
Tobacco prevention advertising:  

lessons from the commercial world
Submitted to Nicotine and Tobacco Research

Manuscript #1998-004-S

Accepted for Publication - 3/19/99

by Langbourne Rust

Langbourne Rust Research, Inc.

96 Round Hill Drive

Briarcliff Manor, NY 10510

lang@langrust.com
Abstract

This paper presents observations on how commercial TV advertising usually works with young people,  discusses the special circumstances using advertising as a smoking prevention tool, and suggests research to guide future efforts. 

It is important for prevention efforts to recognize that in everyday life many young people are not systematic decision makers; their intentions are extremely volatile and context dependent; and they are highly spontaneous.  So trying to change their smoking risk status with a TV ad that affects their conscious intentions toward smoking may not impact how they react when someone offers to share a cigarette with them behind the garage - even if it affects how they answer a "Do you think you'll ever take up smoking" question right after seeing the ad.

Advertising is good at getting consumers to focus on products, either in creating new brands, or in keeping familiar brands top of mind.  Advertising is also good at providing models of concrete behaviors for people to imitate.  Prevention efforts need to use advertising for what it is good at, and by and large this means being very concrete.

Ultimately, for research to contribute to better prevention advertising, it needs to give the people who actually create that advertising a set of vivid, compelling images of who it is they are trying to reach and what it is that moves them.  Some research methods which, when done properly, can serve this function are focus groups, anthropological studies, psychographic segmentations, moment-by-moment observational measurement, improved copy testing methodology, and grounded-theory development. 

Introduction

The non-commercial world often looks upon commercial media as having extraordinary power to bend the minds and shape the behaviors of the public.   The advertising community, for its part, is happy to perpetuate that belief.

Although I began my career as a developmental psychologist in academia, I’ve been in the commercial sector for the past 25 years, studying young people's reactions to products and advertising.  I can say that, at least for the markets I specialize in, the popular image of manipulative power is vastly overstated. The vast majority of new products fail.  Only a couple percent last beyond their introductions - despite all the research, pre-testing, and marketing sophistication that is done.  

Consumer behavior is extraordinarily hard to change.   Ries & Trout (1986) report that in those product categories which have survived,  80% of the brands that were the best sellers in their categories the 1920’s were number one in the mid 1980’s while almost all the rest were number two. And they were looking at people switching brands within categories.   It turns out that it is a great deal easier to get people to switch between the products with which they perform some habitual behavior than it is to get them to behave in whole new ways. (Barnard & Ehrenberg 1997).

It is clear that kids shape themselves in myriad ways to what they see on TV.  But the awesome power of media is not readily tamed or directed by marketers, and young peoples’ reactions are far from predictable.   

So don't be in awe of commercial marketing, and don’t take everything it’s practitioners say too literally.  We need to pick and choose from current advertising practices to create original work to achieve our ends.  The task begins with a hard look at the people we want to reach, and the circumstances we want to reach them in. 

Free-range children:  notes on how everyday kids function in everyday life

My career has focused on trying to understand the psychology of spontaneous behavior in the everyday lives of young consumers. This is a somewhat different domain than most developmental psychologists work in, and it helps explains why my characterizations of young consumer may appear to diverge from some of the academic literature. I have been asking different questions, studying kids in different settings, and using different research methods. The reasons for doing so will be clarified in the course of this paper.

According to McNeal (1991), the bulk of the published research on children's marketing and advertising between 1960 and 1990 was based on surveys (50% of all citations) and experiments (25%).  These approaches have serious limitations for getting at the psychology of everyday consumer behavior. So do the mainstays of consumer testing: copytests, product tests and focus groups, all of which are intrinsically verbal, adult-supervised, and artificially focused. 

Experimental studies need not be confined to verbal behavior. Roedder-John and her colleagues have done fascinating work on information gathering strategies  (e.g., Gregan-Paxton and Roedder John, 1995) using behavioral observations to reveal a great deal about what children are capable of at different ages.  But children's capabilities are not the same as their usual behaviors.  Developmental psychologists, intent on tracing the path of cognitive growth, have tended to focus on children's capabilities, and experiments have been a powerful tool for them. With tight limitations on context, stimulus and behavioral options, experiments allow children to demonstrate their most developmentally advanced behaviors.  But what I have been studying, and what prevention marketers need to understand, is how children spontaneously perform outside of experimental conditions: in the hurly-burly, cluttered and infinitely varied conditions of everyday life. 

It has been recognized that in-field observational research has a unique ability to get at patterns of everyday consumer behavior.  Videocameras in children's homes have recorded actual viewing behavior, and shown the unreliability of people's recollections (Anderson, 1985, Collett, 1995).  In-store observational studies of the purchase decision process have shown and important differences between what consumers say about their about shopping behavior and what actually occurs(Welch, 1995).  Rust (1993b), in an in-store observational study of parent-child interactions, noted that much of children's spontaneous shopping behavior was non-verbal and non-deliberative.  But despite the evidence of a poor relation between consumer self-reports and their actual behavior, most marketing continues to rely on self-report information from consumers that is elicited in highly focused, supervised and artificial circumstances. 

In navigating through everyday life, out of the reach of authorities, young people seldom have their attention channeled, work under specific expectations, or are confined to a limited set of response options.  They often behave under these conditions at levels that are, from a cognitive and developmental perspective, well below what we know they are capable of.  But it is under just these unrestricted, unfocused, unsupervised conditions that much of young people's smoking occurs.   It is critical for prevention marketers to appreciate this vitally important but often ignored side of young people. 

Most of the time,  in everyday life, most kids do not act like rational consumers. 

From what I've observed in the field, they seldom think through product choices beforehand.  They are more like cruise missiles:  locking onto the first acceptable target that comes within range.  They seldom notice available alternatives or pause long enough to compare, contrast and evaluate them before making a selection. 

A realistic strategy for a smoking prevention campaign might be to come up with some concrete smoking substitute (some object or behavior) and use advertising or other marketing tools to get kids to lock their sights onto it.  The substitute does not need to have greater kid-benefits than smoking, and the advertising does not need to demonstrate superiority..  The substitute needs to be adequate, and then it needs to be made vivid, omnipresent and involving.

The National Cancer Institute's 5-A-Day communications program employed just such a strategy.  After precisely defining their target group, they promoted using cut vegetables as a concrete alternative to junk food snacks and keeping them up in plain view on the kitchen counter, where they would be noticed in the course of everyday life. The benefits stressed were the ones found, through research, to be the most positively motivating ones to the target population: good taste and convenience - not the negative ones of cancer and heart disease reduction.  (Sutton, Balch & Lefebvre, 1995)

Preferences are unstable.  

Even adult consumers do not have stable brand preferences which transcend specific questioning contexts or response behaviors.  (Slovic ,1995).  People are seldom 100% loyal to a single favorite brand within a category.  Instead, they move regularly within a limited set of brands (Barnard & Ehrenberg, 1997). 

Young consumers tend to be drawn to whatever they focus on.  A kid’s apparent favorite at one moment often changes by the next - as a result of context differences.  Of much greater stability is the inclusion or exclusion of a product from their set of acceptable products.  Which one is actually purchased depends on contextual and circumstantial variables like which one had been seen most recently on TV, which was the last consumed, and which stood out, perceptually, at the time of purchase.

Context is pivotal.

Because transitory circumstances have such an impact on young people’s choices, we should look into the contextual aspects of tobacco smoking, and we should look for media that reach young people when they are at immediate risk for smoking. 

The developers of the 5-A-Day program were clearly sensitive to the importance of context.  They saw people as having critical "openings" in their lives when they were in the right frame of mind to notice and act favorably on messages that met their needs.  So they created vehicles to "fit through" these openings: reaching people in doctors' offices, in supermarket aisles, on refrigerator doors, on kitchen tables, and the like. (Sutton, Balch & Lefebvre, 1995). 

Changing intentions seldom changes consumer behavior

When people describe their "intentions" in a questionnaire, they usually describe their current behavior.  That these correlate with subsequent behavior is no surprise.  But when research techniques manage to separate purchase intentions from current behavior,  intentions-to-buy usually follow behavior, not lead it (Ehrenberg, 1997a, 1997b). Six to 11 year-olds'  intention-to-watch a new TV show failed to predict home-viewing behavior  while a behavioral measure succeeded:  a rating of how closely they had actually attended during their initial exposure. (Rust 1987). Viewer involvement in ads was more predictive of sales effects than self-reported liking in a study of adult commercials tested by the Millward-Brown company (Hollis, 1995)

Getting attention is clearly pivotal to motivating behavior change, but there is a risk that the kids most likely to get involved and pay attention to a prevention ad' may turn out to be the ones least in need of its message.  One can imagine that those young people with high levels of concern for their future fitness and well-being, such as Jocks and Do-Gooders, would be strongly attracted to ads that appeal to their desire for health and future well-being.   But these kids are very unlikely to become smokers anyway.   What about the other young people, a clear majority of the population, who are at greater risk?  Prevention ads must be made attractive, not to teens in general, but to the one they need to reach. 

For young people, approach directs consumer behavior more often than avoidance.  

Product choices are usually a selection towards a particular brand as opposed to an avoidance of its alternatives. The tendency of young children to just use the highest end of a rating scale has long been recognized by practitioners in the field. (Wells, 1965), and is documented by empirical data (Rust, 1996)

In my research experience, avoidance of familiar products is rare but when it occurs, it is strong. While extreme-negative ratings of products occur infrequently , the child who gives them is very unlikely to ask mom to buy.  From what I've seen in qualitative research, such avoidance is usually based on some sharply negative, concrete experience with the product in question. Once burned, twice shy. 

Avoidance strategies may sometimes work in smoking prevention, but if the parallels to product marketing holds, I would expect them to only work on a few kids, and miss the majority.  When, in real life, attraction and avoidance are in potential conflict, I would expect attraction to more often be the winner.

Here I am, a 13 year-old ninth grade boy, just starting high school.  I'm out in back of the playing fields with a small group of kids I don't know.  They are smoking and talking and telling jokes and pitching stones at a tree. What do I do? What do I say? I need a repertoire and don't have one . I know smoking is bad for you - but a social life good for me.  Smoking to the rescue!

If an ad campaign or other kind of program can give kids a repertoire of something to do in situations like this, it will create real waves in the smoking status quo.  If it just plants the message that smoking is dangerous or ugly or socially undesirable, it will go down without a ripple. 

It is easier to sell new products than to create new behaviors. 

Habitual behavior is harder to change than changing the object of that behavior (Barnard & Ehrenberg, 1997).  So it would be easier for smoking prevention efforts to keep non-smokers from smoking (perpetuating current behavior) than to get smokers change their current habits.  Efforts directed at smokers might be more productive if they gave smokers concrete substitutes to smoking.  Selling gum or fireballs or toothpicks as tobacco options would be a lot easier than convincing kids to escape the field. 

Consumer Advertising Practice:  Drawing Lessons from Winners

The practice of advertising has developed over many years under the evolutionary pressure of sales.  And generally I find that the practice of advertising (driven largely by tradition and creative culture) is more in touch with the mentality of concrete consumers than are the theories of advertising held by most marketing decision-makers.  I am not referring here to the theories held by scientists who study consumer behavior.  Many of them are very well grounded and capture important subtleties of consumer psychology.  But unfortunately, most of the managers of day to day marketing are ignorant of the knowledge that is out there for them to draw on.

Advertising Theory in the Field

Many marketing and marketing research managers conceive of purchasing as analytical and deliberative.  Consumers are presumed to make decisions based on a weighing of anticipated costs and benefits of different alternatives, and it is often assumed that they can be brought to purchase by advertising that first changes attitudes toward a brand (Miller & Berry, 1998).

A number of serious theorists have pointed out alternative views. Low-involvement purchase decisions, in particular, are recognized to not be deliberative and are not so amenable to study by classical research techniques  (Krugman, 1965; Vaughn, 1980.)   The same is true of children.  I believe, as do Greenwald and Leavitt (1984), that lower-involvement types of consumer behavior involve levels of mental processing that are intellectually more child-like.  Belk (1975), for example, observed that low involvement consumer behavior is more influenced by concrete, extrinsic factors in the immediate environment, which makes it appear similar to the behavior young consumers so much of the time, at any level of involvement. Low involvement adults and children in general approach decisions concretely, not abstractly.

But most marketing researchers have not accommodated to the mind of the concrete consumer.  They believe their products are fighting directly with competitive brands in the ratiocinative battleground of consumer decision-making.  It is not too surprising that focus groups are so popular. Marketers get to see consumers arguing back and forth about competing products, weighing costs, benefits and values.  Focus groups are a lot like meetings back at the office.  But unfortunately, focus groups seldom provide good analogues of young people’s consumer behavior.   When kids are in their everyday environments doing their everyday things, they don’t think or act at all like they do in focus rooms.  As a rule, they don't focus; they don't contemplate alternatives; and they don't weigh of anticipated costs and benefits.  They do a lot of what they do at a more primitive level of cognitive processing.   

Despite the great care with which top managers plan and prepare new advertising, and despite the sophisticated cognitive messages that are built into the copy, a lot of advertising ends up working in very primitive, concrete ways.  I turn now to how it really works, and what the implications are for our efforts to use advertising in the battle against smoking.

Current practice

A lot of advertising actually works on the cognitive levels that Piaget calls preoperational or concrete operations - levels that appear in infancy and early childhood.   People spend a lot of their lives interacting with the world on a pre-analytical level, and advertising conventions and practice have evolved to function well at this level, too. 

Advertising gets consumers to focus on products. Advertising as an institution tries to get young people to buy specific products.   It works if it increases the chance that consumers will pick specific products when they are in the store, consume them, and buy them again. 

If non-smoking were like a product, advertising would give us tools to sell it.  We would, try to get kids to recognize it and encourage them to think about it as a choice option.   But I see problems with getting kids to see non-smoking as an option in a choice scenario.  

Planting choice points in kids’ minds, drawing their attention to the smoking choice, may well have counter-intentional effects.  Businesses occasionally make comparative commercials.  They did so more in the early days of TV than they do now.  Too often, comparative ads end up promoting awareness of the competitive product.  This is dangerous even if the ad points out how the company’s own brand is superior.   The danger of comparative advertising is especially great when the advertised product is the category leader.  There is more to be lost than to be gained by raising awareness of the alternatives.  And so it may be with non-smoking: non-smoking is the category leader.  Comparisons to smoking, intended to persuade,  put the smoking option in mind. 

Advertising works as a catalyst.  I think that advertising works less often as a principle ingredient in the chemistry of consumption than as a catalyst.   It works only when the ingredients are already in place: the product, the consumer with a need, the store.  The catalyst just gets the orientation process focused on a target.  Before seeing an ad for a drink, a consumer would never see it amid the clutter.  After seeing it, the product leaps into the foreground and the consumer zeros in. 

I had a client once who spent vast sums developing a new spokescharacter for a product, creating new commercials, and buying heavy media time to play it around the country.  But they did not put the image of their character on the package.  Guess what happened.  Great catalyst, one missing ingredient, no sale. 

The summative evaluations of Sesame Street discovered that this TV program, despite its explicit use of inner city sets, themes, languages and characters, ended up having a much bigger effect on the early reading skills of middle class children - even when levels of exposure were controlled for. (Ball & Bogatz, 1970) This makes sense if you understand the show as a catalyst.  There were a lot more reactive ingredients in the middle class homes than there were in the inner city projects.  Tell a kid, “This is an A!"  If that kid turns around and sees an A on the table and another one on a toy and another one on the bookshelf, then that kid is off and running.  The catalyst did its work.  But pour all the catalyst you want into a home with few A’s, and not much will happen. 

What ingredients, I wonder, are already in place in young people’s worlds which would propel them in a non-smoking direction and keep them there - and what could advertising do, by way of catalyst, to get them to notice those ingredients in such a way that their development as non-smokers would be self-sustaining?    A large part of the answer to the anti-smoking marketing problem, I believe, lies outside of advertising - it lies in the social and psychological environments of young people. 

Advertising creates new brands. Advertisers talk a lot about creating brands.  Mentally, a brand is an entity. It is something that can be recognized for being the same thing from one point in time to the next.  It is a very basic building block in human cognition that makes its appearance in infancy, and is pivotal to the way humans make sense of the world long before such derivative mental structures as classifications or attributes or functions appear.  And it continues to be the fundamental unit of awareness throughout life. 

A great deal of human behavior is governed by recognition and familiarity.  In stores it is often more effective to be recognized than to be liked.  In tests of new products, consumers regularly prefer their old standbys - even while acknowledging the wonderful features of the new ones. 

More and more new product development these days is turning in the direction of brand extensions rather than the creation of new lines.  The reason is this: if people feel familiar with it already, they will accept it.  If they don’t, they won’t.  So our shelves keep getting more kinds of Crest toothpaste, more kinds of Cheerios Cereal, and more record labels stressing the artists and small-printing the songs. 

Have you ever been to a conference where you didn’t think you’d know a soul, walked into a crowded room and saw someone you recognized? Even if it was a person you didn’t like very much, who did you go up to?  Some stranger?  Not likely.  It’s the same with products in the store. The advertising that gets people to recognize the product in a cluttered store environment is the advertising that sells product. 

Advertising that has evolved for young people works primarily by establishing and reinforcing recognizable entities.  Think about Captain Crunch for a minute.  Ever see the ads?  Not very persuasive.  No promised benefits.  Not much social or lifestyle or emulation imagery.  But they sure get attention, and the Captain gets recognized in the store, and an extraordinary amount of the product gets sold to young people. 

And did you ever live with teenagers?  Did you see any signs of recognition being more important to them than likability?  I sure did. How else do you explain green hair? 

Can advertising’s ability to build brands and draw focus to products be applied to anti-tobacco advertising?  Maybe.  I have heard marketing people say we should build a brand called non-smoking.  I have seen PSA’s try to sell non-smoking lifestyles and fashions, and I understand that there have been a number of public service programs over the years which have created non-smoking slogans, enlisted celebrity endorsers, even created new cartoon characters in attempts to sell non-smoking like a brand.  But I understand from a conversation with Kim Worden of the University of Vermont that these attempts have generally been unsuccessful.  He tells me there are storage closets full of forgotten tee shirts and baseball caps sporting anti-smoking logos throughout the country.   I am not surprised.  Non smoking is not easily brandable.  It is not concrete enough.  Where is the thing?  Can you see it or touch it?  Is it an action you do?  Unless we can develop non-smoking options that are sufficiently concrete, brand-establishment advertising will not get very far. 

Advertising gives reminders. For already established brands, the most powerful thing advertising does is keep them top of mind.  The evidence is quite clear that the closer ad exposure occurs to the shopping experience, the stronger its effect is.   (Jones, 1995; Ephron, 1995). 

This could be useful for us.  Reminders keep options top of mind.  They keep things feeling familiar. And by doing so, they increase the likelihood that people will do them. 

As a rule, reminder-type advertising is expensive. The ads needs to be on air everywhere (so everyone gets exposed) and it needs to be on air all the time (so the recency factor will operate).  The unsurprising result of this dynamic is that the companies who can afford the most air time are the ones who win.. 

Advertising prompts behaviors. Concrete cognitions are mental representation not only of objects but also of actions.  Advertising can be extremely effective in shaping people’s actions,  just by a process of echoing.  People often end up doing whatever they think of doing, without any reflection.   All they need is a repertoire, a setting and a prompt.  Whatever action comes first to mind is what they will do.  This is behind the “don’t put the peas in your nose” phenomenon in child rearing.   I don't recommend giving this command to a preschooler.  And while you are at it, maybe you shouldn’t tell your teenager not to smoke. 

Echoing is probably a major contributor to the peer component in smoking.  The fact that peers are often important in the development of smoking is well documented.  But if you listen to kids describe their early smoking experiences,  they don’t usually say they got direct pressure from a friend who tried to get them to start against their own desires.  Instead you hear about them being in new social settings where they are not sure of what to do.  They didn't have a repertoire for socializing.  And cigarettes gave them an entry point.  Cigarettes provided a set of concrete props and a concrete behavioral repertoire that gave them a social life.  They smoked because it was something to do.  They smoked because its what people did there. 

It follows that one good way to get kids not to smoke would be to give them other concrete repertoires for social interaction - show them how to interact with people. You don't need to position non-smoking as an alternative to smoking.  They just need to know something to do - what to say, what to do, where and when and how to do it.  Kids who play sports smoke less.  So do those in church groups, I understand, and in community recreation programs and those with stronger family lives.   I suspect those involved in school music, hobbies and club groups probably smoke less too.  And I venture the reason has something to do with the fact that they spend time in social environments where the focus is on other stuff, and the repertoires are familiar.  You want kids not to smoke?  Give them a life.  The strategy will work just as it does in the marketplace: if smoking is not top of mind, if it is not the first thing they think of, they won’t do it. 

Anti-Smoking Advertising - Lessons on Content

Over the years, I have conducted numerous focus-group studies with teens.  Client confidentiality prevents me from divulging the specific ads that I have tested and teens’ specific reactions to them, but I can discuss in general terms what I have learned about how to do persuasive advertising for them. 

Handle Realism & credibility with care .   Teens reject ads they regard as unrealistic or non-credible.  Whenever they feel that some behavior or assertion in a spot is just not true, they object sharply and clearly. “Friends would never do that.” “That's not true.” “I don’t believe it.” "It's so fake!"  When ads purport to convey truth and facts to this population, they usually succeed only when they have a high level of realism. 

Give facts, anecdotes and cases. Teenagers are hungry for raw experiences from which they can build their own conclusions. They are at a time of life when their ability to think abstractly and systematically is new and energizing. They want case studies and anecdotes.  They ask for facts and figures in informational ads.  But for them, the rush is in the creative, insightful act itself.  What they don’t want, what bores them to tears and stimulates them to rejection and sarcasm, is having to passively receive the output of someone else’s digestion.  

Maintain Relevance. If an ad promises a benefit that is not important to the viewer, it gets rejected.  I would expect anti-smoking ads that promise cosmetic improvements (like less-wrinkled skin) to be irrelevant and even repellant to many segments of kids. 

Treat them like they treat their own friends.  Commercials do a lot better when they treat kids like they treat each other.   Teens give their friends space.  Friends don’t try to force their buddies to do things against their will.  If you are a non-smoker around smokers, your real friends will not pressure or cajole you - if they did,  they wouldn’t be friends.  Peers exert an influence on others' smoking behavior at a subtle level: by agenda setting, making cigarettes available, and repertoire learning through observation - not by conscious manipulation.  Campaigns to teach teens to “Just say no” miss the mark entirely - and stand out as someone else telling them what to do.  

Not too close. Teens respond to ads that force face-to-face contact too soon and up too close just as they respond to a person coming on to them like that in real life.  Not like a friend.  This is a special problem with boys who spend a lot more of their social life avoiding eye contact than girls do.  Eye contact from a stranger is threatening.  

No Showing Off.  Teens have no tolerance for people they consider conceited. Showing-off is considered insensitive, juvenile and obnoxious.  Gushing and exaggeration are not “cool” in the way adolescents use the term.  If a star starts acting out, being silly, gushy, smug or conceited, that star will be rejected in a flash - and the message will be lost. 

Avoid Childishness.  Familiar TV entertainers are used in a lot of the anti-smoking ads I have seen.  Teens reject the stars they see as childish and the ones they know to be associated with shows for younger kids.  These ads may have a counter-intentional effect: "This childish jerk is against smoking; so smoking will make it clear I'm not childish."

Resist the temptation to be trendy.  It is very hard to use style or fashion as a hook to get teens involved in an advertising message.  They are quick to spot it as fake, dated, or appealing to some subcultural group they reject. 

Don't talk down to them.  All kids, and teens especially, are very sensitive to being talked down or lectured to.  It doesn’t matter if the voice is an adult’s or a kid’s.  If the message involves someone telling them what to do, or trying to impose an outside agenda on them, teens pick up that they are being treated as subordinates in some pecking order, and they reflexively reject or defy it. 

Making better advertising

Shortly after I left the academic world to work in the commercial media, I was taken aside by George Heinemann, VP of children’s programming at NBC.  George told me that while I made the best blueprints for programming he had ever read, I clearly knew nothing of how programs got made.  So he hired me for a year to hang out with his production crews and attend editing sessions, with the explicit instruction not to open my mouth.  He wanted me to learn how real media gets built.  The experience sensitized me to the larger context in which research functions.  Research is useful only if it results in real change.  And in my area of interest, the creation of new media, that means research has to find ways to help creative teams create better stuff. 

The process of creating good advertising copy is not simple.  Arthur Kover has studied how advertising creatives perceive the act of creation.  These professionals tell him that creating advertising feels a lot like having a conversation with someone.  They do it in a kind of interactive dialogue with an imagined member of the target market. (Kover, 1995). 

This finding holds an important clue for researchers.  If we are to help the process of creating better communications, we need to help creatives get a fuller, more accurate internal image of the people they are trying to communicate with.  Abstract generalizations and copy guidelines are not much help.   Neither are tables with lots of crosstabs, or multivariate equations.  Creatives need concrete, personalized archetypes. 

Focus groups sometimes help.  If you are lucky, a writer or art director will witness someone who dramatizes some key consumer characteristic, and will imagine that person when next engaged in one of their creative interior dialogues. 

Anthropological studies can be very powerful.  Consider observations of in-home and on-site behavior, slice-of-life reports with pictures, tape-recorded conversations, even documentary films of representative consumers. There appears to be something of a trend building in the marketing world these days to do more and more of this kind of work. 

I will never forget having some of the Sesame Street writers go into the projects with us to sit in on some interviews, and hearing one of them say, when he returned to the office: “You know, I never realized they were so small.”  The quality of Sesame Street writing was enhanced more by that one experience than by all the research reports that writer ever read. 

Market segmentation can bring targets into focus.  A “national market” is too abstract and complex a construct for anyone to communicate to.  Even when you narrow your target down to, say,  “13 to 15 year olds who are at risk of becoming regular smokers ” you are talking about an extraordinarily diverse collection of people.  There are rebellious kids with non-smoking parents who are at risk, there are conformist kids with smoking parents, there are kids whose best friends smoke, there are others who don’t have any friends, there are kids who feel socially awkward, and others who are garrulous.  There may even be a segment of pyromaniacs.  Each of these groups will take up smoking for different reasons, each may require different intervention strategies.  And to communicate to them, creative people need to flesh them out and see them as individuals. 

Segment Profiling carries segmentation an important step further. Once you can point to the functionally distinct segments in a market and can identify individuals who belong to them, you then face the issue of understanding them.  Who are these people? What makes them the way they are?  Say you identify a high-risk segment consisting of  later-born males in non-smoking households who go to schools where there is a lot of social smoking.  You still don't have a personality profile.  You still don’t know how to motivate them.  You still don't have an archetype that creatives can write to. 

There are several ways to go.  The way marketers generally do this is by eyeballing the questionnaire profiles and writing impressionistic character sketches.  A more powerful approach is to use grounded theory analysis techniques on these data: systematically contrasting functionally different segments to stimulate hypothesis generation and then testing the generalities empirically against the data. (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Another way that marketers get personality profiles of the different segments is by doing qualitative research with them: individual interviews or focus groups with pre-selected members of each segment to get to know them better.  This approach is especially useful in providing concrete exemplars for creatives. 

Live audiences shape creative sensitivities in a powerful way.  Broadcast media suffer greatly from not being performed in front of live audiences. Feedback from audiences, from moment to moment, over hundreds of hours of performance, has a wonderfully shaping effect on talent in the live performing arts.  They learn pacing, they learn energy, they gain intuition.  In time, they get to where they can, with considerable accuracy, anticipate audience reaction before it occurs.   Broadcast-reared talent grows up in a vacuum, and all too often just end up being imitative and out of touch with real people.  Kover, James & Sonner (1997) in an ingenious study, demonstrated that advertising creatives judge commercials similarly to other advertising professionals, but often very differently from the everyday consumers they should be trying to reach. 

Research can fill that vacuum and provide talent with a surrogate for live audience feedback. One way is to record audience faces while they watch a TV commercial, and then superimpose a chart of the fluctuating levels of attention on a tape of the commercial.  Creative talent, when they watch the tape, see a moving bar reflecting how many people are attending now - and now - and now.  Just like watching a live audience.. 

This kind of feedback is leaves the creatives in the interpretive role.  They see attention climb here and fall there, and they work out for themselves what it was in response to. And they create better copy the next time out.  If researchers are to help creatives, we have to figure out what they need, give it to them in a way they will accept, and then step back into the wings - trusting them to apply good judgment. 

Research to pursue

Here are 4 research steps which I believe would bring high payoffs to tobacco prevention efforts.

1.Determine psychographic segmentation profiles, related to smoking risk.  Different groups have different profiles, different stories, and require different marketing approaches.  It is absolutely essential to discover and define these groups. I understand some work like this is currently being done by the Massachusetts, together with Arnold Communications, working from a general-purpose survey they have been conducting among teens across the state.  It would be a good starting point. Ultimately, the segments should be defined from research that has a longitudinal component. It is the one way to pinpoint the factors, motivational or otherwise, that really contribute to smoking risk.  

2. Design an appropriate copy testing system. We need to develop better systems for testing the anti-tobacco commercials.  Current practice in the commercial world is a poor place to look for guidance:  nearly all of it uses highly distorted viewing situations, forces exposure to the ads, and relies on conscious judgment and verbal playback.

· The tests must expose ads in ways that approximate natural TV viewing. 

· They need to include non-verbal and behavioral measures.

· Both attention and persuasion need to be measured

· Real-time behavioral measures should be included for creative feedback.

· Validation is critical. Follow-ups are needed to identify which kids actually change their smoking behavior - or remain resistant to taking it up.

3. Build a copytest data base.  A copytest database of counter-tobacco messages will provide norms against which to judge the performance of new copy, and allow us to discover what attributes make for effective ads.

· The test procedures, sampling and measures need to be standardized.

· Data on the psychographic market segment of each respondent must be included.

· The database should cover a maximum variety of material.

4. Conduct grounded-theory analyses of the data base to generate pre-validated guidelines for future creative. Grounded theory development procedures (Glaser and Strauss, 1965)  can be used to discover and define the critical attributes of tested commercials in the database for each psychographic segment. (What makes for good or bad prevention commercials with Jocks? with Loners? with Rebels?)  For each segment, and for each key measure (attention and persuasion) a separate analysis would be performed.  The basic procedure is part inductive and part deductive.  It follows an iterative process, much like a systems-design project in which prototype concepts are generated, tested and refined, based on their empirical performance.  

I have found grounded theory analysis extremely useful for  mining pre-test databases and to generating creative guidelines which accurately reflect the perspective of market segments. The results from these analyses have proven to have both predictive power, in a research context, and heuristic value, in a creative one. (Rust, 1993a).
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