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Use of provocative emotional appeals in
a mass media campaign designed to prevent

smoking among adolescents
A. HAFSTAD, B. STRAY-PEDERSEN, F. LANGMARK *

This paper describes short-term reactions to the first of 3 consecutive mass media campaigns designed to explore
new approaches to prevent the onset of smoking among adolescents. Based on provocative emotional appeals, the
first campaign specifically targeted girls aged 14 and 15 years. We hypothesized that through actively provoking
adolescents and thereby creating a discussion among them, a process of interpersonal communication might
influence smoking behaviour. The mass media campaign consisted of 3 different newspaper advertisements, 1 poster
and 1 TV and cinema spot The study population consisted of all adolescents aged 14 and 15 years in 1 county in
Norway. A questionnaire, measuring short-term reactions to the first campaign, was mailed to the home addresses
of the adolescents in the intervention county only (n=5,051). The response rate was 80%. More than 60% recalled
having been exposed to the campaign. The campaign, which targeted smoking girls in particular, obtained more
attention and led to more discussion and stronger negative emotional reactions among smoking girls than among
any other group. Positive behavioural reactions to the campaign outnumbered negative behavioural reactions.
'Discussed the campaign with significant others' turned out to be the strongest predictor of positive behavioural
reactions both among smokers and non-smokers. Significant associations between positive affective reactions and
positive behavioural reactions were also observed.
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affective responses

In a recent study on tobacco smoking in young adults (aged
18-30 years) from 21 European countries, Norway had
the highest proportion of female smokers with 39%.'
National surveys during the last decades on smoking
among adults (aged 16-74 years) demonstrate a decrease
in smoking prevalence among men from 51% in 1973 to
37% in 1994, while such a decrease was not observed
among women, 32% in 1973 and 32% in 1994-2'3 In the
age group 16-24 years, the prevalence of daily smokers in
1994 was 25% among males and 31% among females.2

Among adolescents aged 13 and 14 years there is hardly
any gender difference in smoking. Among 15 year olds in
1990, 17.1 % of the boys and 19.8% of the girls were daily
smokers.4 New intervention strategies need to be con-
sidered which pay special attention to female smoking.
Mass media campaigns have been shown to promote
health knowledge5"7 and change attitudes.8 Mass media
have also been shown to change smoking behaviour.''1^
Flynn er. al. • showed that mass media interventions
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are effective in preventing cigarette smoking when they
are carefully targeted at high-risk youths and share edu-
cational objectives with school programmes. In contrast,
Baumann et al.13 detected no effects in a field experiment
which examined the effect of a mass media campaign
designed to prevent cigarette smoking among adoles-
cents.
Several studies have confirmed that interpersonal influ-
ences constitute a major factor for predicting the onset of
smoking among adolescents.14'15 Meyer et al.16 have dem-
onstrated that interpersonal communication can be
stimulated through mass media interventions and that
such interventions can be effective in achieving behavi-
our change. Bless et al.'7 demonstrated that the induction
of a moderate negative mood may improve message elab-
oration. Consequently, it is possible that provocative or
negative emotional appeals may produce positive attitu-
dinal and behavioural outcomes. However, provocative
appeals may also lead to a kind of reaction which has been
labelled 'reactance',18 which increases the risk of negative
behavioural effects.
We decided to use provocative emotional appeals in the
present mass media campaign. It was hypothesized that
interpersonal communication can be stimulated through
provocative appeals and that such interpersonal com-
munication may influence behaviour. It was also hypo-
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thesized that provocative appeals can have a direct impact
on behaviours; positive or negative emotional reactions
to such appeals may motivate positive or negative beha-
viour change.
The present campaign is the first of 3 consecutive mass
media campaigns in a large-scale longitudinal inter-
vention study. The overall study is designed with an
intervention and control area. A baseline survey was
carried out in both counties in the spring of 1992 and the
next 3 surveys, following each of die 3 interventions, were
carried out in die intervention county only. The final
post-campaign survey was carried out in die spring of 1995
in bodi counties. The experimental design came close to
Kerlinger's 'compromise experimental group control
group design'.19

This paper describes the results of the first survey measuring
die short-term reactions among adolescents aged 14 and
15 years of one particular mass media campaign based on
provocative emotional appeals, targeting girls in particular.

MATERIAL AND METHODS
Material
A cohort of all adolescents aged 14 and 15 years
(n=5,051) in Buskerud county in the spring of 1992 was
defined as die intervention study population. A ques-
tionnaire was mailed to die home address of all adoles-
cents (5,051) in die intervention county 14 days after the
end of die campaign period. An information letter and an
envelope for return was enclosed. The number of respond-
ents was 2,475 (49%) after die first mailing. After 1
reminder, die total number of respondents was 4,025
(80%). Data from diis data collection were combined
with smoking data from a baseline survey performed 2
months earlier. Valid data from die baseline and follow-
up combined were available for 3,504 subjects. Among
boys, 164 (10%) were smokers and among girls, 295
(16%) were smokers. Smokers were defined as those who
reported smoking daily or weekly.
The questionnaire included measures of awareness and
exposure, discussion widi significant odiers, affective re-
actions and measures of intention widi regard to future
smoking and actual smoking behaviour.

Intervention methods
The present mass media campaign consisted of 3 different
full page newspaper advertisements, 1 poster and 1 TV
and cinema spot. The main messages were i) 'You can't
ask girls to decide important matters, diey don't even
understand die simplest diings', ii) 'The numbers speak
for diemselves, Norwegian boys understand more and
more, Norwegian girls less and less' and iii) 'Teachers
should be concentrating on boys. It has been established
diat girls are not capable of logical flunking'.
All of diese statements are followed by messages regarding
die healdi consequences of smoking. An important mess-
age in die subtexts was as we know more about die healdi
hazards of smoking, fewer and fewer boys start to smoke
and more and more girls start to smoke.

The TV and cinema spots were shown 167 times over 3
weeks. Each of die 3 newspaper advertisements appeared
once in each of die 5 newspapers in the same period. The
poster was mailed to all schools and every youth organ-
ization and sports club, etc., in die intervention county.

Statistical methods
The variables included in statistical analyses comprised
die following.
• Positive behavioural reactions (0-1)
For smokers: 1 = considered, decided or managed to stop
smoking and 0=none of diese. For non-smokers: 1 = de-
cided never to start smoking and 0=no such decision.
• Positive affective reactions (1-4)
Simple unweighted sum score of 6 items on positive
reactions (thought it was good, reacted positively and I
started to diink). The items were coded 4= I agree com-
pletely, 3=1 agree to some extent, 2= 1 agree a little and
1= I do not agree. For each subject, the sum score was
based on items with valid answers only. For subjects with
missing values on all items, missing was replaced by the
mean.
• Negative affective reactions (1-4)
Simple unweighted sum score of 8 items on negative
reactions (felt offended, felt angry, felt bullied and
diought it was bad). The items were coded 4= I agree
completely, 3= I partly agree, 2= I agree a little, 1= I do
not agree. For each subject, the sum score was based on
items widi valid answers only. For subjects with missing
values on all items, missing was replaced by die mean.
• No affective reaction (1-4)
Two items on no reactions (had no reaction). Coded as
4= I agree completely, 3= I partly agree, 2= I agree a little
and 1= I do not agree. For subjects with missing values,
missing was replaced by die mean. Half of die items
widiin each domain of affective reactions were related to
electronic media, while die odier half were related to
printed media.
• Discussed the campaign (0-1)
Measured by die question 'have you discussed die cam-
paign in any of the situations mentioned below?1: in class,
with parents, peers or boy/girlfriend. Five dichotomous
responses (0=no, l=yes) were added to form an index,
before a dichotomy was calculated: 0= has not discussed
widi someone and 1 = has discussed widi someone.
• Smoking
A dichotomy was calculated: 1 = smokes daily or weekly
and 0= smokes less than weekly or never.
• Impression of the campaign
Based on a scale widi very good, good and bad as response
categones.
In all statistical analyses the level of significance was 5%.

RESULTS
Campaign awareness and exposure
Overall, 67.8% of the girls and 57.6% of die boys had been
exposed to die campaign (table I). Among girls, more
smokers than non-smokers had been exposed (74.6 versus
66.6%) whereas no such difference was found between
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smoking and non-smoking boys (59.2 versus 57.5%).
Exposure through printed media by far outnumbered ex-
posure through electronic media.

campaign. However, 7% of the boys and 15% of the girls
experienced that the discussion reflected a negative atti-
tude to the campaign.

Interpersonal communication and media debate
In table 2 it is shown that overall, 48.3% of the girls and
27% of the boys had discussed the campaign with signi-
ficant others. More smoking girls than non-smoking girls
had discussed the campaign with someone, mostly with
peers. In contrast, no such difference was seen between
smoking and non-smoking boys.
Among those who had discussed the campaign with some-
one, 41% of the boys and 23% of the girls experienced
that the discussion reflected a positive attitude to the

Affective reactions on the campaign
Overall, 91% of the boys and 83% of the girls had a
positive impression of the campaign. The affective reac-
tions (sum score) by gender and smoking behaviour are
presented in table 3.
The mean score on positive affective reactions was higher
among non-smokers than smokers and higher among boys
than girls. In contrast, the mean score on negative af-
fective reactions was higher among smokers than non-
smokers and higher among girls than boys.

Table 1 Percentage of adolescents who recalled being exposed to die campaign dirough different media, by gender and smoking behaviour

Smokers
n-164

Boys

Non-smokers
n-1,498

Girls

Smokers Non-smokers
n=295 n-1,547

Boys

Total
n-1,662

Girls

Total
n-1,842

Seen die campaign

Newspaper

Posters

TV ad

Cinema ad

59.2

36.6

42.7

30.5

6.7

57.5

38J

36.3

21.7*

5.7

74.6

51.5

16.9

29.8

14.6

66.6**

43.6*

44.1***

24.6

11.4

57.6

38.1

36.9

22.6

5.8

67.8«*

44.8***

39.7

25.4*

11.9***

Each rwpondcT was allowed to tick more than one box. Statistics calculated: smokers versus non-smokers in both genders and boys versus girls.
• p<0.05, • • p<0.01, • • • p<0.001

Table 2 Percentage of adolescents who discussed die campaign in class, with peers, boy/girlfriend, parents or others, by gender and smoking
behaviour

Discussed the campaign

Class

Peers

Boy/girlfriend

Parents

Others

Smokers
n-164

29.9

20.7

28.7

9.1

9.8

2.4

Boys

Non-smokers
n-1,498

26.6

21.8

22.2

3.6*

9.7

1.6

Each responder was allowed to tick more than one box. Statistics calculated:
• p<0.05, « p<0.01, ••* fKO.001

Smokers
n-295

59.7

35.6

52.3

18.8

18.1

4.7

Girls

Non-smokers
n-1,547

46.1***

25.7**»

41.9***

5.0*»»

14.6

3.7

Boys

Total
n= 1,662

27.0

21.7

22.8

4.2

9.7

1.7

Girls

Total
n-1,842

48.3***

27.4***

43.6***

7.3***

15.2***

3.9***

smokers versus non-smokers in both genders and boys versus guis.

Table 3 Affecuve reactions (sum scores) towards the TV and cinema spot and die newspaper advertisements, by gender and smoking
behaviour

Boys

Smokers Non-smokers
n=164 n-1,498

Girls

Smokers Non-smokers
n-295 n= 1,547 Gender

p value

Smoking
behaviour Interaction

TV and cinema spot (mean)

Positive affective reactions

Negative affective reactions

No affective reaction

Newspaper advertisements (mean)

Positive affecuve reactions

Negative affective reactions

No affective reaction

4.92

5.90

1.78

4.99

5.59

1.78

5.09

4.60

1.74

5.14

4.57

1.76

4J0
8.12

1.71

4.30

8.12

1.50

4.74
6.36

1.64

4.75

6.34

1.62

***
***

***

«** ***
**

High score indicates strong affective reactions
• JKO.05, •* p<0.01, *•• p<0.001
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Behavioural reactions attributed to the campaign

Table 4 shows behavioural reactions attributed to the
campaign by gender and smoking behaviour.
Among smokers, 36.3% of the girls and 28.0% of the boys
had considered to stop smoking and 14-6% of both
genders reported that they had decided to stop smoking,
while 5.4% of the girls and 4.9% of the boys had managed
to stop smoking. More girls (11.9%) than boys (6.7%)
reported that they had decided not to stop smoking.
Accordingly, more smoking boys than smoking girls re-
ported that die campaign did not affect their smoking
behaviour in any way. Among non-smokers, more girls
(44.8%) than boys (40.7%) reported that the campaign
had strengthened their intentions to remain non-smokers.
Less than 1% of non-smokers of both genders reported
that their decision to start smoking was attributable to the
campaign. A little more than half of the smokers in both
genders reported that the campaign had not affected their
intentions concerning smoking behaviour at all.
Table 5 shows logistic regression analyses, with positive
behavioural reactions versus no such reactions as the
criterion variable which were carried out for smokers and
non-smokers separately.

Predictors were affective reactions, discussion with others
and gender. Having discussed the campaign with signi-
ficant others and positive affective reactions significantly
increased the likelihood of positive behavioural reactions
among smokers and non-smokers. An inverse relation-
ship was found for negative affective reactions among
non-smokers. No significant association was found be-
tween gender and behavioural reactions among smokers,
but among non-smokers, girls more than boys seemed to
react favourably.

Logistic regression analyses with positive behavioural re-
actions as the criterion variable and discussed the campaign
with significant others as predictors were also conducted.
Having discussed the campaign with peers and class were
found to be significant predictors of positive behavioural
reactions among smokers as well as non-smokers.

DISCUSSION
An attention rate of more than 60% is considered satis-
factory compared with the results from an evaluation of 9

Table 4 Behavioural reactions towards the campaign among
smokers and non-smokers (%), by gender

Behaviour

Smokers

Considered to stop smoking

Decided to stop smoking

Had managed to stop smoking

Decided not to stop smoking

No behavioural reaction

Non-smokers

Decided never to start smoking

Decided to start smoking

No behavioural reaction

• p<0.05

Boys

n-164

28.0

14.6

4.9
6.7

45.7

n= 1,498

40.7

0.8

58.5

Girls

n=295

36.3

14.6

5.4
11.9
31.9*

n-1,547
44.8*
0.9

54.3*

different commercial nation-wide mass media campaigns
in Norway in 1993, which showed an average attention
rate of 52.1% (Feedback-Research 1993, personal com-
munication). Our attention rate is also similar to the rate
obtained in a recent study by Murray et al.20 from Min-
nesota and Wisconsin. The main reason why electronic
media achieved a relatively low attention rate in our
study, is that our campaign was carried out in 1 county
only, thereby eliminating the use of media with national
coverage.
Previous research on mass media campaigns in health
promotion indicates that the effects are severely limited
by selection processes operating, e.g. selective exposure.21

Contrary to this, our results indicate support for the
effectiveness of the present media campaign in creating
awareness among the target audience and no support for
the selective exposure hypothesis. In a study on messages
about AIDS, Freimuth et al.22 concluded that 75% use
positive appeals as message strategies. The rationale be-
hind this is that people ignore what is unpleasant and only
positive or at least neutral medical information will be
accepted and have the potential to lead to behavioural
change. Contrary to this, Reeves et al.,23 in a study which
compared positive and negative appeals, concluded that
a confident memory advantage exists for negative mess-
ages even though positive messages are attended to more
than negative messages.
Having discussed the campaign with significant others
was a major predictor of positive behavioural reactions.
This is in congruence with the study of Meyer et al.,16

which showed that mass media interventions have the
ability to stimulate interpersonal communication and
thereby achieve behavioural change.
In Norway, the equal status of women in society is re-
latively well accepted and established, as reflected for
instance by more than 50% female members in the gov-
ernment. Consequently, a campaign with highly discrim-
inating messages, was totally unexpected. Therefore the
provocative messages may have stimulated interpersonal
communication rather than led to protests and rejection.
We may further assume that since the social norms in
Norway are against tobacco use in general, the discus-
sions have been supportive to the intentions of the cam-
Table 5 Odds ratios (OR) for positive behavioural reactions
according to selected predictors by smoking habits (multiple
logistic regression)

Positive affective
reaction

Negative affective
reaction

No affective reaction

Discussed die campaign

Gender (girl— 1, boy=0)

Smokers
n-459

OR

1.63*

0.77
0.90

95% CI

1.19-2.38

0.47-1.25
0.64-1.26

439** 1.69-11.45
1.00

• p<0.05, •• [X0.01, *•* p<0.001

0.44-2.24

Non-smokers
nc

OR

1.29*

=3,045

95% CI

1.03-1.62

0.46***033-0.65

1.00

1.56*

1.58*

0.82-1.24

1.03-2.36

1.03-2.41
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paign. Since peer group pressure is well known as a signi-
ficant factor in the initiation of smoking,25'26 it can be
assumed that discussions that are supportive to the cam-
paign tend to create peer pressure in favour of positive
behavioural reactions.

The nature of the appeals in the present mass media
campaign may be the reason why girls more than boys
have discussed the campaign. However, research shows
that girls more than boys are likely to establish few but
close interpersonal relationships. This gender differ-
ence in socialization may suggest another reason why girls
discussed this campaign more than did boys. Furthermore,
smoking among girls has been demonstrated to be more
strongly connected to peer influence than smoking
among boys.28'29 Stimulating interpersonal commun-
ication may therefore be particularly effective in reducing
smoking among girls.

One aim of the present campaign was to evoke affective
responses in the target audience, and it was hypodiesized
that such responses may lead to positive behavioural
outcomes. Previous research has found positive and ne-
gative affect not to be opposite but virtually uncor-
related.30^1 Therefore, positive and negative affective
reactions are independently measured. Previous research
has demonstrated drat affective reactions are important
predictors of purchasers' evaluations of products and per-
suasive arguments. ^ The present campaign created
positive as well as negative affective reactions. Robberson
and Rogers^ demonstrated diat although negative healdi
messages strengtiiened die beliefs in die severity of threat,
it was messages which promoted self-esteem diat led to
increased behavioural intentions to adopt healdiy beha-
viour. Even diough smoking girls in particular had a
strong negative affective reaction towards die campaign,
only minor negative behavioural responses were seen,
compared to die positive behavioural responses in this
group. One may ask why. Because it is already the estab-
lished public opinion that smoking should be combatted,
the present campaign may have managed to provoke
affective reactions widiout leading to rejection except in
a small fraction of die target group. We may dierefore
assume that our messages were correctly perceived as a
technique to achieve attention, rather dian an effort to
promote prejudiced opinions. It is possible diat we to a
large extent have avoided die effects of negative self-
esteem and reactance.-35

The intervention mediods used in die present campaign
still provoke an important ethical dilemma; do possible
benefits among some people justify an approach diat may
harm others? In the field of health communication re-
search, die use of appeals which stimulate interpersonal
communication among die target group is still in its
infancy and little is yet known about whedier a provocat-
ive approach is more effective dian a positive one, nor
about die usefulness and effects of odier types of messages.
The high rate of discussion stimulated by our campaign,
particularly among girls, and die discussion's impact on
behaviour are promising and deserve to be taken into
account in die planning of future interventions. How-

ever, caution is needed when using communication stra-
tegies diat may influence self-esteem in a negative direc-
tion or lead to reactance. Direct as well as indirect negat-
ive outcomes should be more carefully examined in future
studies of diis kind.

CONCLUSION
The present campaign, based on provocative messages
specifically targeting girls, showed positive short-term
behavioural reactions among girls in particular. Our res-
ults indicate that such a communication strategy is prom-
ising. The positive impact diat bodi interpersonal com-
munication and affective responses had on behaviour,
deserves to be taken into account when planning future
anti-smoking mass media campaigns. Since die present
evaluation has been carried out in die intervention
county only, die results must be interpreted widi care.
The ongoing follow-up studies in bodi die intervention
and die control county will provide additional informa-
tion on die possible positive and negative effects and care
should be taken in drawing further conclusions until diose
results are available.
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