. These were taken into 

account in relation to the source of air pollution, heavy emphasis on mitigation or 
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adaptation, and the frequent topics brought up in relation to the two keywords (for 

example, reports that emphasize buying products to protect oneself from the effects 

of air pollution versus investigative reports on the domestic sources of air 

pollution). 

 The third step is an analysis of policy actions by the South Korean state. In 

order to understand the relationship between agenda-setting and policymaking, the 

timing and actors of policy actions will first be analyzed. Secondly, the types of 

actions taken and their variance from one another will help us distinguish if media 

discourse on the source of the issue plays a role in the types of policies undertaken. 

In order to find what policy actions were taken, media reports and online searches 

were used to search for sources of policy on air pollution during the time period 

used in the previous analyses. When the actors were identified, a search of relevant 

databases of policies on air pollution was used to determine the timing of these 

policy actions and the type of policy created. These policies were then compared to 

the issue-attention cycles identified in Chapter 4. The relationship between the 

issue-attention cycles and the policymaking is then compared to Newig’s 

Hypothesis 5. 

 

4. Layout & Objective 

Chapter 4 details the analyses of media texts which seek to establish the 

existence and causal factors of issue-attention cycles and agenda-setting attempts 

on the part of the media. Chapter 5 attempts to show the framing techniques used 

by Chosun Ilbo on domestic versus foreign responsibility for air pollution as well 

as the discourse on mitigation and adaptation for social actors. The relationship 
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between agenda-setting and policymaking is examined in Chapter 6.  The 

conclusion reviews the results of the aforementioned analyses and discusses their 

implication for further studies. This study is an attempt to better understand the 

relationship between discourse and policy. It also aims to add to literature on media, 

policy, and environmental studies regarding Korea and elsewhere. 
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IV. Issue-Attention Cycle Analysis 

1. Keyword Selection 

1-1 Yellow Dust and Particulate Matter 

Now hardly a day seems to go by without it being mentioned on TV talk 

shows or on the front pages of newspapers, but particulate matter was not always 

such a fixture of the national discourse. References to particulate matter first 

started to appear in greater numbers around the mid-1990s. The phenomenon 

slowly started to receive greater attention in the early 2000s, but a preliminary 

analysis of the frequency of this term shows that it has only truly cemented itself in 

the Korean lexicon during the past 5 years. The rise in the use of the term seems to 

coincide with a decrease in the usage of the term “yellow dust.” Since 1995, 

Chosun Ilbo has printed 363 articles with the words “particulate matter” in the title. 

297, over 81% percent, of these have been written since the beginning of 2013. In 

contrast, of the 519 articles that had the words “yellow dust” in the title since 1995, 

371 (71.48%) of these were written before 2012. It seems clear that there has been 

a “regime” change. However, a closer analysis is necessary in order to better grasp 

how this change has reflected itself in the discourse. Specifically, how have 

agenda-setting and framing in the media of air pollution issues changed over this 

period time?  Did an issue-attention cycle on air pollution topics occur? 
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Figure 5: Frequency per Year of the Term 'Yellow Dust' Appearing 

in a Chosun Ilbo Headline (1=1995, 23=2017 [as of May 4])  
 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Frequency per Year of the Term 'Particulate Matter'  

Appearing in a Chosun Ilbo Headline (1=1995, 23=2017 [as of 

May4]) 

 

Why yellow dust and particulate matter? These phrases were selected as 

signifiers of air pollution issues. As will be discussed in greater detail below, these 
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phenomena are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Also, as one can see in the 

figures above, such terms have appeared in Korean newspapers at the same time. 

These keywords were selected as representative of discourse on air pollution due to 

the fact they were perceived to be the premier environmental threat at one time or 

another during the past 20 years.  

The phenomenon of yellow dust has existed for hundreds of years (if not 

longer) and is mentioned in historical texts. However, due to the severity and 

frequency of its occurrences on the Korean Peninsula in the early 2000s, it came to 

be mentioned in the media discourse at a much higher rate. Yellow dust tends to 

arrive on the Korean Peninsula in the spring due to the westerly winds blowing 

from arid areas mostly located in Northern China and Southern Mongolia. Yellow 

dust is not produced domestically and therefore was often referred to as an 

“unwelcomed guest” in the texts analyzed. 

Particulate matter is generally thought to have anthropogenic origins such 

as the burning of fossil fuels for energy (WHO, 2016). It is typically divided into 

two types: PM 10 and PM 2.5, representing particulate matter that is smaller than 

10 micrograms and 2.5 micrograms, respectively. PM 2.5 (and to a less extend PM 

10) is particularly harmful to humans due to the fact that it can enter into the blood 

stream and lead to premature deaths from cardiovascular and respiratory 

complications such as strokes, heart attacks, and lung cancer. PM 10 and PM 2.5 

are not necessarily different from the yellow dust phenomenon. A variety of 

particulate matter is transported from the deserts of Central and East Asia as yellow 

dust, and combines with other various types of pollution such as heavy metals, 

nitrous oxides, and sulfur oxide as it makes its way eastward. In fact, smaller (and 
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therefore more dangerous) particles are more likely to travel farther from their 

source, putting nations such as the two Koreas and Japan in harm’s way.  

While it does enter South Korea from abroad, particulate matter is also 

produced domestically. To what extent South Korea’s air pollution issues are 

domestically produced or caused by nearby countries is still hotly debated. This 

chapter in no way attempts to deal with the answer to that question. What is of 

central importance is how the media has portrayed air pollution over the past two 

decades. When writing about yellow dust or particulate matter has the media 

described the two keywords as: 1) a domestic problem or an international problem 

and 2) a problem to be adapted to or as a problem to be mitigated. As implied 

above, there is also a clear difference in connotation between the two: “yellow dust” 

is linked to China (and to some extent Mongolia), while in theory “particulate 

matter” has no ties to any location. However, how they are framed and how this 

potential difference in connotation relates to the above questions is not clear 

without further analysis.  

 

1-2 Comparison 

Undoubtedly other terms related to air pollution exist as well. The above 

terms were chosen due to their sheer dominance in the current discourse. A quick 

survey of others reveals this. “Smog” (스모그 seumogeu) appeared 34 times in 

2013 due to the influx of pollution from the Asian mainland at the time, but has 

since petered out. Before 2013, it only appeared 30 times in a headline. “Air 

pollution” (대기오염 daegioyeom), a word that appears in headlines consistently 
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year after year with 235 articles since 1995. However, none of the articles are 

concentrated enough to be called an attempt at agenda-setting—that is, an issue-

attention cycle. 

 

2. Results 

1995 was selected as it is clearly before either yellow dust or particulate 

matter came to dominate headlines. Early articles give interesting glimpses into 

how these concepts were perceived before they became parts of issue-attention 

cycles and agenda-setting. As the public debate on air pollution in South Korea is 

ongoing, this analysis attempts to include the most recent publications as well. As 

is shown in Figures 5 and 6, “yellow dust” was a common topic in the 2000s and 

“particulate matter” has come into fashion only recently. Chosun Ilbo was chosen 

as a representative newspaper because of the availability of sources from the 1990s 

to the present. There are clear limitations involved with only analyzing one 

newspaper as it cannot be suggested that the public, media, or elite discourse 

necessarily matches that of Chosun Ilbo. However, we do know that 1) newspapers 

are still widely read in South Korea, 2) Chosun Ilbo’s readership was the largest in 

the country as of 2008 and 3) Chosun Ilbo was deemed the most influential 

newspaper as of 2009 (see Yun et al 2012). 

First, articles that had the term “yellow dust” (황사 hwangsa in Korean) in 

their headline or sub-headline were searched for. The same process was then 

repeated with the term “particulate matter” (미세먼지 misemeonji in Korean) 
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articles that were not directly related to air pollution were excluded. This study 

limits the articles analyzed to those that specifically connected to the topics of 

yellow dust, particulate matter, or both. In regards to “yellow dust,” this proved to 

a matter of discretion in regards to a small number of articles. The two exceptions 

were the uses of term “yellow dusk mask” (which became more frequent in the 

final years) and a few stories about Chinese sports which used “yellow dust” as a 

metaphor. Such articles were included for separate reasons. The first was included 

to analyze the relationship between yellow dust and particulate matter discourse. 

The second was included because of the perceived possible connection between 

yellow dust and negative thoughts towards China. Due to the low number of 

articles, neither inclusion affects the overall findings of the analysis.  

The remaining articles were analyzed for the terms that were most closely 

related to “yellow dust” (n=519) and “particulate matter” (n=363). In order to 

ascertain the issue-attention cycles, each article was ordered and dated. Not all 

articles fall within an issue-attention cycle, but their content was analyzed 

nonetheless. Listed below are the periods in which a number of articles written 

about each topic were released in a short period of time. If two weeks passed 

without the keyword making it into headlines, the period was deemed to have 

ended. The briefest periods included seven articles over a period of roughly two 

weeks. In parenthesis are the number of articles that fall within each period. Keep 

in mind that many articles were published outside of these periods, but are not 

included in the total here. 
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2-1 Yellow Dust 

Yellow Dust 

Time Period Number of Articles 

1995-1998 no period 

1998: April 14- May 1 7 

2000: March 24- April 21 15 

2001: March 5- April 10 21 

2002: March 9- April 29 54 

2003: no period 

2004: February 16-April 1 17 

2005: March 25- May 6 14 

2006: March 8- March 17 9 

2006: April 10- May 1 29 

2007: January 24- February 28 13 

2007: March 10- April 21 30 

2008: February 12- March 19 12 

2009: February 20- March 20 11 

2010: March 10- April 3 19 

2011: April 2- May 14 23 

2012-2013 no period 

2014: February 21- April 18 26 

2015: February 22- April 17 29 

2016: March 5- May 16 32 

2017: no period as of May 4 

Figure 7: Periods of Issue-Attention for Yellow Dust 
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2-2 Particulate Matter 

Particulate Matter 

Time Period Number of Articles 

2013: November 1- December 21 27 

2014: January 17- January 30 7 

2014: February 21- April 26 43 

2015: February 4- April 11 22 

2015: October 9- November 12 14 

2016: March 17- July 5 70 

2016: November 10- December 14 11 

2017: March 3- May 4* in progress 42 

Figure 8: Periods of Issue-Attention for Particulate Matter 

 

 In regards to Newig’s thoughts on issue-attention cycles and agenda-

setting, the analyses of articles on “yellow dust” seem to confirm that there has 

been an issue-attention cycle. As will be discussed below, this cycle is both 

seasonal and long-term. The “particulate matter” cycle has just started so it is 

impossible to accurately judge when it will fade from the public’s attention. What 

we can posit is that the issue-attention cycle on yellow dust reached its peak in 

2002 only to fade away. It was revived again from 2006 to 2007. In order to judge 

Newig’s hypotheses on the spark that drew the public’s attention as well the 
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characteristics of both issue-attention cycles, we will first need to analyze three 

conditions: 1) perceived environmental conditions, 2) the availability of problem-

solving resources, and 3) the accessibility of the issue. The analysis of policy 

responses is covered in Chapter 6.   
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3. Agenda-setting/Issue-attention Cycle Conditions 

3-1 Yellow Dust 

 The spawning of the issue-attention cycle on yellow dust is connected to 

perceived worsened environmental conditions and high accessibility. As multiple 

sources show, yellow dust became a far more severe problem in the early 2000s 

(see Figure 4) than it had been for quite some time. It was also a highly visible 

problem and was made easier to understand through the discourse of desertification, 

which will be discussed in the next chapter. The decline of the cycle has in large 

part been brought about by the fact that it occurs less frequently than it did in the 

early 2000s, but also by the rise of “particulate matter” as an issue which will be 

discussed in greater detail below. 

Exceptions to this include a small increase in 2005-2008 and 2010, as well 

as 2014-2015 in which frequent and severe occurrences of yellow dust in some or 

all areas of the country caused the issue-attention cycle to reappear. Problem-

solving resources may have been initially considered to have an effect by some, but 

we would be hard pressed to find evidence that the problem has 1) been solved and 

2) the amelioration of the issue has been in large part because of anthropogenic 

actions. It is difficult to prove that a lack of problem-solving resources helped bring 

an end to yellow dust attention cycles.  
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Figure 9: Frequency of Yellow Dust Occurrences & Total Days with 

Yellow Dust in Seoul from 1995 to 2017 Compared to Articles in the 

Chosun Ilbo Featuring “Yellow Dust” in the Headline  

 

3-2 Particulate Matter 

 As data shows, the actual environmental condition regarding particulate 

matter and the perceived condition do not necessarily match. However, events such 

as yellow dust and smog coming in from China paved the way for greater 

awareness on the effects of various types of air pollution, the “king” of which is 

particulate matter. Why “particulate matter” has become the most popular phrase is 

possibly due to the role of the Ministry of Environment which will be discussed in 

Chapter 6. The public’s perception of the environmental conditions regarding 

particulate matter may have changed, but the amount of PM10 in the atmosphere 

shows little relation to the attention cycle in Chosun Ilbo. PM2.5measurements have 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

1
9

9
5

1
9

9
6

1
9

9
7

1
9

9
8

1
9

9
9

2
0

0
0

2
0

0
1

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

2
0

0
5

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

2
0

1
5

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

Occurrences Days Articles



31 
 

not been regularly taken until recently, so it is impossible it know if it has 

decreased or increased. 

Second, as alluded to above, while particulate matter is not necessarily 

very visible, knowledge about the issue has spread and possibly deepened 

particularly over the past decade. Finally, as policy actions will show us in Chapter 

6, some problem-solving resources have been at the state’s disposal all along, so it 

seems that this factor did not play a large role in bringing the matter to the public’s 

attention. In conclusion, objectively worsening environmental conditions brought 

yellow dust initiated an issue-attention cycle in 2001. Its high visibility meant that 

it dominated headlines on air pollution for over a decade. Because it is not highly 

visible, particulate matter only became accessible through knowledge dispersal and 

a lowering information cost. The capacity to solve these problems seems to have 

had little effect on public attention and agenda-setting.  

 

Figure 10: Average Amount of PM10 by Year in Seoul from 1995 to 

2015 Compared to Articles in the Chosun Ilbo  

Featuring “Particulate Matter” in the Headline  from 1995 to 2017 
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V. Framing Analysis 

 

1. Introduction 

I would like to compare the issue-attention cycles. Yellow dust has been an 

issue in media discourse for over a decade longer than particulate matter, but has 

lost its former dominance. The first period of seven articles on yellow dust of was 

in 1998, but it took “particulate matter” until 2013 to become buzzword for 

agenda-setting. Particulate matter had been discussed since at least 1995, but was 

not put frequently enough in headlines to be a part of agenda-setting until almost 

20 years later. Despite this, “particulate matter” is now in the process of overtaking 

“yellow dust,” as an analysis of both issue-attention cycles and total number of 

articles from 2013 onward reveals. What issue-attention cycle happened in 2013 

that may have altered the way headlines were written? 

The answer is related to another conclusion: yellow dust-related issue-

attention cycles have only appeared between January and May. While articles are 

written on yellow dust all year round and yellow dust does at times occur in the fall, 

they are more solitary and are not thought of agenda-setting. On the other hand, 

issue-attention cycles related to particulate matter have occurred in every month 

with the exception of August and September. This is almost uncertainly due to at 

least two visible phenomena: smog in the fall and winter as well as yellow dust in 

the late winter and spring. The smog that came from China in November and 

December of 2013 was the event that altered the keyword used in headlines by 

Chosun Ilbo. After this, yellow dust occurrences also tended to be described using 
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“particulate matter” in any headline. The change was also noticeable in marketing: 

products that once protected against yellow dust now protected against both yellow 

dust and particulate matter or merely just the latter.  

 

 
Figure 11: Frequency per Month of the Term “Yellow Dust”  

Appearing in a Chosun Ilbo Headline from 1995 to May 4, 2017  

 

 

 

Figure 12: Frequency per Month of the Term “Particulate Matter”  

Appearing in a Chosun Ilbo Headline from 1995 to May 4, 2017 
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But, what effect could this change in keywords have in relation to framing? 

Both smog and yellow dust are closely associated with China, so at first glance the 

switch appears to be merely cosmetic. To get an understanding of their semantic 

meaning to readers, broad concepts and topics were analyzed in each article. This 

technique is used to understand what the signifiers are meant to transmit and to 

understand the discourse in which they occur. How the media’s framing could have 

affected readers. As stated above, the central questions used to be answered were: 

was the phenomenon associated with the keyword 1) a domestic problem or an 

international problem and 2) a problem to be adapted to or as a problem to be 

mitigated. More specifically, which countries were involved and how the problem 

could be mitigated or adapted to by the state and, to a lesser extent, ordinary people. 

Has the changing of the issue “regime” had any effect on the discourse other than 

replacing “yellow dust” with “particulate matter?” 

 The terms included in the analysis were too various to be listed here. 

Please see the appendix for a complete list. Generally speaking, they can be 

grouped into a small number of categories. First, the surrounding nation-states 

were coded for every articles attitude towards their status in relation to both 

phenomena. Second, the causes of the phenomena were analyzed in relation to their 

source (domestic v. foreign), whether they were natural or anthropogenic, and the 

specific mechanism behind their creation (be it desertification, coal power plants, 

diesel car exhaust, subways or grilling food, etc.). Third, how and who should react 

to the issue (positioning), i.e. individual v. state, mitigation v. adaptation along 

with attitudes towards international cooperation were analyzed.  
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2. Results 

 

2-1 Major Geographical Sources (countries and foreign v. domestic) 

 The major finding of this analysis is that it was not until the spring of 2016 

that media discourse sought to frame pollution as a domestic issue. The sources of 

yellow dust were often identified as both China and Mongolia. While Mongolia 

was at times linked to the increase in yellow dust and lack of response towards the 

issue, China received the bulk of negative attention. Even after “yellow dust” was 

replaced in the headlines by “particulate matter,” this particulate matter was mainly 

associated with smog coming from China. However, this trend abruptly changed in 

2016. From then on, domestic sources were framed with greater frequency in an 

effort to set an agenda.  

Particulate matter has almost always been more closely associated with 

domestic sources than yellow dust and this may have helped to facilitate the change 

in framing. During the issue-attention cycle that began in March 2016 and ended in 

July 2016, articles blaming domestic sources were repeatedly run. Interestingly, 

some of the issues that were discussed during this period seem to have been driven 

by the state. The Ministry of Environment played a leading role in attacking diesel 

as a main source of domestic particulate matter (as it had in the decade prior) and 

there was also a great deal of confusion and ridicule attached to their call for 

citizens to be wary of indoor pollution linked to the grilling of mackerel as well as 

other types of food. Other issues were possibly driven by outside influence: 

NASA’s survey of domestic sources with a Korean research team via aircraft and 
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the delayed influence of international NGO Greenpeace’s exposé on the Korean 

coal industry in conjunction with the printing of multiple articles and reports by 

international reporters and researchers. However, to identify an exact trigger is 

beyond the scope of this study. 

Other Countries 

 Japan was sometimes mentioned as a co-victim of yellow dust, but rarely 

mentioned in regards to particulate matter. When it was, it was usually to compare 

Japanese forecasting with that of the often disparaged Korean system. It was never 

named as a source of pollution, but typically viewed as an ally in the struggle 

against Chinese pollution (and notably not a victim of Korean pollution). Japan’s 

role in international cooperation and how it was framed is discussed in the analysis 

on cooperation. Other countries that infrequently appeared, as both sources and 

victims, were North Korea and Russia. However, portrayals of both were so few 

and sometimes far between to the extent that this cannot be viewed as an attempt at 

priming readers towards any opinion related to the topics analyzed in this thesis. 

 

2-2 Causes (natural v. anthropogenic) 

 The discourse surrounding yellow dust and particulate matter extremely 

differed in regards to whether they were natural or manmade. Yellow dust was 

viewed as a primarily natural phenomenon. This was nuanced with references to 

increased desertification due to global warming and overgrazing along with the 

fairly consistent mentioning of anthropogenic pollution in China traveling to Korea 

via yellow dust storms. Despite this, yellow dust was mainly grouped with 

desertification and droughts which both imply a figurative and literal distance from 
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Korea as well as fuel combustion. Interestingly, the connection between the cause 

of yellow dust and the various effects of global warming was made, but no framing 

attempt was made to connect the anthropogenic sources of both air pollution and 

greenhouse gases. 

On the other hand, particulate matter has almost always been viewed as 

manmade no matter which source happened to be blamed at any given time. This 

was foreseen by one commentator in their prediction that coal emissions from 

China would soon supplant yellow dust as the newest environmental threat to 

Korea (no article made the logical connection to domestic coal until years later). 

Not surprisingly, the differences between the perceived source and cause of yellow 

dust affected how solutions to each problem have been approached. 

2-3 Type of Reaction and Reactor (mitigation v. adaptation, state v. individual) 

 The main air pollution-related themes transmitted to readers of Chosun 

Ilbo during the first decade of the 2000s were: one, due to the foreign location of 

the source of pollution, mitigation domestically was futile. This may seem obvious, 

but it is important because air pollution in the media was mainly deemed to be 

trans-boundary. Thus, air pollution in general could be assumed to be produced 

overseas. Two, due to the fact that yellow dust was a natural phenomenon, 

mitigation logically took the form of preventing desertification in China and 

Mongolia. This was framed as being undertaken primarily by individuals, NGOS, 

and corporations—very rarely by the state. Attempts to mitigate pollution 

stemming from manmade sources in China were not stressed.  

Three, framing the response to yellow dust around adaptation meant 

accurate forecasting became highly valued. This responsibility fell on the state 
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which told individuals to stay home during dust storms. Projecting turned out to be 

more difficult than the state expected, leading to lost credibility. Individuals were 

asked to adapt their life around government reports. When this system failed, 

disaster capitalism took over; a wide array of products and services were to be 

purchased by citizens to clean the home and purify the air as well as protect 

themselves and their possessions when outside of the home. Perhaps no product 

better represents Korean life during the last two decades than the eponymous 

yellow dusk mask.  

The media played its part in framing this adaptation system. From cycle to 

cycle, formerly championed products (such as pork) are slammed for their lack of 

benefits while new products took their place. In the 2000s, it reported on how 

“yellow dust-themed” stocks saw their prices jump in the spring.  By 2013, anti-

yellow dust products slowly transitioned into anti-particulate matter products. For 

example, until 2013, skin products were meant to protect against yellow dust, but 

this suddenly changed to particulate matter.  

The state is still playing two roles: predicting and setting standards for 

exposure. But the framing of air pollution as a weather pattern and standards using 

words like “good” and “bad” has continued to lead to a loss of confidence in the 

state within the media discourse. First, the idea that air pollution has become 

something that can be predicted and avoided like rain means that when the state is 

wrong in forecasting, it receives a backlash. Second, such forecasting and standards 

fail to allow individuals to understand the scope of pollution problems. As stated 

above, individuals have turned towards products to comfort themselves as the state, 

in their eyes, has continuously failed to solve air pollution issues.  
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Some frames have changed in very significant ways. When particulate 

matter became the new agenda in the second decade, one noticeable difference is 

that while once desertification was not deemed to be a threat, Chinese industrial 

production and its resulting pollution suddenly were framed as the singular lethal 

source. Planting trees in the Gobi was no longer promoted and the individual was 

left without hope. The hopefulness at times reported in anti-desertification 

measures taken by Koreans in Mongolia and China gave way to pessimism. How 

were individuals to mitigate Chinese smog bellowing out of automobiles and coal 

power plants? This obviously has changed once more. As domestic sources have 

come under fire, citizens have formed associations and demonstrated against 

industry and the state.  

Thus, we can identify three framing stages. The first follows the cycle of 

yellow-dust and could be seen as lasting from 2002 until it was replaced in 2013. 

As mentioned above, occurrences of yellow dust had been few and far between in 

Seoul and this may help explain why the media transitioned away from the word. 

However, yellow dust occurrences were recorded over the following two springs, 

but a broader term began to cover both yellow dust and smog. Starting in 2013, 

“particulate matter” was framed to set an agenda in countering trans-boundary 

pollution from China in Stage 2. Stage 3 was initiated in 2016 when Chosun Ilbo 

decided to set particulate matter as an agenda that could be mitigated domestically.   
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Figure 13: Frequency of Framing for Select Topics Related to Yellow Dust 

Figure 14: Frequency of Framing for Select Topics Related to Particulate Matter 

 

  

Frequency 

(# of Articles) 

China as 

source 

Desert 
 

Other 

Poll. 

Adaptation Product Mitigatio

n 

1995-2012 

17 years (377) 

339 (153) 82 (42) 82 (48) 523 (140) 273 (68) 92 (31) 

2013-

05/04/2017 

~3.5 years 

(139) 

156 (65) 24 (11) 98 (28) 173 (44) 77 (26) 30 (8) 

Frequency 

(# of Articles) 

China as 

source 

Korea 

as 

source 
 

Adaptation Product Mitigation 

1995-2012 

17 yrs. (66) 

21 (8) 86 (30) 56 (28) 9 (3) 31 (15) 

 

2013- 

04/27/2016 

3.3 years (182) 

267 (79) 30 (11) 272 (84) 

 

122 (48) 19 (10) 

 

4/28/2016- 

05/04/2017 

1 year (116) 

67 (26) 158 (45) 149 (37) 94 (23) 124 (33) 
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2-4 Role of Cooperation 

 Cooperation has been proposed and attempted at different times and in 

different ways to the greatest extent with China, Japan, and Mongolia. It constantly 

reappears in the media discourse on both yellow dust and particulate matter, but an 

analysis of the data shows that it cannot be judged to be a strong part of agenda-

setting. When it has made the news, cooperation has often been framed as in the 

hands of environmental ministries. For particulate matter-related articles, twelve 

out of twenty five that included some mention of cooperation were related to the 

government. Of those, a large portion of those dealt with the tripartite meetings 

between the ministers of environment from Japan, Korea, and China. The most 

notable exception to this trend is the aforementioned planting efforts in Mongolia 

and China during the yellow dust “regime.” In addition, infrequent opinion pieces 

have made vague calls for technological transfer or information sharing, and 

reports have been made on other minor but sometimes novel proposed or actual 

activities within China.  

 

2-5 Conclusion 

 This analysis of 930 articles in Chosun Ilbo shows how media framing and 

agenda-setting has and has not changed on air pollution issues in South Korea from 

1995 to the spring of 2017. It mainly focuses on framing and agenda-setting in 

relation to the sources of pollution, the response options such as adaptation and 

mitigation, actors such as the state and individuals, and to a lesser extent, 

cooperation between countries.  
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 Issue-attention cycles were identified in the previous chapter. In the case of 

yellow dust, the phenomenon was highly visible and thus accessible. Despite a 

return in the spring of 2013, “yellow dust” began to be replaced by an issue-

attention cycle on particulate matter which 1) was a broader term that could be 

utilized all year round and 2) had become more accessible thanks to greater public 

knowledge on the subject. A relative increase in problem-solving resources is not 

seen as having played a role in spawning of either cycle. Furthermore, it is worth 

noting that the actual data on environmental issues, and thus our best estimate of 

the “objective” environmental condition was found to be disconnected from 

agenda-setting in the case of particulate matter.   

It was found that there have been three main framing stages: adapting to 

yellow dust storms and mitigation through combating desertification in China and 

Mongolia from 2002 onwards until this transitioned to adapting to particulate 

matter which migrated from China in 2013. This then gave way to mitigating 

domestic emissions of particulate matter in 2016. Despite air pollution being a 

constant issue, each agenda framed the nature of the source, the desired response, 

and the attitude towards Chinese culpability differently. The only constants to 

make the transition across agendas are the new industry of goods marketed to 

protect consumers from air pollution and the system of standards and predictions 

established by the state in the effort to guide individuals in adapting to the new 

norm.      
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VI. Policy Action Analysis 

 

1. Introduction 

We have seen in Chapter 4 that while at least over the past two decades air 

pollution has remained a constant threat to South Koreans, the media discourse, 

agenda-setting, and, by assumption, public attention shifted. Such results match 

much of Newig’s Hypotheses 1 & 2 on the dynamics between environmental 

phenomena and media agenda-setting. However, we have yet to analyze the 

interaction between agenda-setting/public attention and environmental regulation. 

How did the South Korean state react to the crises presented by yellow dust and 

particulate matter? How does the dependent variable (policies enacted) relate to the 

proxy used for public attention (independent variable)—the number of articles 

printed with selected keywords in the headline? Second, what relationship does the 

media discourse on responsibility have with the number, types, and quality of 

polices that have been enacted? 

 How can we measure the dependent variable of policy actions? Newig 

measures only legislative actions in his analysis and focuses on elected officials, 

but that is highly limiting. Most obviously, legislative action cannot be equated to 

all policy actions taken by governments. To be more precise, environmental policy 

at the national-level in nation-states such as South Korea and the United States may 

function differently than in Germany in that both South Korea and the United 

States have established acts in previous decades that allow the executive branch 

and/or bureaucracy to establish policy within the frameworks provided by said acts. 
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While the president is an elected official, bureaucrats are appointed. Thus, part of 

this analysis is to ascertain if bureaucrats in South Korea have acted in similar 

ways as elected officials are expected to do vis-à-vis the rational-choice theory 

used by Newig or blame avoidance theory put forth by Hood.    

Based on the idea that elected and appointed officials enact policy only 

when it suits their best interest, we can assume that public policy on air pollution 

would only be initiated after public attention shifted to the issue. Chapter 4’s 

analysis shows that the keyword “yellow dust” appeared in the headlines of Chosun 

Ilbo enough to be considered agenda-setting starting in 2002. Attention cycles of 

yellow dust continued to occur in the following years again and hit another peak in 

the years 2006 and 2007. Yellow dust then competed with “particulate matter” in 

the years of 2014 and 2015, but has yet to again appear in great numbers since. The 

keyword “particulate matter” was referred to more frequently starting in 2013 and 

truly became the issue related to agenda-setting in 2016. Therefore, we can expect 

that policy related to air pollution would be established roughly following the years 

2002 and 2016. 

 

2. Results 

Between 2002 and 2017, no known legislation on air pollution was enacted. 

The vast majority of policymaking undertaken by the South Korean state was done 

through the Ministry of Environment, at times in conjunction with other ministries. 

This means that policymaking was the almost strictly in the hands of appointed 

officials. By using information provided by the Ministry of Environment including 
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white papers, policy papers, and announcements and supplementing this 

information with media reports, this analysis aims to answer Hypothesis 1 and 2. 

The one exception is the analysis of the May 2017 announcement by President 

Moon regarding new policy plans to reduce particulate matter which is analyzed 

exclusively using media reports. 

 

 

Figure 15: Issue-Attention Cycle vis-à-vis Policy Actions on Yellow 

Dust (dotted lines represent years in which policy actions were 

taken) 

 

 At first glance, the air pollution policy timeframe for yellow dust does 

seem at first to vaguely match Newig’s model. However, bureaucratic responses 

seem to anticipate agenda-setting. The first policy response was in the April of 

2002 which is noticeably quick if we assume that agenda-setting began that year. 

At that time, the Korean Meteorological Administration (KMA) was charged with 

establishing a warning system to allow citizens to avoid or at least prepare 

themselves for extreme incidents of yellow dust. Quite clearly more in line with 
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Newig’s hypothesis, in March 2003 the “Comprehensive Policy for Yellow Dust 

Damage Prevention” was enacted and reframed into the “Comprehensive Policy for 

Minimalizing Yellow Dust Damage” in March 2004. Such policies were meant to 

widen the yellow dust adaptation actions to various fields such as education, 

business, agriculture as well as increase studies, tracking/forecasting, and 

international cooperation regarding yellow dust. In fact, until 2008, a policy was 

enacted every year on the topic. From 2008 to 2012, a five-year policy was enacted 

and this was repeated in 2013 and is set to run through 2017. Whether or not the 

policy will be renewed for 2018 will be a strong measure of the influence of 

agenda-setting as the previous analysis shows that the phrase “yellow dust” is no 

longer featured in headlines by Chosun Ilbo to any great extent. 

 

 

Figure 16: Issue-Attention Cycle vis-à-vis Policy Actions on 

Particulate Matter (dotted lines represent years in which policy 

actions were taken; short dashes= bureaucratic; long dashes= 

presidential announcement) 
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 The analysis on particulate matter shows us that even though agenda-

setting seems to influence bureaucratic policymaking, it is not the only factor. The 

Special Act on the Improvement of the Air & Environment for Seoul Metropolitan 

Area was enacted in December 2003 by the Ministry of Environment of South 

Korea. It went into effect starting in 2005. According to the Ministry of 

Environment, the Seoul Metropolitan Air Quality Improvement Planning Team 

was formed in 2002 in response to severe air pollution in the Seoul Metropolitan 

Area. At the time of establishment, it was decided that another phase was to be 

introduced a decade later. Thus, two phases would attempt to respond to air quality 

problems in the Seoul Metropolitan Area (Seoul and Inchon Cities along with 

Gyeonggi Province): Phase One from 2005-2014 and Phase Two from 2015 to 

2024. 

Notably, none of these policies were related to the yellow dust issue, 

despite the attention it was receiving in Chosun Ilbo. Both policies were concerned 

with reducing PM10 and pollutants such as nitrous oxides (NOx). It is possible to 

argue that greater concern over air pollution brought about by the yellow dust 

phenomenon helped pave the way for such policies, but it is not within the scope of 

this study to prove the connection between the two. While reducing PM10 was a 

priority in the first phase, PM2.5 was not discussed until nearly a decade later. The 

Ministry of Environment released its Comprehensive Fine Dust Plan in December 

of 2013—again anticipating the surge in attention that the issue would receive in 

the next few years. Fine Dust here refers to the colloquial word for PM10 and PM2.5. 

It was only in 2011 that South Korea even began to measure levels of PM2.5. Also 

worth of note, the scope of both plans was limited to the capital and its surrounding 
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provinces. Cities with higher levels of pollutants (such as the city of Ulsan) have 

yet to receive policy consideration. 

Finally, in possibly the greatest effort taken by the central government in 

the past two decades to mitigate domestic sources of air pollution, President Moon 

Jae-in of the Democratic Party announced a plan for reducing particulate matter on 

May 15, 2017. This matches the agenda-setting period of 2016 and 2017. An 

elected official taking action on an issue following a period of agenda-setting 

matches Newig’s rational actor model even if it has not yet given rise to any new 

legislation. This policy plan aims to reduce emissions of particulate matter from 

coal power plants and diesel vehicles, along with putting a memorandum on 

nuclear power plant construction. This is not the first time such policies have been 

attempted, but it is the first time a president has deemed it beneficial enough to 

enact policy on the issue of particulate matter. 

But, what influence does the media discourse on responsibility for air 

pollution have in policymaking? Overall, the answer is mixed. Actions taken by the 

Ministry of Environment at times seemed to match the discourse. Yellow dust 

policies were almost exclusively focused on adaptation. If we recall Chapter 4, the 

media discourse placed mitigation in China and Mongolia mostly in the hands of 

NGOs and corporations. President Moon’s announcement on reducing emissions 

from diesel cars and power plants is right in line with media agenda-setting as 

represented by Chosun Ilbo. However, the above-mentioned Special Act on the 

Improvement of Air & Environment for Seoul Metropolitan Area, one of the first 

policies on air pollution to be enacted during the “yellow dust” period, focused on 

mitigating domestic sources of air pollution. This does not follow the discourse of 
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responsibility of the time which overwhelming put the blame of the nation’s air 

pollution’s burden on foreign sources in China and, to a lesser extent, Mongolia.  

What does seem clear from this analysis is that elected officials were not 

willing to act on an issue if the media discourse does not assign responsibility to 

domestic sources. This is not to say that absolutely no politicians attempted to push 

through stricter regulations on domestic air pollution sources between 1995 and 

2017. However, these attempts did not find political success most likely because 

they lacked support from the most powerful elected officials. Only when domestic 

sources were placed squarely in the sights of the media did presidential candidates 

make campaign promises to reduce particulate matter.     

In conclusion, the relationship between policymaking and agenda-setting 

in the media seems to be more nuanced than Newig proposes if we add 

bureaucratic policymaking into the picture. Legislation on the issue is non-existent; 

policymaking is exclusively the responsibility of the executive branch. Periods 

following agenda-setting in the media (2002 and 2016) saw policy responses. 

Yellow dust was an evident environmental danger and thus was identified by the 

media as an area of concern. The government responded with adaptation attempts 

in 2002 that have continued into the present despite yellow dust dropping from the 

headlines in recent years. The agenda-setting regarding particulate matter between 

2016 and 2017 has culminated in an unprecedented presidential announcement. 

That being said, the Ministry of Environment has created policies on particulate 

matter for close to 15 years despite the fact that agenda-setting on the issue only 

began recently.  
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Both analyses, one on the timing of policies and the other on the discourse 

of responsibility in the media, show that bureaucrats are sometimes affected by the 

media/public attention and sometimes not. Chosun Ilbo’s agenda-setting did not 

seem to have a clear causal relationship with bureaucratic policymaking. At times, 

the media discourse may have influenced the Ministry of Environment’s adaptation 

responses, but the Ministry also pursued mitigation policy that appeared to be 

unrelated to the media’s framing. Agenda-setting and the discourse on 

responsibility is connected to the actions of elected officials like the president.  

While it is too soon to evaluate President Moon’s newly proposed policies, 

it is clear that the discourse surrounding air pollution and agenda-setting of the 

media have played a role not only in its enactment, but also in widening the scope 

of the policy. Whether or not binding regulations will be enacted remains to be 

seen, but the issue has received hereto unknown levels of attention from 

presidential candidates and now the sitting president. How Moon’s future policy is 

judged will depend in part on how effective it is deemed to be. If his leadership can 

guide the entire state towards reducing domestic emissions of particulate matter, it 

seems far more likely that this policy bundle will not suffer the same fate as 

previous Ministry of Environment attempts. 

There is a danger that media and public attention will turn from air 

pollution or begin to blame China exclusively as they have in the past. We can 

expect that such an occurrence would be followed by less attention to the matter by 

elected officials and the Ministry of Environment would be left to fend for itself. 

However, previous public attention to an issue means that it is more likely to 

receive attention (path dependency) in the future, and this is especially the case if 
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air pollution remains physically visible and thus evident in the public eye (e.g. 

significant cases of smog or yellow dust). 
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VII. Conclusion 

The first analysis implicates that issue-attention cycles occurred and/or are 

occurring for the keywords “yellow dust” and “particulate matter.” The issue-

attention cycle in Chosun Ilbo on “yellow dust” started in 2002 and appears to have 

ended in 2017. The issue-attention cycle in Chosun Ilbo on “particulate matter” 

seems to have started in 2013 and is still in the process of going on. Therefore, 

there appears to be some overlap, but we can now assume that “yellow dust” has 

given way to “particulate matter” as the predominant air pollution concept featured 

in Chosun Ilbo headlines.  

Both issue-attention cycles are seasonal with “yellow dust” articles 

frequently appearing in the spring and “particulate matter” articles appearing most 

frequently in the spring and late fall. They were possibly initiated by increased 

visibility in environmental issues, which may have led to a perception of worsening 

environmental conditions, and not by the increased capacities to resolve the 

respective issues. In the case of yellow dust, the high visibility of the phenomenon 

and its more frequent occurrences in the early 2000s spawned an issue-attention 

cycle. This visibility cannot be applied to particulate matter, however. It seems 

most likely that greater education on the subject and its broader meaning brought 

its issue-attention cycle to fruition. Additionally, particularly in the case of 

particulate matter, environmental costs were not a factor in agenda-setting.  

The second analysis shows that media discourse surrounding the issues has 

primarily focused on adaptation and foreign sources until 2016 and 2017. This has 

depoliticized air pollution in South Korea and left the public with few options to 
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solve issues surrounding air pollution in general. This can be contrasted with 

infrequent reports on particulate matter which appeared in Chosun Ilbo in the 

1990s and early 2000s which placed an emphasis on investigative reporting to 

identify the domestic source of the pollutant and state action to solve the issue.  

The third analysis shows that media agenda-setting or media discourse on 

responsibility is not the only causal factor in policymaking by bureaucrats. Only 

actions by an elected official, the president in this case, could be directly linked to 

agenda-setting and framing that placed responsibility for mitigation on the 

domestic government. Actions taken by the South Korean Ministry of Environment, 

particularly on particulate matter, occurred during the early 2000s despite the fact 

that the term “particulate matter” (especially from domestic sources) received very 

little attention from Chosun Ilbo until 2013. President Moon’s announcement of 

planned policy actions to reduce particulate matter in 2017 shows the link between 

agenda-setting in the media, a discourse of domestic responsibility for air pollution, 

and policymaking initiated by elected officials.  

The high visibility of the phenomenon meant that “yellow dust” quickly 

became an issue-attention cycle. Discourse on the issue painted it mostly as a 

foreign and natural phenomenon, positioning most social actors to adapt (with 

some notable exceptions such as tree planting campaigns) and purchase products to 

survive. The low accessibility of particulate matter meant that it was largely 

ignored in Chosun Ilbo until 2013. No change in levels brought about the spawning 

of this issue attention-cycle; it is possible that the institutionalization of pollution 

measurements and education on the part of the public brought about previous air 

pollution issues such as yellow dust coupled with the highly visible, non-yellow 
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dust air pollution “Chinese Smog” phenomenon in 2013 initiated the sudden 

increase in the use of “particulate matter” in Chosun Ilbo headlines. Importantly, 

PM10 (and now PM2.5) have been measured every day across the country for some 

time making it more difficult to tie to visible pollution events attributed to foreign 

sources. Chosun Ilbo mostly focused on the manmade sources of particulate matter 

from 2013, but it was attributed to China until recently. Greater attention on the 

domestic sources of particulate matter was only reflected in Chosun Ilbo articles in 

2016 and 2017. The rhetoric used by major candidates during the campaign for the 

presidential election of 2017 proved that particulate matter has now surpassed 

yellow dust as a political issue in South Korea and thus has been accompanied by 

political action directed by an elected official. 

 The results indicate that: 1) one concept of air pollution launched an issue-

attention cycle and then morphed into another (as argued by Newig)2) media 

discourse on these issues has varied, but has only recently become politicized 

regarding foreign sources and, even more recently, domestic sources 3) for the 

most part, with some notable exceptions, citizens have been positioned to adapt to 

the new conditions rather than help mitigate 4) the motives for policy action seem 

to differ between bureaucrats and elected officials and 5) newspaper articles can be 

used as a proxy for media agenda-setting/public attention, but scholars should take 

care in identifying the media’s framing and discourse on the issue—particularly in 

regards to which actor (domestic state, foreign state, non-state, etc.) is responsible 

for mitigating the sources of a negative phenomenon. The fourth conclusion is 

important because currently many states rely on bureaucracies to regulate 

environmental policy as opposed to legislative action.  
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Future studies may attempt to identify whether or not there are inherent 

differences between bureaucratic policymaking and policies initiated by elected 

officials in their respective responses to media agenda-setting/public attention. The 

fifth conclusion shows that merely using the number of articles printed on a topic 

may not be adequate. In the future, scholars should analyze these articles to certify 

that the media source is framing the issue in a similar way. An issue can receive 

attention, but if the public does not believe that mitigation is necessarily the 

jurisdiction of domestic actors, elected officials may not be inclined to act. 

There are several clear limitations to this study. The first is that it only 

analyzed one media source, Chosun Ilbo. The second is that it only analyzed 

articles which had the keywords occur in their headline. It is entirely possible that 

articles on both topics were printed in Chosun Ilbo that did not contain either of the 

keywords in their headlines. The third is that it did not give greater or lesser 

importance to articles depending on their location in the paper (e.g., first-page 

articles).  
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IX. Appendix 

Appendix I: Newspaper Source 

Paper Name: 조선일보 (Chosun Ilbo). 

Provider: 조선일보사 (Chosun Ilbo Co.) 

Data Location: http://srchdb1.chosun.com/pdf/i_archive/ 

Data Description: 1920년창간부터현재까지조선일보의모든기사와지면을 

PDF로제공 

Search Time Period: January 1995- May 2017 

Articles with Yellow Dust “황사” in the headline: 519 

Articles with Particulate Matter “미세먼지” in the headline: 363 (some overlap) 

 

Appendix II: Keywords in Air Pollution Searches 

Yellow Dust—황사 

Particulate Matter—미세먼지 (including 초미세먼지) 

Smog—스모그 

Air pollution—대기오염 

 

Appendix III: Keywords and Topics in Text Analysis 

(Translated) 

Yellow Dust “황사” 

1. China: specific locations in China, 중국, 중, 中 

2. Source 

3. Reference to other pollutants 

4. Adaptation 

5. Product 

6. Mitigation 



62 
 

7. Cooperation (General) 

8. Korea-China-Japan Cooperation 

9. Trees, Shrub, Vegetation Planting in Arid Regions 

10. Technology Transfer 

11. Serious, Severity, Worse, Worsening 

12. Not Bad, Getting Better 

13. Effects on Skin 

14. Effects on Respiratory System 

15. Early Arrival (in the year) 

16. Effects on Eyes 

17. North Korea 

18. Japan 

19. Mongolia 

20. Measurement provided 

21. Foot and mouth disease 

22. Yellow Dust Mask 

23. Yellow Dust-themed stocks 

24. Legal Action 

 

Particulate Matter “미세먼지” 

1.China: Specific locations in China, 중국, 중, 中 

2. Domestic source of pollution 

3. Measurement provided 

4. Adaptation measure 

5. Product 

6. Mitigation measure 

7. Effects on Respiratory System 
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8. Serious, Severity, Worse, Worsening 

9. References to types of pollution 

10. References to yellow dust 

11. Effect on eyes 

12. Not Bad, Getting Better 

13. Cooperation 

14. Japan 
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Appendix IV: Korean Abstract 

 

대기오염과 관련한 한국 미디어 담화와 정책형성: 황사부터 미세먼지까지 

1995 년부터 2017 년까지조선일보기사분석 

초록: 

대기오염은 한국인의 웰빙에 심각한 위협이 되고 있다. 이 위협은 지난 

20 년 간 다양한 원인으로 인해 생겨나는 것으로 미디어에서 묘사되었다. 

본 논문은 어떤 환경 현상이 이슈 관심 주기의 대상이 되고 정책 결정에 

영향을 미치고 있는지를 분석하고자 한다. 또한 대기 오염 문제의 원인을 

미디어에서 어떻게 프레임화하고, 이 현상이 시간이 지나면서 어떻게 

변화하는 지를 연구한다. 이를 위해 1995 년에서 2017 년까지의 900 개 

이상의 조선일보 기사가 분석되었다.  

본 연구의 결과에 따르면 황사와 미세먼지와 관련한 미디어 관심 주기는 

시간프레임에 따라서 나타나지만, 행정적인 정책결정은 이 관심 주기에 

즉각적으로 반응하여 생겨나는 것은 아니다. 프레이밍 분석에 의하면 

2016 년부터 미세먼지와 관련한 국내적 원인이 미디어 프레이밍의 

대상이 되었고, 이는 2017 년 새로 당선된 대통령의 정책 계획에 영향을 

미쳤다. 이러한 결과는 다음과 같은 후속 연구를 필요로 한다. 1) 

행정직과 선출직이 만든 정책적 결정의 구분 2) 국가가 내리는 정책적 

결정(완화 혹은 적응)과 관련될 수 있는 오염 원인 프레이밍 연구 

주요어: 대기오염, 미디어 담화 연구, 프레이밍, 이슈 관심 주기, 대한민국, 

정책 형성 
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