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Abstract

A Study on News Reports
concerning Health Damage Caused

by Humidifier Disinfectants in Korea

-Content Analysis of Three Major Newspaper

Reports-

Hyunmi Kim
Master of Public Policy
The Graduate School of Public Administration

Seoul National University

This study aims at analyzing what kind of information about this
public issue media delivered and which media frame worked in our
society to see indirectly which cognitive frame our society members
have, by analyzing the contents of news reports concerning the health
damage case caused by humidifier disinfectants in Korea.

The catastrophic health damage case, called “the humidifier
disinfectants accident® or “Sewol Accident in home®, was first reported
at April 2011 by a general hospital in Seoul calling investigation to
KCDC. For about 8 months, from September 2011 to April 2012, 174
victims was reported(Choi et al, 2012), and then in 2014 KCDC
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announced that 127 victim cases(57 deaths) confirmed and 41 victim
cases(18 deaths) was highly related. This health damage case was
caused by the humidifier disinfectants using chemical substances like
PHMG or CMIT/MIT, and almost happened to pregnant women and
children under three. It is evaluated the first biocide damage case in
Korea, even in the world, and the important public issue about a
disaster caused by danger factors surrounding our daily life such as
living chemical productsthumidifier disinfectants, chemical detergent,
injection type pesticide, and so on). Korean society is seemed to begin
to think about this artificial danger and the system that controls this
danger through this damage case, furthermore, discuss what problem we
have responding to living chemical products and our health and what
we need to improve the rule and system in order to prevent disaster
like this.

The subjects of this study are the top three daily newspapers
that reported the ’'humidifier disinfectant case’ from January 2016, when
the prosecutor’s re-enactment began. to August 2016, when the hearing
conducted in Assembly about humidifier disinfectant case. It numbers
553 articles, including Kyunghyang Daily, Chosun Daily and Korea Daily.
In addition, considering the progress of the case and the characteristics
of the media reports, the analysis period of 8 months was divided into
three stages: issue flaming, issue diffusion, issue calming. After
analyzing the quantitative characteristics and qualitative characteristics
of the event-related information delivered by the media after the issue
re-flaming, this study conducted an analysis of media frame based on
the previous studies and found out which frames mainly appeared and
what characters they had through each issue progress stage and each
media level. This paper examines how the media communicate
information about issues and risk management in our society, and how

changes in the media reporting frame occur at the stage of the event
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and at the media level. As a result, this study tried to find implications
for the case and policy direction of the case.

The results of this study are as follows: First, all three
newspapers with different political tendencies show similar trends such
as reporting the largest number of articles at the stage of issue
diffusion. However, although it is a public issue that draws attention in
society, it can be seen that each media company has different focus
part in the issue process, by showing differences in the proportion of
reports in the issue-calming stage. Secondly, in delivering the health
damage incident on humidifier disinfectants, newspapers were conveying
reliable information through the method of directly covering the
real-name information sources. The proportion of simple reports was
relatively higher than that of analytical reports, but in-depth analysis
and investigative report followed. It means that they are trying to
convey qualitative information. However, there is also a limit to the
fact that only a fragmentary information is transmitted at a specific
stage to a topic that becomes a topic. Finally, the media frame analysis
results showed that the media used a lot of moral frames and problem
solving frames, national responsibility frames as a whole. As the events
progressed, the proportion of moral frames decreased, and problem
solving and national accountability frames increased. Through this, it
was found that social consciousness was increased to support the
progress for victim compensation and clarify the truth and to improve
and diagnose the structural problems in the society. In addition, the
Chosun Daily viewed the case with a focus on moral responsibility of
companies, conflicts of interest groups, and monetary rewards in
comparison to two relatively different media, while the other two media
reported that they focused more on the national responsibility frame
than the former. This shows that the perspective of the case about

progress and problem solving direction differs for each media company.
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In spite of these differences, all three newspapers showed that they
are focusing on reports that emphasize problem solving and raise
awareness of artificial disasters rather than revealing irritation, crisis or
helplessness.

The results of this study showed that the media tried to reflect
the cognitive frames of the members of the society while conveying
the quantitative and qualitative information based on their cognitive
frames about the humidifier disinfectants case. In the process of solving
this case, the media is not the only subject of change, but the media
has provided feedback on government policies and systems and has
become a channel of recognition among members of society. This study
also showed that what kind of awareness was shared in our society
through analysis of media reports about disasters such as damages of
humidifier disinfectants. Moreover, this study means that in order not to
repeat this disaster again in the future, it is important to reliably
implement public policy by government controlling and managing
possible danger from living chemical products, and to try to change

civic consciousness and action.

Keywords: humidifier disinfectants, inhalation toxicity, media reports,
framing, media frame, depth of reporting, salience

Student Number: 2014-23551
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