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introduCtion

The essence of journalism and mass communication has not changed throughout 
the past six hundred years. Whether it is a printer using a mechanical press to 
copy ink-based letters onto a paper medium, a photographer using chemical-
based medium to record images on film, or a video maker using a digitally based 
camcorder to electronically capture moving images, all three processes share the 
same common link—the desire to convey something to a large number of people 
in the most expedient and efficient way possible.

Journalism is the investigation and reporting of events, issues, and trends to a 
broad audience. Although there is much variation within journalism, the ideal is 
to inform citizenry. Besides covering organizations and institutions such as gov-
ernment and business, journalism also covers cultural aspects of society such as 
arts and entertainment. The field includes jobs such as editing, photojournalism, 
and documentary. In modern society, news media have become the chief purvey-
ors of information and opinion about public affairs,  but the role and status of 
journalism, along with other forms of mass media, are undergoing changes result-
ing from the Internet.

One of the most important things that students must understand when study-
ing mass communication or one of its many subfields (journalism, radio, televi-
sion, filmmaking, photography, etc.) is the ability to differentiate between the 
“how” and the “why” of modern mass communication. While the technology 
used to convey that something has changed considerably over time (and will  
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8 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

continue to grow and change in our near future), being able to understand and be 
understood as clearly and as successfully as possible always has been—and always 
will be—the ultimate goal. Understanding the many different facets of modern 
technological communication is merely the “how”; mastery and understanding of 
the need for that something to be conveyed is the “why”.

At a time when almost limitless technology allows larger groups of people 
to access a more diverse field of information everyday, issues surrounding media 
quality, media ethics, and media effectiveness are just some of the big questions 
with which students must be concerned. These questions are not merely aca-
demic exercises meant for the classroom but larger concerns that students will 
face in their future careers—whether it is in the field of education as instructors; 
in the field of media production as journalists, videographers, filmmakers, pho-
tographers, and sound artists; in the field of multimedia technology research and 
design as electronic technicians and engineers; or in the field of global business as 
directors, managers, and leaders.

The many media of mass communication are relevant to the world today be-
cause they represent how the majority of people in the world remain in contact 
with each other. It is a field that is simultaneously both diverse and specialized. 
It is diverse in its reach and scope throughout today’s global environment, across 
countless cultures and individual backgrounds. It is specialized in the technology 
it uses and in the essential knowledge and skill sets needed by those who make use 
of it and advance it forward.

With the instant gratification and expediency offered by the emerging fields 
of social media, social journalism, blogging, YouTube, MySpace, Facebook, and 
Twitter, increasing demand for new technology and new forms of mass communi-
cation will have a decisive impact upon both the consumers and producers of mass 
media. It is today’s mass communication student that must adapt and function 
with each of the new technological changes that emerge from such a dynamic field 
of study. While we may now only be getting a glimpse of what the future of mass 
communication may be, the fundamental concept of mass communication—the 
ability to convey something to a large number of people in the most expedient 
and efficient way possible; to understand and be understood—always has been, 
and always will be the core of the process.

— Jason R. Detrani
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Working with the Media

Shay Bilchik

Which organizations Make up the Media?
The term “media” refers to all means of mass communication in your commu-
nity—news and nonnews, local and national. It is largely through these publica-
tions, broadcasts, visual displays, and advertisements that you and everyone in 
your community learn what’s going on. 

Media vary widely in how many people they reach. Your school newspaper, for 
example, reaches far fewer readers than a national newspaper or magazine. Differ-
ent media organizations also have different goals. Your school newspaper reports 
on items of interest to you and your classmates, such as student elections, dances, 
and athletic events, while a major newspaper concentrates on stories of regional, 
national, and international importance.

News media include daily and weekly newspapers, television, radio, and news 
magazines. Other communications fall within the term “media,” such as bill-
boards; neighborhood and community newsletters; cable television (TV) provid-
ers; and posters, magazines, and newsletters.

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.



10 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

Whatever their audience size, purpose, or affiliation, the media in your com-
munity reach and inform almost everyone. Partnerships with the media, therefore, 
will allow you to get your crime prevention message to individuals and organiza-
tions that help decide exactly what your community sees, hears, and reads. 

There are so many messages to send, so many stories to tell, so many people 
to reach. The media offer direct and often immediate access to people in their 
schools, homes, and workplaces. They may even reach people driving in their cars 
as they listen to the radio or read billboard messages. Given the media’s far-reach-
ing effects, establishing lasting partnerships with newspapers, magazines, TV and 
radio stations, advertising companies, and other communications organizations is 
important in your effort to publicize your program and prevent crime. 

How does Working with the Media Prevent or 
reduce Crime? 
By working with the media in your community, you help educate everyone—chil-
dren, youth, and adults. You also build support for youth crime prevention. Using 
your connections in the media will allow you to get your message out in a very 
powerful way. Broadcasting a message on a local radio station, for example, may 
be much more effective than simply posting fliers in your neighborhood. While 
hundreds of people listening to radios at home, at work, in their cars—or even 
while jogging down the street—will hear the radio message, only those who hap-
pen to walk or drive through the particular streets in your neighborhood where 
fliers are posted—and who actually read the fliers—will receive the message. 

You can use the media to inform the public about your efforts and your suc-
cesses. The media can help you attract new volunteers and supporters and allow 
you to build partnerships with other community groups that can help. You never 
know where these relationships may lead. You may even receive some free public-
ity or sponsorship! 

What does it take to start Working with the 
Media?
First of all, you’ll need to know exactly where to send information that you want 
printed, broadcast, or displayed. Call your local television station or community 
newspaper, and ask for the public affairs or marketing department. Find out if a 
specific reporter is assigned to cover your school or youth programs for the com-
munity newspaper. Your school’s journalism teacher, athletic director, or principal 
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Working with the Media 11

can provide information on helpful media contacts. Parent-teacher association 
(PTA) officers are also good sources of information. Make sure to introduce your-
self to the person in charge of collecting information for the PTA newsletter and 
find out how and when to submit an item to be printed in the newsletter. Ask 
the faculty sponsor or student editor of your school paper to include an article on 
your program in the next issue. 

After getting to know media contacts and learning where to send information 
that you want to publicize, your group should work on clarifying the message 
that it wants to communicate. Think about the main points of your message. Are 
you promoting one program or addressing many activities? Are you calling for a 
specific action? Do you simply want the media to publicize your program or do 
you want to get the media involved directly as a program participant or an official 
sponsor? 

As your group plans its work with the media, it should follow five critical 
planning steps: 

•	 Develop a process. 

•	 Reach out to a variety of media organizations. 

•	 Start getting the word out. 

•	 Keep media contacts lined up. 

•	 Develop allies. 

step 1: develop a Process 

Spreading information about your program also requires developing a process for 
preparing and sending out media communications such as media advisories, press 
releases, and pitch letters. Follow these steps: 

•	 Design a letterhead that highlights your organization’s name, address, and tele-
phone number; copy or print advisories and front pages of press releases onto 
this letterhead. 

•	 Decide who will be your group’s “point of contact” (the person whom reporters 
or other media representatives should contact) for a particular issue or story. 
Always provide the name and telephone number of the point of contact so that 
the media representatives can get answers quickly. 

•	 Write media releases in the “inverted pyramid” style. This means the most im-
portant facts (who-what-when-where-how-why) come first. The less important 
facts come later; and the least important facts come last. Importance is defined 
by what the media and the public will find important, not by what your group 
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12 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

wants highlighted. Study news articles to see what type of information is usu-
ally emphasized. By following the “inverted pyramid” style of writing, you’ll 
make sure that your audience or readers get the most important information 
first. You’ll also make sure that readers who stop reading or listeners who tune 
out early receive the most crucial information. Don’t bury the most important 
information at the end of a story or broadcast! 

•	 Limit press releases to no more than two or three pages. 

•	 Check spelling and grammar. Better still, have someone else proofread for you. 

•	 Double space the press release, and print it on only one side of the paper. 

•	 Fax or mail the release promptly, and make sure you’ve sent it to the most cur-
rent media contact. Old news is no news, and news on the wrong person’s desk 
is dead news! 

step 2: reach out to a Variety of Media organizations 

Remember: don’t limit your media contacts to your community’s daily newspa-
pers and major TV and radio stations. Include your school’s newspaper and PTA 
newsletter, your school system’s publications, bulletins of religious organizations 
in your community, weekly newspapers, “magazine” sections of the Sunday news-
paper, local calendars of events (often found in newspapers but separate from the 
daily news), youth center leaflets and message boards, and any other communi-
cation outlets in your community. Local talk shows are usually produced sepa-
rately from the TV or radio news departments, so add them to your list of media 
contacts. Don’t forget about Web sites, cable TV organizations, and supermarket 
bulletin boards! 

step 3: start Getting the Word out 

Getting the word out about your program requires concentration, a significant 
time commitment, persistence, and—most important—a clear and powerful 
message. 

Concentration 

To keep your media efforts focused, assign one person or a small group of people 
to be your group’s media representative(s) or spokesperson(s). As they will have 
the important job of communicating with media representatives on behalf of your 
group, spokespersons or media representatives must be responsible, well spoken, 
and easy to get along with. 
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Working with the Media 13

Time Commitment 

Form a media committee for your group and assign activities to all committee 
members so that no single person has too much to do. Even with a committee, 
however, writing up the following types of media releases is time consuming: 

•	 Media advisories (notices of upcoming events that highlight why media should 
be interested). 

•	 Press releases (stories that tell the “who, what, when, where, how, and why” of 
an event or activity that has taken place and provide interesting quotes or il-
lustrations). 

•	 Pitch letters (brief letters to media contacts that propose ideas for a story, espe-
cially one that is more in depth than a regular news item). 

Time is also needed to fax or mail these items to the media; to determine your 
message; to select spokespeople; to collect photos, summaries, and fact sheets; 
to make followup telephone calls; to discuss story ideas with reporters, editors, 
producers, administrators, or advertisers; and to record all media coverage your 
program receives. Make sure your volunteers understand how much time and 
hard work it takes to secure great media coverage! 

Persistence 

Getting the media to cover your program also requires persistence. Explain to 
your volunteers the importance of introducing themselves to media representa-
tives, following up on all telephone calls or requests from the media, and keep-
ing media representatives informed of your activities—even if they seem to have 
forgotten about you! Only through group members’ persistent efforts will your 
program receive the attention it deserves. 

Powerful Message 

Before dedicating a significant amount of your group’s time and effort, make sure 
that the message you want to deliver is powerful and focused. The more detail that 
you can provide about your group’s activities and goals, the better. The media, 
for example, will be much more interested in broadcasting information on a peer 
mediation group’s efforts to reduce fighting in its high school if the group has a 
clear mission, specific activities, and success stories to report. 

step 4: Keep Media Contacts Lined up 

One of the most important elements of a strong working relationship with the 
media is an up-to-date media contact file. This can be a database on a computer, 
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14 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

a paper list, or a set of index cards that allows your group to keep and update 
records. Whatever its form, the contact file should list media contacts for various 
subjects along with each contact’s organization name, street address, telephone 
and fax numbers, and e-mail address. 

Also keep a record of each media report on your program made by TV and 
radio stations, newspapers, newsletters, magazines, cable TV providers, and ad-
vertising firms. Organize your files. Collect information on how many people 
heard and/or saw each report. For example, keep track of how many phone calls 
your organization receives in response to an article or published report. You could 
develop a log or tracking sheet to be completed by all persons taking calls and tally 
them up periodically. Also keep a list of all calls your program received as a result 
of each news article, broadcast, advertisement, or other media communication. 
Survey people who heard your broadcasts or read articles about your program to 
determine what they learned from those media reports. 

Reviewing records on a regular basis will provide clues about how your 
group can work more effectively with the media. The best way to track your 
results is with a clipping book or scrapbook. Log every one of your group’s 
media reports—printed stories, broadcasts, advertisements, and publica-
tions—in this book. You may want to develop an intake sheet for doing so. 
This sheet should have space for you to enter the report’s date, source (name 
of newspaper, newsletter, radio or TV station, or other media agency that ran 
the report), audience size, and response(s). If it was a printed communication, 
include a copy of the article or release as well. Remember to keep copies of 
all printed and media information—including negative articles—about your 
organization or event. This will help you focus on public perceptions, even if 
they are negative. 

Professional “clipping services” can track and provide copies of all com-
munications about your program that appear in the media. Youth can find 
out about clipping services available in their communities by checking with 
their schools, public libraries, or local newspapers. Although helpful, these 
services are expensive and probably will not be cost effective or necessary to 
keep track of the mostly local media coverage that your group will get. In-
stead, form a “media coverage” committee or subcommittee to be responsible 
for taping TV and radio segments, clipping articles about your program that 
appear in school, local, or national newspapers or in any other printed media 
(such as PTA or neighborhood newsletters), and describing any other media 
coverage that your program receives (on grocery store bulletin boards or local 
billboards, for example). A committee could also be formed to search national 
newspapers every so often for information about your group’s community, 
town, school, or State. 
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Working with the Media 15

step 5: develop allies 

In addition to relaying information about your program, the media may actively 
participate in or become strong advocates for your program. To gain the participa-
tion and support of media organizations in your community, your group needs to 
convince senior media personnel that your program does the following: 

•	 Deals with a problem of concern to a large segment of the community. 

•	 Is effective. 

•	 Could be even more effective with greater media exposure. 

•	 Has an interesting story to tell. 

•	 Offers visual or print images that will attract readers. 

•	 Will create a favorable public image for the station, newspaper, or company, if it 
chooses to cover, support, or participate in the program. 

Developing allies in the media is a long-term process that requires personal 
commitment and continuous action and contact. 

What does it take to Keep Working successfully with the 
Media?

Whether seeking publicity for your group’s activities or full partnerships with lo-
cal media, you’ll need to perform several activities on a regular basis: 

•	 Write to media contacts whenever an important issue arises. Describe the issue, 
explain your program’s impact on the issue, and outline how the media can help 
increase that impact. 

•	 Set up appointments with public service managers, news directors, and editors 
of local media. Discuss your program and how it needs media support. 

•	 Include media representatives on “very important person” (VIP) guest lists for 
any special events, workshops, or training seminars that your program hosts. 
Consider asking a radio or television broadcaster, newspaper columnist, or 
PTA president to act as host or deliver a speech or presentation at one of these 
events. 

•	 Have media representatives sit on your program’s board of directors.

•	 Encourage local news media to report on positive community crime prevention 
efforts—starting with your program. 

•	 Give media contacts positive information on youth. Although youth may be 
involved in a small percentage of crime, they make many positive contributions 
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16 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

to the community (through programs like yours) and possess untapped energy, 
talent, and enthusiasm. Let the media know this! 

What are some of the Challenges of Working 
with the Media? 
Your single biggest challenge when working with the media will be showing that 
your message contains important and timely information for the entire commu-
nity. You also need to make your group’s story stand out from the dozens of others 
that come into newsrooms, TV and radio stations, advertising firms, and other 
media offices every day.

Another challenge is maintaining strong relationships with media contacts 
when personnel in media organizations and membership in your own group are 
constantly changing. Having new contact persons call to introduce themselves 
and outgoing contacts call to notify you of their departure and identify their suc-
cessors is very helpful. By making sure you have a strong ongoing relationship 
with media contacts, you’ll never be an unknown caller when a big event is being 
planned and you need coverage!

What are some of the rewards of Working with 
the Media?
By developing and maintaining a strong relationship with the media, your group 
will enjoy the following rewards:

•	 People in your community—youth, adults, and children—will learn about your 
pro- gram and receive helpful crime prevention information. 

•	 Media partnerships and support from local celebrities and officials will generate 
new resources, greater media exposure for your program, and ideas for rejuve-
nating your and radio stations, advertising firms, and ideas for rejuvenating your 
program. 

•	 More people will learn about—and perhaps decide to volunteer for—your pro-
gram.

•	 Volunteers will appreciate positive public recognition of their efforts. 

Getting Messages across 

In addition to calling attention to your own projects, in some cases you also can 
help government agencies develop positive youth messages for the media. For the 
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Working with the Media 17

past 4 years, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) have staged 
a youth media contest to get youth involved in delivering its antitobacco message: 
“Tobacco— The Truth Unfiltered.” Last year’s contest entries were reviewed by a 
panel of celebrity judges (including cover model Christy Turlington) and media 
professionals. First-place winners had their entries promoted online and included 
in a national media campaign resource center. 

The contest also demonstrates that you can interest the media in publicizing 
your message by presenting it in unusual ways. For example, several students won 
first place for their claymation video illustrating CDC’s antitobacco theme. Other 
contest winners designed Web sites and posters, drew cartoons, wrote stories and 
essays, and produced radio and TV public service announcements. Be creative—
the media and your audience will pay more attention if you are. 

How can Work with the Media be evaluated? 
Evaluating your project can help you learn whether it has met its goals, but only 
if you decide up front what you want to evaluate and how you will go about do-
ing so. The purpose of conducting an evaluation is “to answer practical questions 
of decision-makers and program implementors who want to know whether to 
continue a program, extend it to other sites, modify it, or close it down.” When 
evaluating your media project, you will want to be able to show that it does one 
or all of the following: 

•	 Allows you to reach people in a variety of places—such as their schools, their 
homes, their workplaces, and even in their cars. 

•	 Helps you build relationships with representatives of the media in your school 
or community. 

•	 Educates members of your community about crime prevention and informs 
them of the many positive activities of youth through articles, broadcasts, per-
formances, or artwork. 

•	 Reaches your target audience—whether they’re children, adults, teenagers, or 
seniors—with an important crime prevention message. 

•	 Builds partnerships with members of the media.

In evaluating your media project, also consider whether and how well it has 
met the following more general crime prevention goals: 

•	 Reduces crime. 

•	 Reduces fear of crime. 

•	 Remains cost effective. 
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18 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

•	 Has a lasting impact. 

•	 Attracts support and resources. 

•	 Makes people feel safe and better about being in your school or community. 

Be sure to include an evaluation step—such as keeping track of all phone calls 
or responses you receive on every article or broadcast—in your overall plan. Con-
sider the positive and the negative feedback that you get, and ask yourself what 
you can do better to reach your goals, to involve more people in your project, 
and to spread your message to a wider audience. Then, adjust your activities to 
strengthen your project. 

Learning to evaluate the things you do is a good skill, one you can apply to all 
aspects of your life. Good luck with your project and—Have fun! 
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Media, Conflict Prevention, 
and Peacebuilding: Mapping 

the edges 

Sheldon Himelfarb and Megan Chabalowski 

synopsis
There is growing recognition among policymakers and conflict management ex-
perts that the media should be a building block of any comprehensive peacebuild-
ing strategy. Yet there are scant guidelines in this regard. Projects are still planned 
and implemented in a relatively ad-hoc manner, with minimal reference to lessons 
learned from previous initiatives. 

On June 25-26, 2008, USIP’s Media Conflict and Peacebuilding Center of 
Innovation and the Alliancefor Peacebuilding convened top media and conflict 
experts to review a comprehensive strategic framework to aid in the design of 
practical peacebuilding media. The framework was developed and presented by 
Vlado Bratic, Ian Larsen and Lisa Schirch in collaboration with USIP. While the 
framework still requires further development, the experts agreed on many of its 
propositions. This USI Peace Briefing contains their significant points of agreement 
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20 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

but also raises points of debate or ambiguity, all of which are critical consider-
ations when planning a media project. 

Sheldon Himelfarb, associate vice president of the Media, Conflict and Peace-
building Center of Innovation, moderated. 

Media, Conflict Prevention, and Peacebuilding 
Conflict prevention and peacebuilding programs use a number of approaches, 
from facilitating dialogue and negotiations between conflicted groups to using 
peacekeeping forces to separate armed factions. By incorporating media strategies, 
however, these programs can reach and potentially influence a far larger audi-
ence. 

Recognizing the media’s reach is but a first step in harnessing its power as a 
potential peacebuilder. Care must be taken to prepare media accordingly for the 
different roles it can play as information provider, watchdog, mobilizer and pro-
moter, among others. Currently this is done in a haphazard manner, with policy 
makers and peacebuilding media practitioners often working independently of 
one another and without reference to previous experiences. 

strategic Framework for Peacebuilding Media 
This framework is being developed to serve as a guide in planning and implement-
ing peacebuilding media. A marriage of theory and practice, based on a thorough 
review of literature and peacebuilding media projects, it proposes two theses. 

Thesis 1 states that a media project’s impact is proportional to the number 
of media strategies it uses. Maximum media impact on conflict prevention and 
peacebuilding will occur when all five of the following strategies are employed: 

1. Conflict-sensitive and peace journalism 
2. Peace-promoting citizen media 
3. Peace-promoting entertainment media 
4. Advertising or social marketing for conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
5. Media regulation to prevent incitement of violence 

If the intent of peacebuilding and conflict prevention programs is to change 
attitudes and behaviors, a single media strategy is insufficient in an environment 
of pervasive violence. An integrated and diverse set of media practices, however, 
can carry maximum effect. 
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Thesis 2 proposes that a media project’s impact corresponds with its integra-
tion into conflict prevention and peacebuilding efforts. Media will have maximum 
impact when it is fully integrated into the overall conflict management strategy, 
which will use media to assist in areas such as enabling refugee return, promoting 
human rights, addressing past abuses, etc. To accomplish this, all actors involved 
must collaborate on an overall strategy and share peacebuilding media practices 
and plans. 

While there was some debate over the classifications of the strategies in Thesis 
1, the experts concluded that the requirements of both theses must be met for a 
peacebuilding effort to have the greatest prospects for success. They further elabo-
rated on the different forms that peacebuilding media strategies have taken to 
date, offering best practices, lessons learned and some areas for development. 

Conflict-sensitive and Peace Journalism 
Basic journalism, teaching accurate, impartial and responsible reporting training, 
remains a core component of media development. Conflict-sensitive journalism 
goes beyond this by encouraging journalists to be aware of what effects their lan-
guage and reporting can have on the conflict—as well as how they may become 
victims of the violence. 

This experts group observed that conflict-sensitive journalism is often met 
with resistance from the news profession, as it is commonly conflated with peace 
journalism, a more agenda-driven reporting style. Peace journalism approaches 
activism, as it is intended to focus attention on peace efforts and the search for 
a nonviolent solution to conflict. In Colombia, for example, newspapers such as 
El Tiempo have had both war correspondents and peace correspondents. Partici-
pants observed that peace journalism can overlap with social marketing in that it 
works to “sell” peace. 

Peace-Promoting Citizen Media 
The experts agreed that citizen media largely falls into two sub-categories: com-
munity media and user-generated content emerging from new technologies. 

Community media operates on a local level through traditional platforms 
such as television, radio and print. In general it serves as a conduit for commu-
nity information. However, the specialists pointed to examples in Southeast Asia 
and Latin America where village radio stations have organized peaceful resistance 
against the surrounding violence. 
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User-generated new tech media begins with more independent, individualistic 
production of blogs, text messages, wikis, etc., but take their power from the so-
cial networking capabilities of these new technologies. Many examples were cited 
in which communities were mobilized quickly for both constructive and violent 
purposes on the basis of the new so-called Web 2.0 collaborative technologies. 

The experts group observed that the power of citizen media lies in its grass-
roots, bottom-up authenticity and spontaneity. Leveraging its potential therefore 
will come less from trying to “organize it” than from showing citizens, through 
training, how to use new tech media or how to counter hate media when it arises 
in community outlets. 

social Marketing—entertainment, advertising 
and use of other typically “Commercial” Media 
strategies to Promote Peace 
This media leverages many distribution channels and formats, ranging from soap 
operas to public service announcements (PSAs), to street theater and concerts. Its 
dramatic, often fictional formats offer the advantage of being able to tackle con-
tentious and divisive issues that might be too inflammatory to discuss in “real” life. 
For example, Nigeria’s “The Station,” produced by Search for Common Ground, 
is a television soap that follows the lives of a fictional television news team who 
examine current national issues along with the everyday drama of their lives. 

PSAs, on the other hand, such as those produced to “sell” the Good Friday 
Peace agreement in Northern Ireland (“It’s Your Decision”) and the “Respect” 
campaign in Bosnia-Herzegovina in support of new property rights laws send 
more explicit messages and aim to have a more direct effect on the conflict. 

Both formats, however, were considered “social marketing” by the experts 
group, although there was considerable discussion about whether indirect or di-
rect peacebuilding messages are more effective. This led to a general consensus on 
the need to improve impact evaluation within and across peacebuilding media 
programs. 

Media regulation to Prevent incitement of 
Violence 
Media regulation, encompassing both codes of conduct and ownership issues, is 
the necessary “rule of law” component of every comprehensive media development 
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project. While the previously discussed strategies create and encourage open me-
dia through production, regulation is a parallel effort to ensure that what is pro-
duced and aired is not inflammatory or contrary to the public’s interest in peace. 
When done well, the peacebuilding benefits are substantial. 

There was thorough consideration of Bosnia-Herzegovina as a regulation suc-
cess story. Two years after the Office of the High Representative formed the Inde-
pendent Media Commission, the country had 200 licensed television and radio 
broadcasters, a functioning market, virtually no hate speech, public broadcasters 
and local ownership over regulation. In contrast, the experts group reviewed the 
unsuccessful efforts made in Iraq to do something similar and the challenge of 
imposing regulation in an unstable environment. 

integration into overall Conflict Prevention and 
Peacebuilding strategy 
The framework proposes that to maximize its effectiveness, a peacebuilding media 
program must be incorporated into other conflict management planning. An as-
sessment of the broader media and conflict management environment was recom-
mended at the outset of any media initiative to ensure optimal use of media dol-
lars and avoid duplication of effort. A comprehensive assessment will also permit 
the program’s developers to design appropriate evaluation criteria and protocols. 
It was observed that to date, most peace building media programs have had largely 
anecdotal evidence to back their claims of effectiveness. This has, in turn, made 
funders justifiably skeptical. 

The field is maturing however, partly as a result of recently improved efforts at 
collaboration and information sharing. Just prior to the USIP meeting, Deutsche 
Welle Global Media Forum held its first annual worldwide gathering of media 
representatives and decision makers to discuss potential solutions to the world’s 
greatest challenges. Other participants noted additional meetings, including, one 
specifically to consider impact evaluation in peacebuilding media initiatives. 

Conclusion 
The framework on media and peacebuilding considered by the experts group re-
ceived strong endorsement and a number of recommendations, including: 

1. Increased attention to participatory, user-generated citizen media. Although 
there was widespread agreement on the primacy of traditional media (TV, 
radio, print) in today’s conflict zones, digital content and new technologies 
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have changed the media landscape so profoundly that the group recom-
mended more expansive consideration within the framework. 

2. Increased attention to impact evaluation. Participants observed the im-
portance of such evaluation to drive forward the use of media in public 
health campaigns and recommended that the framework draw upon les-
sons learned in that field. 

3. Increased consideration to “incentives” in recognition of market forces 
governing both distribution outlets and production. “If it bleeds it leads” 
journalism, reality tv, etc. are functions of these market forces. Any frame-
work for developing more pro-social peacebuilding media must incorpo-
rate these realities. 

USIP publication of the full framework in book form is expected in fall of 
2009. 
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assessing information needs 
and Communication Behaviors 

of national Forest summer 
Visitors 

James D. Absher 

aBstraCt
Information needs and satisfaction with various media are studied on the 
San Bernardino National Forest. Personal contact with rangers or staff is pre-
ferred, and about one-third to one-half of all visitors reported using various 
print media (brochures, maps, etc.). Least used were websites or mass media. 
Second, an adaptation of communication theory, uses and gratifications, is 
tested. Results suggest that the uses and gratifications scales are reliable and 
stable, and that visitors want orientation, reassurance and educational mes-
sages, in decreasing order of importance. Each of these topics was compared 
between day and overnight visitors. 
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introduction 
Participation in various outdoor recreation activities has significantly increased 
over the past decade. Increases have been particularly high in forestlands that are 
adjacent to urban areas. Of particular concern is the knowledge that visitors from 
these areas may have about natural resource management policies or proper use of 
forestlands for recreation. One approach is to study the communications between 
recreation area managers and current or potential visitors. Included would be 
an investigation into visitors’ information needs and communication behaviors 
(Absher, 1998). Upon knowing visitors’ information needs and communication 
behaviors, managers would be able to enact more effective and efficient ways to 
reach out to visitors, and better focus management efforts in terms of environmen-
tal education, minimal impact information, alerting visitors of policy changes, or 
simply assuring that visitors are able to achieve the highest quality experience. 

Group differences
Visitor communication in resource management has typically employed various 
print and non-print communication media such as interpretive bulletin boards, 
flyers, and brochures. Often the task has been to instill awareness, generate inter-
est, and influence or modify behavior. Programs are only effective if the informa-
tion positively influences recreationists’ attitudes, and more importantly, creates 
an acceptable behavioral ethic during and after the visit to a recreational setting 
(Cole, 1999). For example, Oliver! Roggenbuck and Watson (1985) identified 
a fifty percent decrease in tree damage and litter in a campground as a result 
of creating awareness among campers via brochures about low-impact camping. 
Correspondingly, Cole, Hammond and McCool (1997) found that hikers exhib-
ited a significant increase in knowledge after exposure to environmental messages 
encouraging low-impact practices. 

However, the overall effectiveness of various print and non-print communica-
tion media is questionable, as the message is constrained due to the inability to 
reach all recreationists (Cole et al., 1997). Face to face communication can be 
much more effective, due to the credibility of the source of information (Knopf & 
Dustin, 1992; Vander Stoep & Roggenbuck, 1996), as in the case of a backcoun-
try ranger informing a backpacker about the risks involved in the backcountry. 
Roggenbuck and Berrier (1982) found greater effectiveness with the combination 
of brochures and personal contacts among campers. Similarly, Olson, Bowan and 
Roth (1984) noted an increase in visitors’ knowledge and attitudes via the use of 
brochures and direct personal communications, while the use of signs was much 
less effective among visitors. When given a choice, forest visitors seem to prefer 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



Assessing Information Needs and Communication Behaviors 27

face-to-face interaction to written or displayed information (James, Absher & 
Blazey, 1999). 

However, visitor communication is typically concentrated on-site where the 
learning environment is informal and attention to the educational message is op-
tional. It has been suggested that specific user groups with low awareness, knowl-
edge or experience should be targeted with offsite communications (Confer, Mo-
wen, Graefe & Absher, 2000). If information is received prior to site visitation or 
activity participation, there is the possibility that users will be more aware of ap-
propriate behaviors and will choose to visit the ‘right’ place/setting (Vander Stoep 
& Roggenbuck, 1996). To achieve this objective, it is essential to understand the 
process of information search, as well as preferences for communication media 
among visitors (Brown, McCool & Manfredo, 1987). 

Finally, information needs and communication behaviors often lack homo-
geneity across all users because they are dependent upon various factors such as 
level of experience, proximity to the destination, ethnic background, and activ-
ity participation. First time visitors are more likely than repeat visitors to seek 
information about a new setting. Hence, they might be more inclined to read 
the information provided by management, such as interpretive bulletin boards, 
flyers, and brochures. They might also be expected to seek basic and additional 
information about the setting (Rogers &. Ramthun, 1998). On the other hand, 
more experienced visitors or skilled recreationists may be more likely to pursue 
personal contacts to gather information about the setting, or may in fact feel com-
fortable in acting on incomplete or inaccurate information. For example, Wil-
liams and Huffman (1986) noted a difference in the process of information use 
by more and less experienced visitors; wherein specialized hikers demonstrated 
a greater propensity to seek additional information than nonspecialized hikers. 
Finally, ethnic or group composition variables may be a factor. Parker and Winter 
(1996) reported that Hispanics were less likely to approach a management agency 
for information, and more likely to obtain information about a recreation area via 
family or friends. Also, Hispanics have shown a greater proclivity to learn about 
the rules and regulations, while their preferred medium of communication was 
print media (Winter & Chavez, 1999). In summary, information needs and be-
haviors may vary by user group. 

Communications approach 
Based on the above review, it is apparent that information services may be critical 
links enabling managers to communicate effectively with a broad range of visi-
tors. Information needs and communication behaviors have been a relatively new 
subject of study within the outdoor recreation field, and research has primarily 
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focused on the application of social psychological theories, notably persuasion 
theory and/or close variants of theories of reasoned action (Absher, 1998). Al-
though the use of social psychological theories offers a valuable way to understand 
communication behaviors, research should incorporate other existing theories 
from various disciplines’ to further extend our understanding of communication 
patterns. To be clear, the dismissal of currently used theories, notably socio psy-
chological derivatives, is not advocated here. Rather a more integrated interdisci-
plinary approach is encouraged -one that may complement, advance or provide a 
more complete assessment (Absher, 1998). 

A relatively untested approach to deciphering information and communi-
cation behaviors comes from the mass communication field. A popular theory 
known as “uses and gratifications” (U&G) has been employed over the last 50 
years to study the public’s perception of gratifications sought and obtained via 
engagement in mass communications across a variety of modalities such as televi-
sion programs, phone usage and print media. It is important to note that grati-
fications sought and gratifications obtained are not synonymous. Gratifications 
sought (GS) are defined as ‘needs, expectations, or motivations for media use,’ 
while gratifications obtained (GO) reflect ‘actual fulfillment’ of the gratifications 
sought (Dobos, 1992, p. 30). The causal link between gratifications sought and 
gratifications obtained is important because, if sought after gratifications are not 
obtained during the process of media engagement, then the likelihood of further 
engagement is reduced, and future communication opportunities may be lost. 

Basically, the U&O approach assumes that viewing audiences differ in the 
gratifications they seek and obtain while engaged in the mass media (Vincent 
& Basil, 1997). Also, this theory assumes that viewing audiences are not passive 
receivers but rather are actively involved in making a conscientious and motivated 
attempt to seek various gratifications (Anderson, 1987; McQuail, 1983). It is due 
to the various purposes or gratifications sought by the audiences that the outcome 
of the viewing experience fluctuates among individuals engaged in similar mass 
media outlets (Anderson, 1987). 

That said, U&G might vary by setting. In other words, various media outlets 
may be sought for different gratifications. For example, newspapers were sought 
for sociopolitical knowledge and self-understanding was obtained by books, while 
broadcast media such as interpersonal channels, film, and television programs 
granted ‘more affective gratifications’ when compared with newspapers (Katz, 
Gurevitch & Haas, 1973 in Dobos, 1992, p. 31). Recently, Vincent and Basil 
(1997) indicated that newspaper reading resulted in better knowledge of current 
events when compared with newsmagazine reading among college students. It is 
evident that individuals resort to various media types to seek and fulfill various 
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gratifications. It is unclear at this time which information needs are fulfilled in 
outdoor recreation settings. 

Even though U&G has been extensively employed in media studies (mass 
communications), rarely has there been an attempt to incorporate this theory 
or other mass communication theories in the context of outdoor recreation, al-
though the applicability is implicitly evident and strongly recommended (Absher, 
1998). To date, a few exploratory studies have been conducted (Absher & Picard, 
1998; Absher, 1999). 

uses and Gratifications scales for outdoor 
recreation 
The basic U&G principles were adapted and pilot-tested among Forest visitors 
to establish theoretical validity by Absher and Picard (1998). Based on this work 
this study focused on a four-dimension implementation of U&G scales: Orienta-
tion, Instrumental, Educational and Reassurance. Each dimension highlights one 
practical aspect of the outdoor recreation experience. The first dimension, Ori-
entation, refers to seeking information about forest activities, events and various 
places within the forest. The second dimension, Instrumental, refers to visiting 
the Forest or Forest Service sites to gather logistic information about parking fa-
cilities, day-use permits and operating hours. The third dimension is Educational. 
As the name implies, it refers to seeking or visiting the forest to learn about vari-
ous plants, wildlife, and preservation and conservation ideas and concerns. The 
fourth dimension, Reassurance, refers to the use of information to avoid getting 
lost, avoid potentially dangerous situations, and know where to get help if the 
need arises. A total of 24 uses and gratifications items were randomly arranged 
using a six-point, Likert scale format, ranging from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. The dimensions demonstrated reliability alpha values ranging from .78 
to .87. Analysis based on these scales indicated clear differences in the use of com-
munication services across users groups (Absher, 1999). 

objectives 
The work reviewed above provides a platform to build upon in terms of better 
understanding of visitor communications and further refinement of the U&G 
scales. Information services use needs to be systematically investigated. This in-
volves various media as well as new measurement scales. Following from Absher 
and Picard (1998) and Absher (1999) the U&G scales need to be further tested 
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to determine reliability among various user groups. Thus, the objectives of this 
paper are to: 

1. Apply U&G theory to the assessment of information needs, preferences 
and uses among t\V0 major segments of National Forest summer visitors 
(overnight and day users), and 

2. Assess the use of and satisfaction with various information sources (media) 
by these user groups. 

Methods 
Data were collected within the Angeles and San Bernardino National Forests, 
both located in Southern California. Both of these National Forests offer a diverse 
array of recreational opportunities including camping, hiking, swimming, boat-
ing, picnicking, sightseeing and fishing. A sampling plan was designed to target 
users on six days during the months ‘of July, August and September 1997. The 
sampled sites included ten campgrounds and nine dayuse areas. 

Interviewers attempted to sample all users at each site on the designated sam-
pling periods. A single member of each group was requested to respond to the 
interview questions, which took about ten minutes to complete. A total of 633 
subjects were approached, of which 566 users completed a questionnaire and 67 
refused to be interviewed, yielding an 89 percent response rate. There were 379 
respondents that were sampled at campgrounds and 217 in day-use areas. The 
three-page survey instrument was administered onsite, and a Spanish version 
was also available. The Spanish version was needed because California has a high 
Spanish speaking population and some of those users might feel more comfort-
able responding in their native tongue. 

Respondents were asked about their frequency of visitation to National For-
ests within the last 12 months, and the primary activity undertaken during the 
course of their trip. A total of 16 items related to information needs and commu-
nication behaviors based on U&G theory as adapted by Absher and Picard (1998) 
were employed. As explained earlier, the U&G scales was conceptually designed 
with four dimensions that demonstrated to be reliable based on Cronbach’s al-
pha values: Orientation, Instrumental, Educational and Reassurance. The original 
scales had 24 items, but 8 items were dropped due to redundancy or lack of sta-
tistical power, as recommended by Absher and Picard (1998). The remaining 16 
items, four for each U&G subscale, were randomly ordered on the questionnaire 
with a six-point Likert type scale format, ranging from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. These variables were subsequently reverse coded so that higher levels of 
agreement resulted in higher U&G scores. 
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Other sections of the questionnaire asked respondents to indicate the media 
sources they used in planning their trip and their satisfaction with the same media 
in terms of their usefulness. Basic sociodemographic and recreation use questions 
completed the questionnaire. 

results 
Profile of Subjects 

Among the 566 respondents, 65% reported they were White/Caucasian, 22% 
claimed to be Hispanic, and below 13% classified themselves into other ethnic 
groups (Black/African American, Native American or Alaska Native, Asian or 
Pacific Islander). About 39% reported incomes between $40,000 and $75,000, 
28% indicated between $20,000 and $39,999, 13% reported below $20,000, and 
about 20% noted above $75,000. Visitors were predominantly from the Southern 
California region (97%), with about 3% from other states. 

Within the past 12 months, 23 percent of the respondents indicated they 
visited the National Forest six or more times, while an equal number (23%) re-
ported one visit. During their current visit, 23 percent reported a stay of 1 day 
or less (day users), while 77percent were overnight visitors. This data is the result 
of an intentional stratification in the sample, and should not be used as a general 
estimate of the day use proportion in the forest. This variable was used to define 
the two analysis groups below. 

Activities pursued at the forest varied with visitor ethnicity. About half of 
the day users (51%) were White, compared to nearly three-quarters of the over-
night users (72%). Hispanics were twice as prevalent among day users (34%) than 
among overnight users (16%). About one-eighth of both campers (12%) and day 
users (15%) were members of other minority groups. 

information needs and Communication behaviors 

Table 1 shows that the most used information sources were family/friends (60% or 
the respondents), followed by maps (55%), brochures and flyers (54%), and rang-
ers/staff (53%). Next came three moderately used media: trail/road signs (49%), 
bulletin boards (42%) and guidebooks (37%). Only the World Wide Web (Inter-
net) and radio/TV/newspapers/magazines registered low usage (13% each). 

Independent of how often the various media were actually used, respondents 
were asked to rate their satisfaction with the sources they did use. Technologically 
newer and conventional mass media, such as the World Wide Web (Internet) 
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and radio/TV/magazines/newspapers, registered low levels of satisfaction as well 
as relatively low use levels. Information from rangers or other Forest Service em-
ployees, and from family and friends, received the highest levels of satisfaction. 
These are, of course, the two personal media on the list. Maps, brochures & flyers, 
bulletin boards, guidebooks, and signs along roads or trails (all print media) seem 
to fall in the middle in terms of satisfaction. 

Table 1. Communication Media Use and Usefulness (Satisfaction) by Group 

In order to better understand these results, they were compared between the 
day and overnight groups. The significance tests in Table 1 show that there were 
few differences. Overnight visitors reported using three media sources more often 
than their day use counterparts: rangers/employees, maps, and websites. And they 
rated their satisfaction (usefulness) with signs along roads/trails and radio/TV/
newspaper/magazines lower. 

Uses and Gratifications Scales 

The items within each U&G dimension were subjected to a Cronbach’s alpha 
reliability analysis to identify their internal consistency (see Table 2). The first 
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dimension, Orientation, had a standardized alpha of .78; the second dimension, 
Instrumental, registered .78; the third dimension, Educational, had .87, while the 
fourth dimension, Reassurance, was .83. These reliability values are considered 
good to very good, and are consistent with the earlier works of Absher and Picard 
(1998) and Absher (1999), with no one scale differing by more than .05 from the 
pilot test. This suggests that the U&G scales are stable and reliable at least for this 
user population. 

As far as the actual needs these scales measure, the Instrumental scale was 
the lowest rated at 2.78 out of 5. Then came Educational (2.86), Reassurance 
(3.07) and finally Orientation (3.30), the highest rated of the four. This suggests 
that orientation concerns are the predominant need followed by reassurance and 
educational functions. To check this further, the day and overnight users were 
compared with a t-test of the mean scores (Table 2). The differences for each scale 
were relatively small, ranging from .06 to .13 scale points. None of the group 
comparisons were statistically significant, which suggests that the information 
needs are the same for each group. Apparently it makes no difference whether 
they are day users or longer-term visitors in terms of the kinds of information 
visitors are seeking. 

summary and Conclusions 
In summary the results show that visitors reported personal interaction (fam-
ily/friends or rangers/staff) when communicating about outdoor recreation more 
than other forms of communication. Printed media (bulletin boards, guidebooks, 
maps, brochures, and signs) were in the middle range of use, and mass media 
outlets (Internet, radio, TV, newspaper, magazines) were used relatively infre-
quently. 

There were some differences between those who stayed overnight and day us-
ers, with overnight users always reporting more use of those media that were 
significantly different (rangers/employees, maps, and websites). One management 
implication from these results is that personal services are highly valued. Whether 
they are provided by a staffed office, roving patrols, or non-agency employees 
such as volunteers or partners (e.g., chambers of commerce), the users rate these 
information sources highly. 

The print media are also being accessed by many visitors (roughly a third to a 
half of all visitors). Managers will need to more carefully assess the impact of these 
media to assure effectiveness in message delivery. The websites and mass media are 
not being used much and in some cases are low rated in terms of usefulness. The 
application of these technologies/media would need to be improved if they are to 
be more successful for a broad range of visitors. 
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Table 2. Uses and Gratifications Scales, Alpha Reliability and Group Comparisons 

The U&G scales were shown to be reliable and consistent for these forest visi-
tors. Orientation concerns were the top rated need, followed by reassurance and 
educational functions. Moreover, there were no significant differences in these 
needs between the two groups studied. Managers may want to review the mix 
of messages they, and perhaps their partners, provide through various media to 
ensure that these functions are met in ways that are accessible to both day and 
overnight users. 

Finally, this study provides only a brief account of U&G scale performance. 
The original U&G development work intended to produce scales that could be 
used broadly in outdoor recreation, and the results from this application of the 
scales is encouraging. Nonetheless, they should be more fully tested across a vari-
ety of outdoor recreation settings and activity types to gauge their suitability and 
impact in general use. 
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Parables and Paradigms: 
an introduction to using 

Communication theories in 
outdoor recreation research 

James Absher

aBstraCt
Studies that employ communication theories are rare in recreation resource 
management. One reason may be unfamiliarity with communication theo-
ries and their potential to provide useful results. A two-dimensional metathe-
oretical plane is proposed, selected recreation and communication theories are 
located in it, and functional comparisons are made among eight disparate 
theories. Communication theories have much to offer scientists and manag-
ers, and both are encouraged to use them. 
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introduction and Background 
Communication theories have much to offer those who are concerned with out-
door recreation management and research. Managers’ experiences with (mis)
communication, whether they are considered frustrations or successes, are com-
monplace. Nonetheless few research approaches to systematically investigate these 
experiences have been reported in either the leisure studies or recreation resource 
management literature. Why don’t outdoor recreation researchers use communi-
cation theories more often? Clearly it is, in part, due to a lack of familiarity with 
communication theories. Yet communication theories have much in common 
with familiar and more often used social psychological theories. To bridge this gap 
a paradigmatic perspective that gives the reader a unifying view of the research 
process is presented, followed by examples of theories from the recreation and 
communication literature. 

To begin, the research process itself needs to be viewed as if it were short 
narrative (story). These “stories” of the initial phases of a particular study when 
presented in a short, summary form can be analyzed as a text (data) from which 
the behavior (choices) of the controlling character (scientist) can be obtained. 
Such research narratives serve as more than an objective statement of the work 
done: they are like parables, providing a paradigmatic insight about the norms 
and conditions that define a particular research enterprise. 

For instance, a recent communication focused article reported a study of 
low impact messages on wilderness trailside bulletin boards (Cole, Hammond 
& McCool, 1997). The study was concerned with communication effective-
ness. The authors chose a persuasive communication theoretic approach to an 
information processing problem and used a quasi-experimental design method. 
The paradigmatic choices made by the authors are clear: their approach is indi-
vidualistic and rationalist. Similar “parables” could easily be constructed from 
other studies with a communication or information flow objective. If analyzed 
as a set they would empirically define the approach (paradigm) currently taken 
by scientists working at the interface between communication and recreation 
resource management. 

The existing body of recreation resource management studies is ample evidence 
that there is a recognized need to better understand the ways in which recreation-
ists learn, and decide, about when, where and how to do various activities. This 
logically includes the application of mass media effects, social network, informa-
tion processing, and other useful communication theories. Nonetheless, as in the 
example above, most of the work currently being done in this literature conforms 
to paradigms rooted in a few social psychological theories, especially persuasion 
theory or other close variants of theories of reasoned action (e.g., Manfredo, 1992). 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



Parables and Paradigms: An Introduction to Using Communication Theories 39

This is not an undesirable state of affairs, but there are many other potentially 
useful theories, especially among the relatively untapped work of mass commu-
nication theorists. To many recreation researchers these other theories may seem 
strange or not applicable. Knowing more about their strengths or weaknesses, and 
how or when to employ them, is a logical first step. This paper will not try to pro-
mote one theory over another. Instead the goal will be to reduce the uncertainty 
about communication theoretic approaches in order to make some of them more 
immediately useful to future research. 

the Paradigm Plane 
Metatheoretical Concerns: a Comparative Framework
All science makes some philosophical assumptions: this is a problem of approach, 
or paradigm. There are unwritten rules or exemplars that quietly, and some might 
say insidiously, guide recreation researchers to choose one or another approach 
to a management “issue.” For this paper, two distinct metatheoretical aspects are 
presented to reveal the underlying theory choices: these are normative utility and 
epistemological frame. 

Utility is axiological: it is self-evident that a theory must be useful in explain-
ing or understanding actual behavior(s) at some level. Sometimes a theory may 
encompass a close modeling of specific behavioral characteristics, or a strong and 
immediate link back to the “real world.” At other times, research is focused at a 
more abstract level, or is general in scope, or even intentionally removed from the 
application of results. Thus theories exist in a range of types from those whose util-
ity is relatively abstract, general or nomothetic (law-like) to theories whose utility 
is quite applied or aimed at site-level contexts. Consequently the theory “at risk in 
any given study can be distinguished as to its immediacy or closeness to a particu-
lar recreational setting or decision context. This immediacy or utility delimits the 
study’s generalizability. In practical terms, theories tailored in one setting may not 
be appropriate in others, and nomothetic theories may require additional effort 
to apply them to specific settings. It is a necessary tradeoff. In choosing a theory 
to apply to a problem, a researcher has acceded to a normative imperative to pick 
an approach and, ipso facto, it will have a utility level. Of course many times this 
may be done uncritically; i.e., merely assuming the approach previously taken by 
others is “good enough.” 

Second, the epistemological frame of a theory can yield useful distinctions as 
well. When a researcher follows a paradigm (e.g., picks a theory) the meaningful 
concepts of that theory also delimit discourse. This is another metatheoretical 
concern. By necessity each theory makes assumptions about how people come to 
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know things and the categories of knowledge they employ. This is the purview of 
epistemology. In the context of devising a study, these assumptions reside in the 
tacit agreement scientists make on behavioral issues through the choice of a given 
theory or in the type of analysis needed. They are not always explicit nor obvious, 
and these distinctions too are often ignored. 

In short, each theory contains epistemological assumptions about the nature 
of a subject’s action, thought, and reality. Although this area is extremely com-
plex, the approach here is to make it manageable by crudely modeling this do-
main through a tripartite typification of theories that distinguishes idiosyncratic, 
sociological, and highly individualistic types of explanations. The differences 
among these categories mirror important differences in approach to recreational 
behavior(s) that the researcher subsumes in the theory (either because they are felt 
to have been established by other scientific work or because it is a pure and argu-
ably logical assumption). 

At one end is the idiosyncratic approach: few, if any, assumptions are made 
to group respondents and the subject is often investigated with a strong emic 
(roughly, from the subject’s own viewpoint) stance. The uniqueness of individu-
als and setting dynamics, e.g., culture or power relationships, play a strong role. 
Typical theories of this sort in communication research are those that focus on 
symbolic content or latent values. 

On the other hand, a theory might make substantial assumptions that allows 
the grouping of individuals or eases variable measurement. Some theories that fo-
cus on, say, choice behavior may wish to assume a rational thought process or that 
setting differences do not substantially affect the behavior in question. Finally, a 
third group of theories may investigate a person’s actions in support of, or in rela-
tion to, a social role or status. Again some assumptions will be made about the 
actor’s view of the world and the focus is largely on sociological behaviors. In or-
der, constructivist theories, rational exchange theories, and symbolic interaction-
ist theories may serve as familiar examples of these three types of epistemological 
assumptions. 

Therefore, in this paper the epistemological dimension is grouped into three 
“camps,” which reflect (1) strongly rationalist and individualistic theories, (2) a 
middle ground in which relations, roles, and group processes are the focus, and 
(3) a broadly open intellectual tradition that makes few assumptions about the 
thoughts and commonalities of the subjects and focuses on symbolic, meaning 
and valuation processes in various contexts. 

Taken together the utilitarian and epistemological dimensions of paradigm 
type define a plane of choice that will co-locate the many useful and distinct 
communication theories (see figure I). The next step is to place familiar or  
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potentially useful theories in this space. For clarity, two theories commonly ap-
plied to recreation behaviors are presented. These would be placed along the left 
edge of the plane (rational column). Following that, selected communication 
theories are presented that could be, or currently are, used in studies of outdoor 
recreation settings. 

recreation-related theories

Persuasion theory is typical of theories that occupy the upper left portion of the 
paradigm plane. It is relatively abstract, and meant to apply to a broad range of 
settings and people, and is therefore a general theory. Moreover it is clearly ra-
tionalist in its approach to the behavior studied. People are hypothesized to have 
measurable responses to inputs, which are in the form of information, usually 
by either central or peripheral routes. The assumptions of broad scale utility and 
reasoned behavior make it both general and rational. 

At the lower left corner of the plane one might find recreational crowding 
theories. The actor is usually seen as a rational processor of stimuli, and the clear 
level of application is meant to be activity, if not site, specific. Numerous studies 
have been done along this line of inquiry to the point where summary papers list-
ing dozens of individual studies are now in print with an eye toward generalizing 
more broadly to the behaviors in question. These studies are not fully representa-
tive of all recreation or visitor studies and are not presented as a characterization 
of the entire field, but they are examples that illustrate two long standing research 
traditions in resource recreation research. 

Communication theories

One objective of this paper is to provide an overview of communication theories 
with reference to the paradigmatic plane presented above. The two rational mass 
communication theories, one general and one specific, occupy much the same 
position as the two recreation theories previously presented (see figure 1). These 
are reviewed first. 

Figure 1. Paradigm plane with selected communication theories 
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rational theories

Information Exchange Theory is a general theory meant to apply to most, if not 
all, communication settings. In this theory, messages are considered objectively 
describable and exist independent of the receiver. The receiver in turn is affected 
by these messages (persuaded, informed, etc.) in a linear process of response. Be-
relson and Lazarfeld (1948) defined its essence nearly 50 years ago as “objective, 
systematic and quantitative description of the manifest content of communica-
tion.” 

A more applied or setting dependent version of this perspective is Compliance 
Gaining Theory, where specific behavioral outcomes are desired from the com-
munication events that are being measured. In this theory, the actor is rational 
and the communication events are still largely objective facts. That is, they do not 
depend largely upon specific individuals or social requirements, and the specific 
behavior of interest, such as rule compliance, is explicitly included in the theory 
(Krippendorf, 1993). A recreation example might be a prohibited behavior such 
as having a campfire in certain areas. A researcher would measure which “rules” 
campers know about, where they obtained site use information, and whether they 
saw signs, notices, or written prohibitions. 

relational theories

The second column of figure 1 locates communication theories that differ from 
the first by relaxing the strongly individualistic assumptions of the rational ap-
proach. Instead the actor is set in a role-bound context where relational features 
interact with the communication elements to give rise to meanings, interpreta-
tions, and ultimately behaviors. All relational theories assume an epistemological 
need for social structure, but emphasize different aspects of the communication 
process. Some are more client-centered than others. Each in its own way contrib-
utes to a particular place in the paradigmatic plane. 

A general relational theory is Uncertainty Reduction Theory (Berger and Ca-
labrese, 1975). It too focuses on the relational aspects of communication as a 
means to define and uphold societal structures or symbols. Many of the key social 
facts for this theory are roles or authorities. For example URT might be useful to 
understand how communication can reduce uncertainty and lead to efficiency as 
district rangers do their job in communicating with the public. 

A fairly general theory in this vein is Role Emergence Theory (Bormann, 
1990). The objective is to understand decisionmaking in small groups by class-
ieing the utterances of actors according to the role they have in a group pro-
cess, such as a jury deliberation, and how these are used to signifi. status, provide  
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leadership, etc. Both utility and assumptions about the actors are in the middle 
range of the paradigm plane. By restricting the concern for a particular task group, 
such as a quality assurance committee, a more specific theory such as Hirokawa’s 
(1985) Functional Theory of Group Decision Making may be a good choice. 
This approach would be especially useful when the focus is on communications 
in groups trained to decide relatively specific issues and the goal is to understand 
how better decisions might be engendered. The paradigmatic focus is still rela-
tional but the utility level is more specific and would not be generalized to other 
small groups that don’t share decision making roles and characteristics. For the 
prohibited campfires example a scientist might investigate how or why a given 
campfire regulation achieves compliance or non-compliance within certain user 
groups by investigating who says what to whom, who are the group decisionmak-
ers, etc. 

symbolic theories

Finally there are numerous communication theories that seem to have more in 
common with the humanities than social science. They make no claim to provide 
behavioral predictions and favor situated understanding and explanation as the 
primary goal. This sort of intellectual tradition is typical among social scientists 
and educators from constructivist, feminist, and post modern approaches to sci-
ence. In communication there are general theories that provide a means to assess 
the meaning of communication events to particular groups especially on their 
own terms (emic) or as embedded regularities not previously recognized. A well-
known one is Fantasy Theme Analysis (Bormann, 1982) wherein communication 
is analyzed to pull out the themes and symbols that are operative in that setting. 
For instance, consider the slogan “Only you can prevent forest fires.” Who pro-
motes this idea and how is it received and transmitted through society? What 
is the symbolic reality that Smokey Bear embodies for a given group, and how 
different might it be for a mountain community surrounded by National Forest 
lands than one in an urbanized area? According to FTA, people who share a way 
of communicating about an issue are termed a rhetorical community, and their 
symbolic use of language and media can be studied theoretically to arrive at an 
understanding of the entire community. 

A more focused or middle level utility theory might be Motive-Embedded 
Analysis. It is essentially a particularized form of dramaturgical analysis where the 
symbols used in conversations, writings, ads, or speeches are analyzed to uncover 
the motives that underlie them (Bullis & Tompkins, 1989). Although this study 
focused on communication among forest rangers, MEA might have particular 
usefulness to resource managers who are faced with conflicting demands from 
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stakeholder groups in a planning context or discussions with a particularly impor-
tant customer group. The theory allows a trained analyst to attribute motives to a 
person or group based on a study of behaviors, anecdotes, and discourse. 

Finally, figure 1 presents a theory that relies heavily on symbolic analysis but 
is more specific in its utility: Value-Laden Story, which is a form of Narrative 
Paradigm Theory. The researcher preselects a particular class of events (e.g., health 
care workers servicing HIV patients). The core idea is to “unpack” the values, 
both instrumental and terminal, found in the narratives (stories) of individuals 
in a particular circumstance. For instance, by evaluating closely the value-laden 
components of subjects’ stories, a strong sense of the differences in goals and 
values between HIV patients and their doctors was accomplished (Vanderford, 
Smith, & Harris, 1992). Similar approaches would be useful in selected recreation 
resource decision making contexts. For instance in the campfire issue from above 
a researcher might interview managers and selected user groups to uncover sub-
stantive differences in their values, needs, and preferences. Both groups are treated 
emicly; i.e., the researcher’s task is to understand the issue from each group’s own 
perspective and make comparisons or conclusions afterward. Their subjective val-
ues and evaluative statements are the data that emerges from interviews and drives 
the analysis. 

summary and Conclusions
Returning to the broader picture, thoughtful application of communication theo-
ries will assist the larger enterprise of multimethod social science (e.g., triangula-
tion) applied to resource recreation management. No argument is made that com-
munication theories are meant to supplant existing recreation behavior theories. 
Increased use of communication theories is far from antithetical to current prac-
tice in the leisure paradigm. In many instances it is complementary and occupies 
the same metatheoretical place as existing outdoor recreation research. This paper 
has only scratched the surface and planted a few selected seeds. Scientists are en-
couraged to attend to the concepts and models of the broad field of communica-
tion so that these theories can be applied beyond the arenas of product marketing 
and mass media studies and, thereby, be brought fruithlly into the outdoors. 
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Wildland Fire and Fuel 
Management: Principles for 

effective Communication 

Eric Toman and Bruce Shindler 

introduction
Federal agencies have many options for communicating with the public (e.g., bro-
chures, newspapers, Web sites, public meetings, demonstration sites), but often 
have limited resources for completing the outreach job. Ultimately, agency profes-
sionals have to make difficult choices about the most effective use of personnel 
and financial resources. The purpose of this paper is to highlight successful com-
munication strategies and illustrate a set of four guiding principles for building 
successful fire and fuels management outreach programs in forest communities. 

Public support for fire and fuels management is greatly enhanced through 
effective public communication and outreach programs. Many management 
units are well along in their own communication programs and are finding suc-
cess through multiple methods and support of outreach personnel (Toman et 
al. 2006). The communication principles presented in this chapter, developed 
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from research examining wildfire outreach efforts, suggest how programs can be 
focused to encourage citizens to share the responsibility for fuels management. 
We believe a long-term commitment to outreach and education will yield posi-
tive outcomes for managers and citizen stakeholders. Not all outcomes will be 
achieved immediately, nor will each one be achieved everywhere. But as this paper 
demonstrates, a set of guiding principles can be used to organize outreach activi-
ties for effective communication. When implemented, outcomes of outreach and 
education will include the following: 

internal 

•	 Management units will have an internal planning process for public outreach. 

•	 Personnel will reach agreement on how to proceed and avoid surprises later on. 

•	 Public information materials and programs will be refined; financial resources 
can be directed at the most productive and useful methods. 

•	 The best personnel for leading the outreach effort will emerge, and resources for 
doing the job will be identified. 

•	 The agency will appear better organized and ready to respond to citizens’  
concerns. 

•	 Units will focus on methods that achieve local solutions and be less concerned 
with national or regional agendas. 

external 

•	 A more supportive, more action-oriented constituency will emerge within the 
community. 

•	 Other citizen groups (homeowner associations, watershed councils) will help 
carry the fuels reduction message and move the agency off the perpetual hot 
seat. 

•	 Community capacity will be built for responding to fire and fuels reduction 
problems. 

•	 Citizens will help identify trouble spots that need active management. 

•	 Community residents will take greater responsibility for defensible space and 
fuels reduction activities on their own property. 

•	 Citizens will demonstrate greater support for agency fuels reduction programs 
on adjacent public lands. 
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Principles for effective Communication 
Four principles of effective communication have emerged from recent studies de-
signed to measure citizen responses to fire outreach (research described in the Re-
search Context section). These principles are further supported by findings from 
related projects, several of which are discussed in this volume. 

These organizing principles are: 
•	 Effective communication is a product of effective planning. 

•	 Both unidirectional (one-way) and interactive approaches to communication 
have a role in public outreach. The strengths of each should be used to build a 
program. 

•	 Communication activities that focus on local conditions and concerns can de-
crease the uncertainty that citizens associate with fire management and build 
their capacity to participate in solutions. 

•	 A comprehensive communication strategy will emphasize meaningful interac-
tion among participants and build trust along the way. 

Principle 1: effective Communication is a Product of effective 
Planning

Fuel managers would never implement a prescribed burn without a compre-
hensive plan detailing treatment objectives and appropriate conditions. Yet, 
it is not uncommon for outreach activities to be implemented with nothing 
more than a vague goal of “educating the public.” Not surprisingly, such a 
simplistic approach is unlikely to succeed. Effective planning depends on the 
ability of resource professionals to determine communication objectives and 
organize an appropriate approach to outreach before inviting the public into 
the process (Jacobson 1999). Two researchers, Delli Priscolli and Homenuck 
(1990), refer to this as “up-front thinking” and argue that thoughtfully plan-
ning outreach activities can help avoid costly problems such as confronta-
tions, delays, appeals, and lawsuits. 

First and foremost, agency personnel should identify what they want to 
achieve by communicating with the public. For example, objectives may be classi-
fied as (1) building awareness or (2) influencing attitude or behavior change (At-
kin 2001, Rogers 2003). Is the primary purpose to call attention to basic wildfire 
prevention (Smokey Bear-type messages) or to encourage property owners to take 
action in creating defensible space? Perhaps the primary purpose is to enlist public 
support for agency fuels reduction activities. Each is a worthy objective, and each 
requires a different outreach approach. 
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Planning for outreach should consider specific audiences—their information 
needs, the role they will play, their previous interactions with agency personnel, 
and the local conditions they are familiar with. Key questions to help organize 
this approach are presented in table 1. Depending on the communication objec-
tives, the audience may vary from homeowners in a particular neighborhood to 
residents of an entire community or region. Agency personnel will need to un-
derstand stakeholders’ awareness of fuel problems as well as their attitudes about 
severity levels and potential management actions (Jacobson 1999). In some cases, 
this information may already be available, but in others it may be necessary to 
assess community characteristics through formal methods (stakeholder surveys or 
interviews) or informal means (“coffee-shop” meetings or discussions with com-
munity leaders). 

Table 1. Planning the communication approach

Outreach planning also includes considering internal resources and con-
straints, particularly identifying staff with the necessary skills to lead communica-
tion activities. Shindler et al. (2002) argued that “most effective public processes 
historically have involved one or two agency members with genuine interpersonal 
skills” (p. 46). 

Outreach programs will be more effective when such individuals are given a 
lead role and supported in their efforts by their management unit. 
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Photo 1. Interactive communication, such as here where community members discuss fuel management options 
with a District Ranger, can help reduce uncertainty and increase trust in resource agencies.

Once these questions have been addressed internally by relevant personnel, 
outreach activities can be developed and implemented. Ultimately, these planning 
efforts will result in communications that focus more on contextual conditions 
within the community while also meeting objectives of the management unit. 
Working through this planning process also forces personnel to wrestle with dif-
ficult questions before being confronted by citizens. This provides an opportunity 
to generate a consensus among staff about appropriate actions, get everyone “on 
the same page” about the need for communicating with the public, identify the 
best individuals in the unit for working on the front lines of the outreach effort, 
and organize the necessary resources to carry out the job. 

Principle 2: Both unidirectional (one-Way) and interactive 
approaches to Communication have a role in Public 
outreach. the strengths of each should be used to Build a 
Program

Public agencies often feel it is their responsibility to develop information and 
deliver it to the public. But the facts do not speak for themselves; they must be 
interpreted and appreciated. Generally programs that just provide information 
are not very successful in improving, understanding, or changing behavior (Ja-
mieson 1994). Individuals progress through various stages in a decision process. 
They first develop basic awareness of the issue or topic (such as defensible space or  
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agency-implemented fuels treatments), then form opinions about its appropriate-
ness, and, finally, decide whether or not to support or adopt the new behavior. 
Research suggests individuals rely upon particular communication channels dur-
ing these different decision stages (Rogers 2003). Mass, unidirectional outreach 
methods (e.g., public service announcements, brochures) are particularly useful 
in the first stage when individuals seek basic information about new practices; 
interactive communication approaches (e.g., personal contacts, guided field trips) 
are more likely to increase citizen support or encourage behavior change. 

The primary advantage of mass communication is the ability to reach a large 
number of people relatively easily. However, as Atkin writes, messages with the 
“broadest reach can deliver only a superficial amount of information” (p. 56). 
At best, these message formats are useful for instilling a central idea or for com-
municating a general theme (e.g., forest health conditions, need for defensible 
space around homes, or role of fire in forest systems). These formats are not for 
delivering details; people will not be able to recall specifics from PSAs, brochures, 
or signs at kiosks. Accordingly, mass or unidirectional messages can be effective at 
generating recognition of an issue, sensitizing participants to later messages, and 
encouraging people to seek additional information (Atkin 2001, Rogers 2003). 
In limited cases, mass communication methods can influence attitudes among 
already supportive audiences or among individuals who understand little about 
an issue (Toman and Shindler 2005). In sum, outreach activities that rely only 
on unidirectional means appear to have a limited influence on public attitudes or 
behavior change (e.g., Rogers 2003, Toman et al. 2006). 

Research has found that people generally turn to interpersonal communica-
tion methods when deciding whether to adopt new ideas or change behavior 
(Rogers 2003). At this stage, individuals want more specific information about 
likely outcomes of a practice—or alternatively, of doing nothing—either to them 
or to places they know and care about (such as the impacts of thinning or pre-
scribed fire around a homesite or favorite recreation area). More specifically, they 
want to know how serious and certain the outcomes are and how soon they will 
occur in the context of these places (Shindler et al. 2002). 

Public preference for more interactive forms of information exchange is par-
ticularly high for activities such as fuels treatments that may hold a degree of risk 
or uncertainty for citizens (Jamieson 1994). The ability to engage in discussion, 
visit a site where treatments have been implemented, or actually view a demon-
stration of fuels reduction practices can reduce the uncertainty about treatment 
outcomes. The give-and-take of interactive exchanges allows citizens to become 
more comfortable with the available options and decide how they feel about man-
agers’ ability to carry out fuels reduction. 
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Recent studies have evaluated interactive forms of outreach including small 
workshops, field trips, demonstration sites, and interpretive programs. McCaffrey 
(2004) evaluated a multi-faceted wildfire information program that used both 
unidirectional (brochures, mass media) and interactive methods (personal con-
tact, group presentations, neighborhood meetings) and determined that personal 
contact contributed substantially to communication success. Indeed, educational 
materials, including unidirectional items, were more effective if delivered via per-
sonal contact. Similarly, in two recent comparisons of wildfire outreach programs 
we conducted, interactive methods were preferred over unidirectional approach-
es and were more effective at influencing public attitudes (Toman and Shindler 
2005, Toman et al. 2006). 

Ultimately, both unidirectional and interactive methods play an important 
role in a comprehensive communication strategy. At any given point, citizens 
are likely to be at different stages of the communication process and, thus, have 
different information needs. For example, residents in a wildland-urban interface 
community are likely to range from some who have not heard of defensible space 
practices to others interested in seeing a demonstration of treatment outcomes 
and to still others who want to confirm the value of treatments following im-
plementation. A comprehensive strategy will target each of these audiences with 
activities and information designed to meet their specific needs. Unidirectional 
and interactive approaches can play complementary roles in these efforts. Mass 
messages are relatively inexpensive and can be used to build awareness as well 
as to motivate participants to seek more information. Interactive opportunities, 
although more time-consuming and requiring a certain skill set, can reduce the 
uncertainty associated with new activities and increase trust in resource agencies. 

Principle 3: Communication activities that Focus on Local 
Conditions and Concerns can decrease the uncertainty that 
Citizens associate with Fire Management and Build their 
Capacity to Participate in solutions

At the local level, citizen decisions about adopting defensible space or supporting 
fuels treatments on nearby Federal lands often boil down to the risk and un-
certainty people associate with perceived outcomes (Shindler and Toman 2003, 
Winter et al. 2002). Of particular importance are concerns about the perceived 
compatibility of treatments with other values specific to the location (such as 
aesthetics, recreation use, and privacy), perceptions of the local planning process 
used by the agency (scientifically sound, fair, and inclusive), as well as citizen 
trust in personnel to do what they say they will do (Nelson et al. 2003, Shin-
dler and Toman 2003, Winter and Fried 2000). Evaluations of these factors are  
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place-dependent and can vary over time and across locations. Accordingly, ac-
tivities acceptable in one situation may be unacceptable elsewhere (Brunson and 
Shindler 2004). Gaining acceptance among local residents for specific treatments 
will require more than general interpretive messages. The implementation of spe-
cific projects will require effective communication tailored to ecological and social 
issues at the local, and perhaps the neighborhood, level (Brunson and Shindler 
2004). 

Communication activities that target local conditions and public concerns 
about the rationale behind specific practices, potential outcomes, and implemen-
tation scenarios are more likely to resonate with participants. Although addressing 
local needs can be accomplished in varying degrees with many forms of outreach, 
programs that allow for interactive exchanges, such as guided field trips to project 
sites and conversations with agency personnel, are better suited to relating infor-
mation to the local context. One limitation of many unidirectional methods (e.g., 
brochures, newspaper sections, television messages, and newsletters) is that they 
rely on fixed messages, whereas interactive formats include citizens in the discus-
sion and can be adapted to the concerns and interests of the parties involved. Such 
an interactive approach provides greater flexibility to address participant needs 
and tailor activities to the local context. 

Strong evidence for keeping a local focus comes from citizen reactions to an 
agency-led field tour to see the aftermath of a 90,000-acre fire on the Deschutes 
National Forest (Shindler et al. 2005). Following the tour, a majority of par-
ticipants had a greater understanding of and support for proposed management 
activities. In particular, responses indicated the ability to see fire impacts firsthand 
and the opportunity to discuss proposed restoration activities helped participants 
understand the rationale behind and likely outcomes of treatments. By offering an 
opportunity for meaningful interaction in a place that is familiar and important 
to participants, these tours were able to address their concerns and improve their 
ability to participate in crafting solutions. 

Principle 4: a Comprehensive Communication strategy will 
emphasize Meaningful interaction among Participants and 
Build trust along the Way 

Fire managers and outreach personnel must recognize that citizens do not come 
with a readymade ability to engage in constructive, deliberative discussions of 
fuels management. The use of prescribed fire may seem risky, and thinning (often 
viewed as harvesting) may be something citizens initially oppose. In any case, 
the topic may just recently have become relevant to them and will likely involve 
a degree of emotion that other issues do not. Thus, agency managers will need 
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to consider how they can help residents and communities engage in meaningful 
discussions (Jacobson et al. 2001, Jamieson 1994). 

Initially, public judgments of conditions are likely to be based on visual refer-
ences from personal exposure to forests and interpreted through previous expe-
riences. As citizens begin to receive additional technical information about the 
landscape, the nature of the communications is likely to be just as important. 
Accordingly, a comprehensive communication strategy will focus not only on the 
types and content of the information disseminated, but also on the process of how 
it is communicated. Specifying conditions and engaging citizens in discussion 
about the nature of the options is just as essential as providing objective, unbiased 
information. Thus, personnel must be forthcoming about the difficult decisions, 
including the uncertainty of outcomes associated with the use of fire and thinning 
treatments. 

While outreach programs typically focus on improving awareness, equally 
important objectives are often overlooked, including relationship- and trust-
building. Indeed, for some projects, changes in the level of trust among stake-
holders—because of a well-planned and articulated outreach program—may be 
the only measurable benefits that accrue (Shindler and Neburka 1997). The value 
of relationship-building can have long-term impacts on management success and 
should not be underestimated (Lawrence et al. 1997). For example, following the 
Deschutes bus tours described earlier, nearly all participants expressed increased 
appreciation for and confidence in agency personnel. This confidence translated 
into support for proposed management activities as participants were vocally sup-
portive of a proposed 13,000-acre thinning project on adjacent forest land. 

Ultimately, public trust is central to an agency’s ability to act (Kramer 1999) 
and significantly influences citizen support for fire management (Winter et al. 
2002, Shindler and Toman 2003). Trust is more likely to develop in the con-
text of personal relationships than through mass information (Jamieson 1994). 
The give-and-take of interactive exchanges is much more favorable to developing 
these relationships than programs that rely on an impersonal, one-way flow of  
information. 

research Context 
Prior research 

Two important findings from research on the social aspects of fire manage-
ment are central to the ideas we have outlined. First, numerous studies over the 
past three decades have found that citizens with higher fire-related knowledge 
are more supportive of fuel management activities such as prescribed fire and  
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thinning programs (e.g., Stankey 1976, Shindler and Toman 2003). However, 
such associations are not evident for all natural resource issues. For example, at-
titudes toward clearcutting are unlikely to change simply on the basis of new 
information (Bliss 2000). Additionally, overall public understanding and accep-
tance of fuels treatments is on the rise. Early studies found that citizens generally 
overestimated the negative impacts of fire; not surprisingly, a majority preferred 
complete fire suppression (Stankey 1976). But as the media have begun to cover 
fires more extensively and fuels reduction programs are underway in local com-
munities, more citizens recognize the role of fire in the landscape (Loomis et al. 
2001, Shindler and Brunson 2003). 

Second, research has demonstrated that fire-related outreach can positively 
influence citizen understanding and attitudes toward fire management. In related 
studies, briefly summarized in table 2, several authors evaluated responses follow-
ing exposure to various communication activities (e.g., brochures, slide shows, 
workshops). As described, communication strategies can be classified as unidi-
rectional or interactive based on the type of outreach experience they provide. 
Unidirectional methods consist of a one-way flow of information from agency 
personnel to the public, while interactive activities allow for two-way commu-
nication. For example, brochures, news releases, and displays at kiosks represent 
unidirectional approaches, while interpretive programs, guided visits to demon-
stration sites, neighborhood meetings, and agency workshops are typically in-
teractive. Table 2 shows that both unidirectional and interactive methods have 

Table 2. Outcomes of outreach activities and methods
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increased understanding and, in many cases, resulted in more supportive atti-
tudes. Ultimately, each method can achieve management objectives and will play 
an important role in a comprehensive communication strategy. As described in 
principle 2, both strategies can be used in a complementary fashion to build a 
successful outreach program. 

Methods 
The principles presented here are based on citizen responses to a range of agency 
outreach and communication activities. Overall, more than 1,300 respondents 
across nine study locations participated in this research. The research was con-
ducted in two main phases. First, mail surveys were sent to residents in four fire-
prone regions in Arizona, Colorado, Oregon, and Utah. The surveys targeted 
the credibility and overall usefulness of 11 commonly used outreach methods, 
including six unidirectional (Smokey Bear, TV public service announcements, 
brochures, newspaper inserts, newsletters, and Web pages) and five interactive ap-
proaches (interpretive centers, conversations with agency personnel, elementary 
school programs, guided field trips, and public meetings). 

The second phase of research evaluated participant responses to specific 
outreach activities in five locations. Participants in Sequoia and King’s Canyon 
National Park in central California assessed a range of unidirectional (e.g., park 
newsletter, brochures, static displays at interpretive centers) and interactive (e.g., 
conversations with agency personnel, guided interpretive walks, evening natural-
ist programs) methods. Those at the World Forestry Center in Portland, Oregon, 
evaluated the exhibit “Fire: Forces of Nature,” which consisted of traditional, uni-
directional formats including photographs and text descriptions, examples of fire 
suppression equipment, and videos. The High Desert Museum in Bend, Oregon, 
included an interpretive trail through a recent prescribed burn. The self-guided 
trail included interpretive signs highlighting natural forest conditions, post-fire 
revegetation, ladder fuels, slash piles, and a historic fire line. Next, respondents in 
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, evaluated a public service announcement campaign con-
sisting of daily advertisements in the local newspaper, the Coeur d’Alene Press. 
Lastly, we also drew upon responses from participants in an agency-guided field 
trip following a 90,000-acre fire on the Deschutes National Forest. 
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aBstraCt
Objective

a) To assess the suitability of the curriculum content and didactical quality of 
information delivered to educate journalists in the J2J program in HIV/AIDS 
(process evaluation) and b) to explore the effects of such programs on journal-
ists’ reporting of HIV/AIDS related information (outcome evaluation).

Design

Descriptive study.
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Methods

For the process evaluation, each J2J program curriculum was evaluated for 
accuracy and pertinence by individuals with high familiarity with HIV/
AIDS research. For the outcome evaluation, a survey of J2J attendees and 
evaluations of the program lectures by attendees were performed in chronolog-
ical order to determine their perception on usefulness of the program.

Results

Overall, the J2J curriculum is successful in providing journalists with a clear 
understanding of the current HIV/AIDS medical research objectives and is-
sues with most journalists reporting an increased ability to better investigate 
and disseminate accurate information on this subject. Furthermore, the jour-
nalists surveyed reported positive community responses directly as a result of 
the J2J training.

Conclusion

The J2J program helps to increase global awareness of pertinent HIV/AIDS 
concepts. Through this professional development strategy, journalists from 
around the world may help to amplify efforts to prevent new HIV infections 
and quench the dissemination of inaccurate information and folklore.

introduction
The detrimental impact of the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) on 
global health has continued since the first reported cases of human immunode-
ficiency virus (HIV) infection in the early 1980s. Thus, facilitating worldwide 
awareness of HIV/AIDS is of paramount importance in public health campaigns 
aimed at prevention of new infections.

The dissemination of HIV information is a task largely undertaken by com-
munity health care workers, advocacy groups, and journalists. Of these profes-
sions, journalists probably are the most able to efficiently disseminate pertinent 
information on a global scale [1,2] and must do so in languages that are under-
stood by the general public. By contrast, misinformation about HIV/AIDS might 
result in an increase in HIV transmission.

Thus, effective communication between HIV/AIDS research groups and jour-
nalists from around the world is essential if we are to improve the understanding 
of HIV/AIDS worldwide. This was the premise that led to establishment of a 
Journalist-to-Journalist (J2J) HIV/AIDS training program as a component of the 
International AIDS Conference in 2002.
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The program was developed as a satellite meeting by the National Press Foun-
dation (NPF) in advance of the main conference, the purpose of which was, “pre-
paring selected journalists to cover the International AIDS Conferences, and then 
to continue to cover the subject at a higher level than previously imagined.” It is 
important to note that the journalists accepted into the program did not have 
specialized scientific training.

The program was first launched at the Barcelona International AIDS Confer-
ence in 2002, and has been held three other times since then in Bangkok in 2004, 
Toronto in 2006, and Sydney in 2007. Fellows are invited to participate based on 
their journalistic competence and experience after submitting a successful appli-
cation to attend. Preference is given to journalists from developing countries since 
such areas are considered to be most at risk for new HIV infections and because 
journalists from developing countries are often least able to afford the costs in-
volved in participating in such a conference.

The invited individuals had to be journalists or communicators in any field, 
had to have previously written or broadcast about HIV/AIDS and have to had the 
support of their supervisors to attend. They also needed had to supply a printed 
or video version of a piece that they had done in the field of HIV/AIDS. After 
these criteria had been met, a second evaluation involved ability to speak English, 
the type of medium used the candidate and the country of origin so that as many 
countries or regions as possible would be represented. Financial assistance for 
travel, lodging, registration, and meals for the duration of the J2J program and 
conference was provided by the program that is funded by a grant to the NFP by 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Thirty nine of 74 journalists who were invited attended the Barcelona J2J pro-
gram, but this number dropped to only 9 of 75 for the Bangkok conference pri-
marily because poor communications from the conference organizers to members 
of the journalistic community. In contrast, 95 of 105 invited journalists attended 
the Toronto conference and 42 of 44 invited journalists attended the Sydney pro-
gram.

Researchers in each of the basic, social and clinical sciences strongly agree with 
the crucial role that journalists can play by accurately informing the public on is-
sues that relate to the global HIV/AIDS epidemic [3-5]. Prevention of HIV infec-
tion, accessible health care for HIV positive individuals, and public policy are all 
issues that may be highlighted through journalism. Furthermore, journalists are 
often able to translate the objectives of HIV/AIDS advocacy and research groups 
into language that is more likely to be understood by the communities to which 
these messages are targeted. In fact, programs on HIV prevention, stigma, the 
health care needs of those infected by HIV/AIDS, and advocating for government 
intervention can all be directly affected by what journalists choose to report.
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Purpose of this evaluation

The authors of this report (two Ph.D.s, one M.D., and two Ph.D. candidates), all 
very familiar with the HIV/AIDS scientific literature, were asked to evaluate the 
J2J program in order to:

a. assess the relevance of the curriculum content and didactic quality of in-
formation delivered to journalists (process evaluation) and,

b. explore the effects of such programs on reporting of HIV/AIDS related 
information (outcome evaluation).

Our secondary objectives were to:
c. assess journalists’ perceptions as to how this training program affected their 

coverage of HIV/AIDS, and
d. determine whether the program had resulted in improved provision of in-

formation to communities about truths and misconceptions about HIV/
AIDS.

Methods used for assessment

Our team was provided by the J2J program organizers with the following material 
for evaluation of the program:

a. E-mail addresses of all participant journalist fellows who possessed such an 
address.

b. A large sample of news stories on HIV/AIDS written by journalists who 
attended the training sessions and conferences.

c. Evaluation reports of the Bangkok and Barcelona programs previously pre-
pared by the National Press Foundation.

d. Evaluations by journalists Sydney program.
e. Data accessible online from a number of slide presentations delivered in 

each of the following J2J training programs (Barcelona 2002, Bangkok 
2004, Toronto 2006, Sydney 2007). Presentations from Sydney also in-
cluded voice recordings of scientific presentations.

Careful study of the J2J curriculum (included as part of each conference pro-
gram) was completed by at least two evaluators. Each evaluator issued a descrip-
tive statement on the completeness of the program by answering the following 
questions:

Is the content of the J2J curriculum suitable and complete?
What key subjects were lacking?
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What subjects might be excluded?
After each individual evaluation, a group discussion resulted in agreement 

on the completeness of the curricula. In the same fashion, a sample of 24 slide 
presentations (available online) were evaluated for relevance, complexity, organi-
zation and quality of slide presentation. Each slide presentation was scored using 
the following scale: 1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 4 = excellent.

In addition, journalists’ evaluations of the Sydney conference J2J program (n 
= 42), which had used the same scoring scale, was taken into consideration.

To establish the benefits of the program, two types of analyses were per-
formed. First, a random sample of 39 news reports (of 84 available in English 
or with an accompanying English translation) completed by journalists who 
participated in any of the J2J programs was examined for relevance and accu-
racy (using the scoring scale described above). These 39 news reports represent 
a sample of 46% of the total of reports available in English. Each report was 
reviewed by at least two members of our team. In cases of non-agreement, 
which were very rare, the senior author of this paper made a definitive assign-
ment of grade.

A short survey in the form of a questionnaire (Additional file 1) was also 
distributed to all participating journalists to assess the overall perceived benefits 
(if any) of the J2J program. Journalists’ responses were compiled, reviewed and 
analyzed.

results
1. evaluations of Curricula

For the Barcelona and Bangkok conferences, comments from attending jour-
nalists were available in reports prepared by the NPF [6,7]. The Barcelona, 
Bangkok and Toronto conferences were each multidisciplinary and the J2J 
programs at those conferences were intended to enable journalists to acquire 
necessary knowledge of a meeting with a broad scientific, social and cultural 
agenda. In contrast, the Sydney conference focused on biomedical research, 
improved treatment, and prevention strategies, as well as on obstacles toward 
attainment of these goals. The content of each J2J program is presented in 
Table 1.
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Table 1. Curriculum of each J2J program at the International AIDS Conferences
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Curriculum Completeness

We observed a progression in the quality of the curriculum throughout the J2J se-
ries from the initial program attempt in Barcelona. The J2J program content was 
adjusted based on feedback from journalists after each J2J event. This was done 
both with respect to content and the topics for lectures at the J2J satellite meeting. 
A succinct assessment of the content of each J2J program follows:

Barcelona 2002 J2J Program

This program was graded as fairly complete by our team of evaluators. The agenda 
allowed ample time for discussion and interactive sharing of ideas between experts 
and attendees. It included three lectures that introduced scientific and biomedical 
concepts and terminology frequently used in HIV/AIDS research. The Barce-
lona program also included discussions of economic and cultural issues surround-
ing HIV/AIDS. However, it was pointed out that the program would have been 
strengthened if a visit to local HIV care facilities or with community-based HIV/
AIDS health groups had been arranged. It was also felt that socioeconomic issues 
surrounding the pandemic needed more attention.

Our evaluation also revealed that the Barcelona J2J program did not con-
tain adequate information on how decisions are reached regarding the efficacy of 
drug interventions. This was in spite of the fact that the intention was to enable 
journalists to recognize basic principles of good scientific methods, especially in 
therapeutics and efforts to prevent transmission of HIV.

Journalists need to have basic tools to be able to identify overtly false science, 
which can be a common and widespread cause of public misinformation. Also 
lacking was an introduction to epidemiologic terminology frequently used to ad-
dress public health issues.

Bangkok 2004 J2J Program

Compared to the Barcelona J2J curriculum, the reviewers perceived the Bangkok 
J2J program as more complete. Of note, the reviewers found that a session on 
issues of people living with HIV (PLWHIVs) adequately allocated time for jour-
nalists to become informed of the diverse needs of PLWHIVs, including the issue 
of HIV-related stigma. Journalists who attended this series of seminars acknowl-
edged the opportunity to speak to HIV/AIDS activists.

Topics that were determined to be insufficiently represented at this J2J satellite 
included:

1. An introduction to principles of scientific research.
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2. Development of tools that enable journalists to ask the right questions 
about epidemiologic research.

3. Discussion of how the needs of PLWHIVs might be met by local govern-
ment and non-government organizations.

Also lacking was a specialized seminar on how to access HIV/AIDS data on 
prevalence, trends, projections, public programs, as well as obstacles toward im-
plementing HIV/AIDS health programs in various countries.

It was pointed out that assessments of local health agencies, government and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) would have been beneficial.

Some of the Bangkok J2J delegates felt that the biomedical research lectures 
presented at the J2J Satellite were burdened with excessive detail. There were also 
requests for implementation of country-specific J2J professional development 
curricula.

Toronto 2006 J2J Program

The overall J2J satellite offered a rich epidemiological and cultural experience. 
On the other hand, the Toronto J2J curriculum was felt to be lacking in seminars 
about clinical research methodology and on how to decipher scientific jargon 
commonly used among HIV/AIDS scientists. Presentations on HIV prevention 
were appreciated by the delegates as were lectures on behavioral and medical in-
terventions.

Sydney 2007 J2J Program

The Sydney IAS 2007 conference focused primarily on biomedical research and the 
J2J program prepared for this through a comprehensive curriculum that spanned 
several days before the conference. The J2J organizers also offered comprehensive 
discussions on particular issues that were anticipated to be especially important. 
An introduction to scientific jargon was presented in the context of a session on 
vaccines and microbicides. A more general introduction to scientific jargon might 
also have proved useful. The reviewers felt that an informative session describing 
how certain scientific results are chosen for presentation at international confer-
ences should have been included and also a session on how decisions are made by 
individual scientists to present their work.

In all J2J programs a paucity of participants from the private sector was evi-
dent. This is despite the fact that the drug companies are well represented at every 
IAS conference. It therefore seemed strange that this sector was not better repre-
sented in the J2J program.
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A post-conference follow-up meeting was absent from the program. Such a 
meeting would serve to reinforce understanding of key issues/topics and enable 
journalists to clarify what they have or have not understood.

2. Journalists’ evaluations of J2J sessions

At the Sydney conference, we gained access to journalists’ evaluations of each 
presentation in the context of the J2J program. On average, journalists gave 
grades of excellent or good to fourteen of the sixteen presentations delivered. 
Thirteen of the sixteen lecturers (76%) were evaluated by attendees as good or 
excellent. The average grade for all lecturers was 3.08 which was comparable 
to previous averages from Barcelona and Bangkok, i.e. 3.1 and 3.19, respec-
tively (maximum score is 4.0). Overall evaluations by journalists were good or 
excellent for each topic covered. Only three of thirteen presentations failed to 
score in the excellent range.

3. assessments of Presentations by the evaluation Committee

Our committee evaluated 24 J2J presentations available online on the basis of 
relevance, complexity, organization, slide quality and background information. 
Only two presentations had an average score less than 3. The area in which pre-
sentations were frequently weak was in slide quality (five of twenty-four had poor 
quality and ten had fair quality). The content of all presentations, except two, was 
considered to be highly relevant.

A comparison of the evaluations by journalists of the Sydney J2J sessions 
with our own evaluations of the same sessions revealed concordant excellent 
grades for five of seven lectures, while the other two were only discordant 
between good vs. excellent grades. This is consistent with the observation that 
the presentations were of high caliber in regard to the objective of educating 
journalists.

4. evaluations of news reports

Thirty-nine news reports from those that were written in English or had an ac-
companying English translation were randomly chosen for review by two evalua-
tors. In almost all cases, the reports were from journalists working on developing 
countries (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The reports from journalists who participated in the J2J program and filed HIV/AIDS primarily 
represented areas of the world where HIV/AIDS is, or will likely be, of great impact.

Those in the categories of excellent and good were grouped together and the 
extent of agreement between the evaluations was determined. Discordant evalua-
tions were adjudicated by an additional reviewer, if necessary. Reports in English 
were deliberately overrepresented in the sample analyzed, as the reviewers were 
mainly English-speaking. In almost all cases, the reports were from journalists 
working in developing countries (see Figure 1).

In regard to quality of the reports (relevance and accuracy), thirty-three of the 
39 (84%) reports from all of the J2J sessions evaluated were found to be good 
or excellent. The topics discussed in these journalists’ reports are summarized in 
Table 2.

Table 2. Topics discussed in journalists reports

5. online survey

We emailed a request to complete an online survey to 160 journalists. Seventeen 
e-mail messages did not reach recipients. Forty-two journalists completed the  
survey.
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The respondents were almost unanimous in judging that the J2J program was 
very useful and 79% of them have increased their reporting of HIV/AIDS since 
the conference (Figure 2).

In addition, the knowledge gained has continued to help journalists in their 
subsequent coverage of HIV/AIDS. No journalist had a negative attitude toward 
either the J2J program or community groups working in the HIV/AIDS field. 
The great majority of journalists perceived that their coverage of the IAS confer-
ences was greeted more enthusiastically by the communities that they serve than 
would have been the case if not for the J2J program.

Figure 2. This figure presents the responses given by J2J attendees to questions about their perception on 
usefulness of the J2J program. The data was obtained through an online survey.

Print and Radio Journalists

The majority of the J2J journalist fellows wrote newspaper articles or reports to 
be posted on the worldwide web. The median number of print articles and radio 
presentations by journalists has been 3 and 4, respectively, per month in the time 
since the conference. Radio and newspaper coverage are the most likely means 
for dissemination of information in the developing world, since only minimal 
infrastructure is required.

Television

Television was used less frequently as a medium by journalists in the developing 
world, although 6 of the J2J journalists aired HIV/AIDS related programs on TV. 
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The broadcasting frequency of each report varied. One was aired once, whilst an-
other aired four times in one week. One journalist reported that his/her program 
was broadcast monthly.

6. examples of experiences of Journalists

Two sources of descriptive evaluations of the program were available. A database 
from the J2J Sydney program and an additional survey carried out by our team. 
Of note, the vast majority of comments from the journalist evaluation database 
was favorable and acknowledged appropriate organization, pertinence of the pro-
gram, and usefulness of the presentations.

The following comments provide a reasonable idea of some journalists’ im-
pressions of the J2J program:

“Honestly, without the J2J training, I would have spent half of my time at 
the IAS conference referring to either a science dictionary or googling up certain 
complicated scientific phrases.”

“The AIDS Denialist session was fantastic: it’s good to be reminded of tactics 
for handling the denialists, which are a real headache here in South Africa.”

“In addition to its comprehensiveness, the programme represented a huge ef-
fort to reach out to and include journalists from the developing world.”

“To me it was the best effort. But I would suggest if every one of us can share 
his/her stories done afterwards because it would help every one of us.”

“It is good to have a hands-on training on science reporting for the AIDS 
pathogenesis, treatment and prevention conference.”

“I think what was on offer at this years training program was perfect. If you can 
inspire someone to act and feel different about how they view HIV/AIDS in just a 
week then you have succeeded. Please know your program is inspirational.”

“I feel the program offered a thorough overview of the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
and gave me a unique opportunity to share observations and ideas with colleagues 
from around the world.”

There were few comments on program failures.
“Next time, NPF could improve its trainings by advising or asking presenters 

to avoid scientific jargon., That is, putting their presentation in simpler words that 
could be understood by ordinary people including journalists. And they should 
be brief and to the point.”

“I would suggest that next time the training should be 5 days long and we 
should have more field visits to have a face on what we would be doing. Thanks 
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for taking us to Kirketon Xentre. We really learnt a lot and we have since adopted 
their approach here in.”

discussion
strengths of the Program

The program appears to have fully met its main purpose of enabling journalists 
to effectively transmit medical, epidemiological and scientific information to the 
general public in lay language.

This, in turn, may to help to raise the interest and awareness of the general 
public in developing countries about resources that can effectively be mobilized 
to both reduce transmission of HIV and to treat those living with HIV/AIDS. 
This is important since the vast majority of journalists trained by the J2J program 
come from and work in developing countries in which HIV/AIDS is a major 
public health threat.

Weaknesses of the Program and opportunities for 
improvement

Although the program does an excellent job at enhancing journalistic skills to 
translate scientific information into lay language, there appears to be a shortage 
of information as to what journalists should be doing at a local level. Should they 
be querying their own local communities with respect to local practices and the 
role of local health promotion authorities? This subject is complex, and, in some 
countries, it should be recognized that journalists may sometimes feel intimidated 
by the types of questions they might wish to ask.

Second, several scientific presentations within the J2J program did not at-
tempt to use non-scientific terminology and/or the presenters did not take the 
time to try to explain their findings to journalists in lay language. Emphasis needs 
to be placed on the transmission of scientific concepts over a range of HIV/AIDS 
disciplines.

Third, a weak representation of the private sector was evident in all the J2J 
programs. Clearly, journalists would like to have the opportunity to ask questions 
to representatives of the pharmaceutical industry (including generic industry 
spokespersons). This is a key area for consideration, since the public is poorly in-
formed in general about the roles played by drug companies in scientific research 
and may be easily seduced by ‘conspiracy theories’ that attribute false motives to 
companies. Responsible reporting on relationships between the private and public 
sectors, including academia, may help to quench misconceptions.
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Finally, presentations of exemplary work by leading world-class HIV/AIDS 
journalists might also enhance the J2J curriculum. Less experienced journalists 
might be paired with more experienced ‘mentor’ journalists from their own coun-
tries, as well as from developed countries, for in depth discussions. Former fellows 
might also be able to share experiences with new fellows and help the latter to 
improve their communications skills. There could then be a ‘trickle-down effect’ 
if journalists were to conduct smaller, albeit less ambitious J2J-like programs, in 
their own countries.

implications for Global Public Health

The need for education of communities about HIV is evident. Several reports 
have documented insufficient knowledge in populations at risk of acquiring HIV 
infection [8-10]. In this regard, the mass media could have a positive impact on 
improving the public’s knowledge of HIV. For instance, media are able to affect 
audience behavior in a way that might favor prevention (e.g. discussion of HIV/
AIDS with a partner, awareness that consistent condom use reduces HIV risk, 
asking about condom use at last intercourse, or increasing voluntary HIV testing) 
[4,11-13].

The World Health Organization has stated that impact may vary, depending 
on the place and campaign, but that comprehensive mass media programs are 
valuable in helping to change HIV/AIDS-related behavior, at least among young 
people in developing countries [1]. Therefore, education of journalists, who are 
often partners in such efforts worldwide, is consistent with the types of activities 
that advance public health.

The J2J program has an opportunity to engage in outreach to help direct and/
or support international education campaigns through the networks that have 
now been established. A continuous and synchronized effort to promote educa-
tion of communities through written publications and/or radio programs might 
be established using the broad human resource represented by the J2J program. 
The creation of material based on the J2J presentations and local replication of 
similar programs could be encouraged, and could also be carried out in languages 
other than English. Ongoing feedback from such efforts could then be used to 
improve the overall effort, which could be implemented and locally tailored to 
regional needs for use in subsequent initiatives.

Limitations of the study
The response rate for the survey was only 26%, evidently raising the issue of bias. 
On the other hand, favorable grades were given to the j2j program by attendees 
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who evaluated the program at previous conferences and these were consistent 
with the later grading found through the survey.

Despite the heterogeneous educational background of the journalists at-
tending the J2J program, we observed a high quality of accuracy and per-
tinence in the reports written by attendees. Altogether, these observations 
suggest a beneficial effect of the program on the communication skills of 
the journalists in the HIV/AIDS field. Nevertheless, a sample of reports by 
the journalists before the J2J session would have been ideal for comparison 
with those available after the session. Unfortunately, such information was 
not available to us.

For future evaluations, and in order to accurately determine the effect of J2J 
on journalists’ skills, it might be advisable to obtain and evaluate a baseline set of 
reports from the invited journalists before the session.

Although we cannot definitively conclude that J2J improved skills in report-
ing of HIV/AIDS in general, the perception from attendees at the end of the each 
J2J program and those who responded to our survey were all positive suggesting 
that the goals of the program were realized.

Usually, lack of response to a survey represents low motivation to spend time 
answering questions and not necessarily a negative perception of the issue in-
volved. In addition, emails to contact journalists in developing countries might 
not be the best strategy for future surveys since internet access may be limited or 
unstable for a proportion of potential respondents.

Conclusion
The J2J program of the National Press Foundation has accomplished its main 
goal of gathering journalists from around the world to be trained in how to better 
report HIV/AIDS news.

Journalists have consistently indicated that the program is highly useful and 
that it enables them to cover and inform the public in a variety of areas: experi-
ences of people living with HIV/AIDS, impact on society, the reasons for stigma, 
how to work toward destigmatization of HIV, hopes and limitations of current 
therapy including issues of drug access in developing countries, prospects for nov-
el therapeutic and prevention initiatives, and the successes and failures of research 
and/or public health measures.

Vital information in each of these areas needs to reach the general public, who 
will ultimately decide what it is important to pay attention to and in which areas 
to establish priorities.
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Journalist reports are an effective means of providing information on HIV 
awareness to vulnerable populations, hopefully helping to lower rates of in-
fection and educating those who are infected by HIV to seek adequate help. 
Public awareness can help to guide public opinion and influence government 
policy in a positive way and to counter stigma, which is often a result of 
misperceptions about HIV/AIDS. Journalists play important roles in each of 
these areas and the J2J program has been key in educating journalists world-
wide to do their jobs better.
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issues in evaluating Mass 
Media-Based Health 

Communication Campaigns 

Vicki Freimuth, Ph.D., Galen Cole, Ph.D., M.P.H.  
and Susan Kirby, Ph.D. 

introduction
Most premature deaths in developed countries can be linked to action or the lack 
of action by individuals and/or communities (1). As a result, public health prac-
titioners have developed interventions to promote healthful attitudes and actions 
and to suppress those which place life and health in jeopardy. Health communica-
tion, which we define as the study and use of strategies to inform and influence 
individual and community decisions that enhance health, plays an increasingly 
central role in these interventions. 

Communication may be a dominant player or may have a supporting role in 
an intervention. Some roles may include communication strategies such as pub-
lic relations, where the objective is to get the health issue on the public agenda;  
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entertainment education, where desired behaviors are modeled in an entertain-
ment program; and media advocacy which entails using the media as an advocacy 
tool to achieve policy level change. All of these strategies may include a range of 
communication activities that can occur at the individual, small group or mass 
media level. This paper addresses only those communication activities that use 
mass media outlets and, more specifically, the issues surrounding the evaluation 
of the development, implementation, and effects of mass media health communi-
cation campaigns. These evaluation issues will be discussed under the commonly 
known headings of formative, process and summative evaluation.

Health Communication Campaigns
Rogers and Storey (2) maintain that health communication campaigns have four 
defining characteristics. These campaigns strive to (1) generate specific outcomes or 
effects (2) in a relatively large number of individuals (3) usually within a specified 
period of time and (4) through an organized set of communication activities. Health 
communication campaigns that rely on mass media outlets frequently consist of a 
series of television and radio public service announcements (PSAs) or paid commer-
cials with collateral print materials such as posters, booklets, and brochures. 

Most health communicators would agree that there are a common set of vari-
ables considered in the development of a mass media health communication cam-
paign and a common set of outcomes that one can reasonably expect as a result 
of a communication experience. Communication development or independent 
variables can be categorized into four broad areas: 1) psychosocial attributes of 
the receiver, 2) the source or spokesperson, 3) settings, channels, activities, and 
materials used to disseminate the message, and 4) the message itself, including 
content, tone, type of appeal, audio characteristics, and visual attributes . Taken 
together, any combination of these four independent variables constitutes what 
we refer to as the Communication Strategy (3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10). The outcomes 
or dependent variables of a mass health communication effort may be categorized 
into six broad areas which include: 1) exposure, 2) attention, 3) comprehension, 
4) yielding, 5) attitude change, and 6) behavior (4, 5, 11, 12). We acknowledge at 
the outset that these outcomes are not exhaustive, nor do we mean to imply that 
the progression of these outcomes are linear in nature. We do, however, believe 
that these terms will provide a common language pertinent to this discussion. 

Formative research and evaluation issues 
The research carried out prior to the implementation of a mass media-based 
health communication campaign is often referred to as formative research or  
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formative evaluation. This preimplementation research assists in understanding 
and developing effective communication strategies and tactics aimed at mitigating 
or eliminating problems (6, 9, 13, 14, 15). 

Our purpose in this section is to discuss issues related to the formative research 
and formative evaluations carried out during the developmental stages of mass 
communication strategies and tactics. These issues pertain to 1) the data required 
to understand and profile the receiver characteristics of audiences that are the 
target of mass health communication, and 2) the evaluation or pre-testing of 
communication strategies and tactics prior to their implementation. 

Data Issues

The strategic development of a mass-mediated health communication campaign 
requires descriptive and analytic epidemiologic data to understand the nature and 
extent of the health problem as a basis for determining 1) whether mass commu-
nication is an appropriate intervention, 2) which audience(s) are the most appro-
priate targets of a mass communication intervention, and 3) what the overall goal 
of the communication should be. In addition to relying on traditional epidemio-
logic data, health communicators also need data required to segment and charac-
terize potential audiences on independent variables that have the most bearing on 
how one communicates with them (6, 9, 13, 14). As stated above, this includes 
data on the 1) psychosocial attributes of the receiver, 2) source or spokesperson, 
3) settings, channel-specific communication activities, and materials that are used 
to support communication activities, and 4) the message itself, including content, 
tone, type of appeal, audio characteristics, and visual attributes. These data allow 
the communicator to disaggregate the population of interest into homogeneous 
subgroups or audience segments. Health-related audience segments are usually 
defined by being alike in one of two ways; a) regarding predictors of the behavior 
(similar levels of self-efficacy, social norms, or knowledge) or b) regarding com-
munication strategy factors (e.g., they are motivated by a fear based message, or 
they prefer a lay person to communication the message). 

Although there are numerous sources of health-related data as well as many 
sources of data on consumers used for marketing purposes, to our knowledge 
the only national data generated in the U.S. which combines health behavior 
predictor data with data on communication variables is called Healthstyles8 (14) 
and has been collected since 1995 by Porter Novelli, a social marketing firm lo-
cated in Washington D.C. The lack of data puts communication planners in a 
position of having to 1) collect primary data, 2) merge or retrofit epidemiologic 
and marketing data, or 3) plan interventions without a clear understanding of 
communication-relevant differences that may exist in the populations they are 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



80 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

targeting. Obviously, if adequate time and resources are available, the first option 
is preferred. However, when working on a short timeline with a limited budget 
it would be helpful to have multi-variate datasets (16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 
23, 24) available that provide information on salient health-related and commu-
nication variables. In view of this, we recommend that researchers take steps to 
systematically link or create databases that provide the etiologic data required to 
understand health behavior incidence and prevalence [e.g., Behavioral Risk Fac-
tor Surveillance Study (25)], data that helps us understand what is driving health 
problems that can be addressed by mass communication interventions, and the 
communication data that can help planners understand how to effectively tailor 
mass communication strategies to the receiver characteristics of homogenous seg-
ments of the population. 

Pretesting Communication strategies and tactics 

Once an audience is segmented into groups who share similar characteristics that 
are important to the communication process, specific communication strategies 
and tactics can be crafted for each segment of the population. The crafting of a 
communication strategy that is tailored to the health information and commu-
nication needs of a particular audience segment is facilitated by providing those 
responsible for developing the strategy with a creative brief which consists of a 
profile of the health-relevant knowledge, attitudes, actions and communication-
related characteristics of each target audience. Although, at this point in the com-
munication planning process, existing research may provide much guidance on 
each variable in the communication strategy, research on how to put those vari-
ables together most effectively for a particular audience segment is rare. Hence, 
health communication planners rely on a type of formative evaluation referred to 
as pre-testing. 

In short, pre-testing is a process for systematically determining which com-
bination of options represented by each communication variable (i.e., the com-
munication strategy) tend to be most effective in achieving the communication 
objectives. This type of formative research shares characteristics of both process 
and summative research in that it can be designed to examine both the simulated 
delivery and the effects of a communication strategy and its tactics. At the same 
time, pre-testing is different from process or summative evaluation research in 
that it is carried out before final production and execution of a communication 
strategy to determine whether each element in the mix helps achieve the commu-
nication objectives of the project and meets the information needs of the intended 
audience (27, 28). A point which will be made under the summative evaluation 
section of this paper is relevant here. That is, because it is so difficult to directly 
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attribute changes in individuals to a mass communication intervention, a high 
priority should be placed on pre-testing a strategy before it is executed to ensure 
that it is feasible, it produces intended cognitive effects in a sample of individuals 
who are representative of each target audience, and it does no harm. 

While it is consider an indispensable formative evaluation method, there are 
some issues surrounding how pre-testing is carried out. Namely, rigor of the re-
search methods employed and comparison data for decision-making. This is par-
ticularly true with focus group interviews which have steadily increased in the 
non-profit and health community (29). A simple search of Medline7 indicated 
a 266 percent growth over eight years in reported focus group studies from 45 
(1988-1991) to 165 (19921995). Although all research methods have inherent 
advantages and disadvantages, the problems posed by the potentially inappropri-
ate use of focus groups are worthy of a brief discussion. 

Focus groups are based on conducting a series of small group discussions with 
members of intended audience segment. A series of groups is recommended be-
cause the unit of analysis is the group itself, not each member of the group. Be-
cause of various constraints, program planners often conduct too few groups for 
each segment of interest. This tendency can result in conducting one focus group 
session for each segment type (e.g., one group each of black females, white females, 
and Asian females), which is not adequate for drawing research conclusions and 
is far too few to find any between-group differences (29). Another problem in us-
ing focus group research is the temptation to quantify participants’ answers (e.g., 
by asking for a hand count on agreement) which leads others to believe that the 
data may adhere to the rules for quantitative data integrity, such as independent 
observations or central limit theorem. Focus group authors have long cautioned 
practitioners not to quantify results (29, 30, 31) because it misleads readers and 
destroys the true value of qualitative research, which is to gain a richer and deeper 
understanding of a topic, not a more precise or accurate measurement. Health 
communication planners need to be able to judiciously use focus groups to their 
best advantage while maintaining a high level of confidence in the findings. Focus 
groups, not to be confused with group interviewing, should be not be used for 
message pretesting, except to explore answers to quantitative measures. 

There are several other qualitative research methods that can be used along 
with quantitative methods to gather information in connection with pre-testing 
messages. These include methods such as case studies, one-on-one interviews, 
and record abstraction (32, 33, 34). In most instances, we prefer one-on-one 
interviews or central intercept interviews, as they are often called in communica-
tion research, to test messages. We prefer this method of message testing because: 
1) it’s easier to connect with harder-toreach respondents in locations convenient 
and comfortable for them; 2) we can access an increased number of respondents 
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within the intended population if an appropriate location is selected; 3) it’s a 
cost-effective means of gathering data in a relatively short time; 4) we can get a 
larger sample size than focus groups, and 4) these one-on-one interviews tend to 
eliminate group bias that is possible in focus groups. 

Lastly, once formative researchers have some pretest data in hand, little com-
parison data are available to help decide if the pretested materials performed well 
enough to create change in a real world setting. Aside from the Health Message 
Testing Service (35), few health communication programs have conducted quan-
titative message pretesting, published their findings, or related pretesting data 
to outcome evaluation data. Without knowledge of pretesting data and actual 
communication outcomes, health communication planners cannot forecast how 
well a communication strategy will help reach communication objectives. The ad-
vertising world, which refers to message pretesting as copytesting, may have some 
useful models that can be adopted to help overcome this lack of data. 

Most advertising agencies employ some method of copytesting (36) and have 
established marketing surveillance systems for the purpose of consistently collect-
ing, analyzing, and cataloging the data generated by the copytesting process. The 
rigor and systematic collection of these data is demonstrated by the 1982 Posi-
tioning Advertising Copytesting (PACT) agreement (37). The document outlin-
ing the PACT agreement, prepared by 21 of the leading advertising agencies in 
1982 (37), articulates nine principles of copytesting which target multiple mea-
sures, representative samples, reliability, and validity. Since the PACT agreement 
was published in 1982 (37), a plethora of research firms have been established 
to help deliver on these nine principles (BehaviorScan, the Starch Report, AHF 
Marketing Research, ASI Marketing Research, Gallup and Robinson, McCollum/
Spielman, and Mapes and Ross (38).These firms research, track, and collect copy-
testing data for primary purchasing and reselling to retail organizations. These 
data help identify the most effective and efficient communication strategy for the 
marketing communication dollar. 

While it is true that outcomes like consumer recall and purchase data are easily 
assessed and collected in the retail marketing world, cognitive and behavioral out-
comes of health communication activities are not as easily assessed or collected. 
Thus, health communication campaigns that rely on mass media outlets are usu-
ally challenged with making formative decisions based on relatively little data and, 
even in the best situations, making decisions without up-to-date information or 
comparison data. However, as was noted above, for health communication plan-
ners to bring the best messages to the prevention marketplace to attack the root 
causes of the health problems of our times, they will need timely comparison data 
systems, not unlike those established by the private sector, to identify and improve 
weak and inadequate programs before implementation. 
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Process evaluation issues 
Generally speaking, process evaluation is used to answer questions about whether 
a program is delivered as planned (28). In the present context, process evaluation 
addresses questions concerning how well and under what conditions a mass media 
health communication campaign was implemented, and the size of the audience 
that is exposed to the message. A number of issues should be understood and 
addressed when planning and conducting a process evaluation of mass media 
campaigns. These include: 1) the utility of process evaluation, 2) theoretical con-
siderations and cause/effect attributions, and 3) changing an intervention during 
the course of an evaluation. 

the utility of Process evaluation 

The clamor for data on the intended effects of campaigns by stakeholders has led 
many evaluators to become preoccupied with program impacts and outcomes (26, 
39, 40). This focus on the effects of interventions has led many evaluators to rely 
heavily on controlled experimental methods. An enticing feature of these meth-
ods is that an understanding of how a campaign works is not necessary to estimate 
its net effects through random experimental methods (41). Hence, evaluators can 
satisfy the demand for effects without carefully considering, through the auspices 
of process evaluation, the program mechanisms that produce these effects. 

The negative result of evaluating outcomes without knowledge of implemen-
tation is that stakeholders receive very little information upon which to act (26). 
That is, even though an experimentally based evaluation may demonstrate that 
an intervention produces intended effects, if the implementation processes of a 
campaign are not accounted for through a formal process evaluation, there is 
very little basis for taking action to improve a program because stakeholders lack 
information about what produced the observed outcomes (26). For example, if 
an evaluation of a PSA campaign to increase moderate physical activity among 
adults in a particular community does not include surveillance to determine what 
proportion of the target audience is exposed to the PSA, it is impossible to at-
tribute observed effects to the intervention. Weiss (42) makes this point wherein 
she says: Does it make any difference...whether the program is using rote drill, 
psychoanalysis, or black magic? There are evaluators who are sympathetic to such 
an approach. They see the program as a black box, the contents of which do not 
concern them; they are charged with discovering effects. But, if the evaluator has 
no idea of what the program really is, s/he may fail to ask the right questions (26). 
The point is, without process evaluation, one cannot differentiate between a bad 
campaign and one that is poorly implemented. This is particularly true if one is 
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trying to improve campaign effects through modifying, enhancing and, if neces-
sary, eliminating campaign processes. In sum, the best evaluation considers both 
processes and effects. 

theoretical Considerations and Cause/effect attributions 

Although many recognize the importance of both process and summative evalu-
ation, these assessments are sometimes conducted independently as if there is no 
connection between the two. This results in a post hoc cut-and-paste job where, 
after the data are collected on both process and outcome markers, the evaluators 
attempt to link effects with specific processes. To prevent this, we advocate that 
health communication evaluators clearly delineate, a priori, linkages between pro-
gram processes and intended outcomes. The importance of this is explained by 
Patton (26), Weiss (40), and Chen (41) who all state that evaluators should define 
a campaigns theory of action before initiating evaluation. That is, before begin-
ning the evaluation, each important intervention process (independent variable) 
should be explicitly linked with each desired outcome (dependent variable). This 
approach is often referred to as theory-based evaluation (41). 

In theory-based evaluation, the standard for comparison is the program’s theo-
ry, or sub-theories, if the evaluation is aimed at examining sub-components of the 
program. Therefore, the first phase in theory-based evaluation is theory construc-
tion. This requires an understanding of what program theories are and how best 
to develop them. 

If the program theory is examined as a whole, only one program theory is 
necessary. However, if one wants to know about different sub-components—do-
mains of the program theory, as Chen (41) refers to them—such as its develop-
ment, delivery, cost, or effects domain, a separate sub-theory must be constructed 
for each program domain to be evaluated. Chen (41) notes that program theory 
domains can be considered independently (basic types) or in some combination 
(composite types). In short, the evaluator must construct a separate theory for 
each basic and/or composite domain selected for a theory-based evaluation, with 
each theory serving as a standard of comparison. 

The idea of comparing what theoretically should happen to what actually hap-
pens, in terms of the performance of the program, and/or comparing a problem 
theory against the reality of the problem as discovered by a theory-based evalua-
tion is a rather simple notion. What is not so straightforward is how to construct 
a problem theory or an expected program theory of action (i.e., the standard of 
comparison) that accurately reflects how a program is supposed to perform and 
the nature of the problem(s) it is designed to overcome. Fortunately, a number of 
different strategies have been developed to assist with this process (40, 43, 44). 
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These strategies help users systematically construct program development, imple-
mentation, and cause/effect theories and sub-theories that serve as standards of 
comparison against which evaluation data can be compared to identify the extent 
of discrepancy or congruence that exists between how the campaign activities are 
supposed to bring about intended effects and what actually happens (44). 

Changing an intervention during the evaluation 

Evaluation is an iterative process designed to provide relevant and timely feedback 
to stakeholders to make decisions aimed at improving the program. The implicit 
assumption is that if this feedback dictates the need to change the program to 
improve it, the program should be changed, particularly with social marketing 
programs where the aim is to respond rapidly to feedback. However, changing a 
program is at odds with the scientific dictum to standardize or keep the interven-
tion constant throughout the course of an evaluation. 

To overcome these conflicting purposes we suggest that evaluators and pro-
gram implementers agree, from the outset, to an appropriate schedule specifying 
when feedback will be reported and, if appropriate, changes in the program will 
be made. Threats to the validity of the findings can be minimized by ensuring 
that: 1) changes in the campaign processes are documented, 2) process evalua-
tion tracking protocols are modified to account for these changes; and 3) mea-
surements are taken on key outcome variables both before and after important 
changes are made in the implementation process. This will ensure the constancy 
needed to pick up effects that may result from changes in the campaign processes 
while allowing planners to respond to timely and relevant feedback that can be 
used to improve the program. 

summative evaluation issues 
Summative evaluation of a mass-mediated health communication program as-
sesses whether the intended audience was reached and the impact and outcome 
objectives of the program were achieved to the satisfaction of the stakeholders. 
In this section we will discuss issues around both of these types of summative  
assessment. 

issues Pertaining to the summative assessment of reach 

In order for a message to have a desired influence, receivers must first attend 
to it (5). Hence, an early effect of communication that must be observed in a  
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summative evaluation is whether the intended audience paid attention to the de-
sired message. As stated previously, even if a program is implemented as planned, 
and desired effects result, these effects can not be attributed to the intervention 
unless there is evidence that the campaign actually reached the intended audience. 

A necessary first step in determining whether the intended audience was 
reached by mass communication messages is to determine whether a message airs 
and the number of times it airs. If one can afford paid advertising, this process 
is greatly simplified because the time, place, and frequency of airing can be con-
trolled. However, for a number of reasons—with cost being a leading factor—
paid advertising is seldom used by public sector health communicators in the 
United States. 

When paid advertising is not an option in a mass media campaign, health 
communicators often rely on PSAs which are aired at no cost to the producer. 
Unfortunately, airing of PSAs in the U.S. is at the discretion of Public Service Di-
rectors at the various television and radio stations, making the tracking of airings 
difficult. Attempts to overcome these difficulties have included relying on services 
that monitor commercials and PSAs. For example, Nielson Media Sigma Service 
(NMSS) operates an electronic tracking service that detects the airing of PSAs in 
over 1,100 broadcast stations (including 40 Spanish language stations) in all 211 
designated market areas plus 28 national cable networks. This service ascertains 
the number of times a PSA plays, the market(s) where it played, the station call 
letters, air date, and air time. This monitoring goes on 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week. 

To get some idea concerning the extended reach of broadcast and print media 
that may have been triggered by our mass media campaigns, we consistently track 
both broadcast and print media. The services used to track broadcast media is 
called Video Monitoring Services, Inc. (VMS). The print news tracking service 
we use is Lexis-Nexis. 

VMS monitors news and public affairs programming in 46 of the top media 
markets. This includes 300 local television stations and 50 network and cable 
channels such as CNN, CNBC and MS-NBC. VMS also monitors selected news 
radio programming generated by 60 radio stations in 15 of the top media mar-
kets. 

Lexis-Nexis continually updates and maintains a Regional News library which 
consists of a combination of news sources grouped together by geographical area. 
It contains more than 125 fulltext U.S. regional news sources together with se-
lected documents from Business Dateline, ABI/INFORM, and abstracts from 
Miami Herald and Philadelphia Inquirer. The UPI State & Regional wire service 
is also included. 
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Together, NMSS, VMS and Lexis-Nexis services allow us to estimate the over-
all reach of both broadcast and print media. Although these data satisfy the need 
to determine whether, when, and where a PSA is aired, along with the extended 
reach of collateral media that may have been triggered by the campaign, these 
services and the data they generate do not account for who attended to, compre-
hended, and yielded to the key messages of a campaign. Further audience research 
must be carried out to make this determination. 

In the U.S., to determine who was watching or whether those who were 
watching were attending to the central messages broadcast on television as a part 
of a national health communication campaign one can rely on services like the 
Nielson Station Index (NSI) which generates information regarding the TV view-
ing behavior of individuals (>100,000) living in randomly selected households in 
each of the U.S. TV markets. NSI characterizes viewers demographically by their 
age and gender. Data are collected using diaries for each TV in a participating 
home. Participants record the programs they watch and for how long, the station 
the program was aired on, and the date and time the program was aired. Data col-
lected with diaries are further verified and adjusted based on TV set meters that 
electronically capture household viewing events in a sample of TV markets. 

To further characterize the audiences who may have viewed a particular mes-
sage, NSI data can be merged with geo-psychographic data aggregated into neigh-
borhood clusters that represent demographic and/or psychographic profiles of 
individuals living in different neighborhoods in various locations across the U.S. 
Merging these data with NSI data allows for the indirect approximation of the 
psychographic characteristics of those who view a message in question. For ex-
ample, through their PRIZM cluster analysis system the Claritas Corporation—
perhaps the most prominent vendor of geo-psychographic data clusters—provides 
information on households categorized to one of 62 neighborhood audience seg-
ments based on six criterion factors: social rank, household composition, resi-
dential mobility, ethnicity, urbanization, and types of housing. Also available in 
the database is information on media habits, small and large purchase patterns, 
political beliefs, geographic location, and demographics. The point here is that the 
process of merging a variety of data sets allows for an indirect approximation of 
who is watching what and when they are watching. 

What is still missing, however, is whether these audiences attended to the mes-
sages. Some approaches to determining whether a particular audience attended 
to and comprehended messages are to: 1) conduct a general population survey to 
determine audience awareness of a campaign; 2) add specific relevant questions 
to an Omnibus survey; 3) rely on data collected in national probability sample 
surveys; and/or 4) add tags to a televised message which are designed to motivate 
viewers to call a particular number for more information with the assumption 
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that a burst of calls just after the airing of a the message with such a tag almost 
certainly indicates the audience attended to the messages. Questions directed at 
those who call in can help further determine whether those who attended to the 
message actually understood it. All of these summative evaluation approaches 
have been used at the CDC in attempts to monitor the reach of our HIV/AIDS 
health communication efforts carried out by what was the National AIDS Infor-
mation and Education Program (45). 

As with tracking electronic media, one must be highly creative in determining 
who is exposed to messages in newspapers or magazines and even more so with 
collateral materials such as brochures, flyers, posters, and billboards. This often 
becomes labor intensive and expensive. 

issues around assessing intended effects 

Flay and Cook (46) have identified three models which have been used to con-
duct summative evaluations of health communication program effects. These 
are the advertising model, the impact-monitoring model, and the experimental 
model. The advertising model is used most frequently and consists of a baseline 
survey before the program is implemented followed by another survey at the end 
of the program. The evaluation of the Cancer Prevention Awareness Campaign 
(47) is a representative example of this approach. A national probability survey 
was conducted before the launch of the campaign and again a year later, after a 
multi-channel cancer prevention campaign was implemented. Materials included 
booklets, radio and TV PSAs, and special events. The evaluation compared knowl-
edge of risk factors and concern about cancer before and after the campaign. This 
evaluation model is simple and often criticized because the lack of a control group 
prohibits establishing a direct cause and effect relationship between the campaign 
and its outcomes.

The impact-monitoring model uses routinely collected data from a manage-
ment information system to monitor outcomes and impacts of a health commu-
nication campaign. For example, as part of their evaluation of the national AIDS 
campaign, CDC examined knowledge, attitude, and behavior measures from its 
annual National Health Interview Surveys. This method is easy and cost-effective, 
but it usually measures only behavioral outcomes and often fails to provide infor-
mation which can explain successes and failures. 

The experimental model contrasts two or more equivalent groups, one of 
which is a no-treatment control group. An anti-smoking campaign, designed 
to recruit women cigarette smokers with young children to call for information 
on quitting, used this evaluation model (48). The campaign included a mix of 
professionally produced broadcast and print media which encouraged mothers 
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who were smokers to call the National Cancer Institute’s Cancer Information 
Service (CIS) for information on quitting. Careful placement of media messages 
was possible because paid advertising was used. Fourteen media markets in New 
York, Pennsylvania, and Delaware were size-matched and one of each pair was 
randomly assigned to the experimental group who received the campaign and the 
other to the control group. Response to the campaign was gauged by monitoring 
calls to the area CIS offices from smokers residing in these experimental and con-
trol media markets. This model is usually considered the most rigorous, but has 
been challenged as inappropriate for evaluating what is essentially a messy social 
process (49). 

The choice of an appropriate model of evaluation depends on an understand-
ing of the way health communication campaigns work. Hornick (49) presented a 
compelling argument against the controlled randomized experimental design. He 
contrasted the limited effects attributed to such well-known community-based 
health promotion efforts as Stanford’s Three and Five City Studies, the Minnesota 
and Pawtucket Heart Health Programs, and the Community Intervention Trial 
for Smoking Cessation (COMMIT) with the impressive evidence of behavioral 
change from the National High Blood Pressure Education and Control Program 
(NHBPEP), the original televised smoking counter-advertising campaign be-
tween 1967 and 1970, the public communication around the AIDS epidemic 
in the U.S., and the current California antismoking campaign. He attributed 
this surprising contrast in effectiveness to the constraints imposed by the research 
design itself. It is quite misleading to think that no background communication 
on a health issue is occurring in control communities; treatment communities 
may only have slightly more exposure to messages about these issues. Stanford, 
for example, claimed that it provided 25 hours of exposure on average to heart 
disease messages over five years in its treatment communities. This estimate sug-
gests that most people only received one hour of messages per year on each of the 
five behaviors promoted. Hornick (49) contrasted this limited exposure to the 
more intense scale of the NHBPEP which represents the complex social diffusion 
process—deliberate communication messages, the conversations that ensue, the 
coverage by other media sources, the demands put on institutions which then 
respond, health institutions which offer different advice and treatments, the com-
mercial institutions which make new products and advertise different benefits, 
and on the political institutions which change public policy to be supportive of 
the health behaviors. He argued that communication is a social process, not a pill, 
and should be evaluated as such. 

Hornick’s reasoning also reinforces the difficulty in disentangling communi-
cation effects from those of other intervention components or disentangling the 
effects of several communication activities. If we assume that a complex social 
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change process has occurred, we have to either develop more sophisticated tools 
for measuring this diffusion process and disentangling its separate components or 
be content with assessing overall effects without attribution to individual compo-
nents of the intervention. It may be reasonable to expect practitioners to do only 
the latter in routine evaluations of campaigns but to ask health communication 
researchers to design studies to capture this complex social diffusion process and 
discover how individual communication components contribute to it. 

Above all, we must resist the effort to design rigorous, controlled experimental 
studies that strive to compare the effects of individual communication products 
such as pamphlets, PSAs, and posters with the goal of answering which prod-
uct is the most effective to use across all situations. That kind of evaluation is 
inconsistent with the research and practice literature that recommends multiple 
messages and channels and cautions that finding the right channels to reach the 
right audiences with the right messages delivered by the right sources at the right 
times is best answered with formative research conducted early in the campaign 
development. 

Even after an appropriate evaluation design is selected, summative evaluations 
of health communication campaigns face some serious methodological issues. The 
most common problems are described in the following sections. 

Measurement Problems 

Frequently, health communication components of interventions have several ob-
jectives. One of the most critical measurement problems involves determining 
which effects to measure. Earlier we described these potential effects, i.e., the 
individual has to attend to the message, comprehend it, relate it to other informa-
tion he has, yield to it, and translate his new beliefs into behaviors that are then 
tested repeatedly. Does the evaluator measure comprehension, attitude change, or 
behavior change? One might argue that the further along this chain you measure, 
the more important the effects. On the other hand, the potential effects of the 
messages decrease as one measures further along this chain, as does ability to con-
trol extraneous variables. For example, is it realistic to assume that the direct cause 
of a smoker quitting is an anti-smoking PSA? Undoubtedly, the causal chain is 
more complicated than that. In addition, many behavioral changes advocated in 
health messages are impossible to observe directly. For example, how can hyper-
tensives’ use of medication or a woman’s breast self-examination be observed? In 
such cases, self-reported behavior is measured. Such measurement is subject to er-
ror because of the tendency to over-report socially desirable behavior. Some evalu-
ations are able to validate self-report measures with behavioral or physiological 
data. For example, smoking cessation studies often validate a percentage of their 
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self-report measures with saliva continine testing and proxy data from people who 
are willing to observe the smoking behavior of an individual who participates in 
the cessation program. 

Most summative evaluations of health communication programs attempt to 
measure exposure to the messages by questioning respondents about their recall 
of the messages. Unaided recall generally produces an artificially low estimate of 
audience exposure. Most evaluators use some form of aided recall; that is, they 
provide the respondent with some information about the message and then ask if 
the respondent remembers hearing or seeing it. With the use of aided recall, how-
ever, there will be some over reporting of exposure. Over-reporting occurs when 
respondents acquiesce or try to be helpful by giving what they think is the desired 
answer. In an attempt to avoid over-reporting, verbatim descriptions of the mes-
sages often are requested. Only respondents whose descriptions can be clearly tied 
to the message in question are identified as having been exposed. This approach 
requires rigorous coding procedures to classify the respondents. 

A measurement compromise we suggest is the use of unaided questions fol-
lowed by a series of aided questions, such as, ARecently, ads showing fatal car 
accidents in which seat belts were not worn have been broadcast. Have you seen 
any of these ads? Estimates of the magnitude of error due to over-reporting can be 
calculated based on measure of (spurious) reported awareness among respondents 
not exposed to the ads (i.e., in a control condition) or on reported awareness to 
bogus messages. 

sampling Problems 

As we described in an earlier section of the paper, most mass media health com-
munication campaigns are targeted to a specific segment of the audience but the 
evaluation frequently is not limited to that segment. When sampling for a post 
campaign evaluation, how does one find women who have not had a mammo-
gram, individuals who build campfires in the forest, hypertensives who do not take 
their medication regularly, or drivers who do not wear seat belts? At best, there are 
some demographic data available, but these are far from perfectly descriptive of 
the target group. This difficulty in identifying the target group is compounded by 
the frequently low exposure to many of these messages. It is not uncommon for 
recall of a health message to be as low as 10 percent. Consequently, every random 
sample of 1,000 may only yield 100 persons who remember seeing the message. 
Imagine how these numbers decrease if we are looking for women who have not 
had a mammogram who recall seeing messages recommending mammograms. 
Most surveys used to measure the effectiveness of health messages need to screen 
respondents carefully, a time-consuming and costly process. 
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summary and discussion 
Because of communications varied roles in public health interventions, there are 
a number of issues involved in evaluating health communication campaigns. This 
paper has highlighted these issues and provided a number of ways to resolve them 
within the context of formative, process, and summative evaluation. 

Formative evaluation of health communication campaigns involves conduct-
ing research to assist in developing the most effective communication strategy 
and then testing that mix to forecast how effective it will be in reaching com-
munication objectives. This entails breaking the audience into smaller homoge-
neous segments and then characterizing, or profiling, those segments in order to 
more closely tailor campaign messages and implementation. Profiling audience 
segments can best be accomplished with the benefit of datasets that include both 
etiologic data on the distribution and determinants of health problems that may 
be mitigated by mass communication, and information on variables that allow 
planners to understand how to best communicate with each audience targeted by 
the communication strategy (50). 

Formative evaluation carried out prior to the implementation of a communi-
cation strategy is key to ensuring that the strategy is feasible, produces intended 
effects in each target audience, and does no harm. While it is consider an indis-
pensable formative evaluation method, there are some issues surrounding how 
pre-testing is carried out. Namely, which research methods should be employed 
and how they are used in the pre-testing process. In this vein, we recommend that 
formative evaluators judiciously select quantitative and qualitative methods that 
are best suited to pre-testing and that these methods are employed in a technically 
acceptable manner. 

Once a mass media health communication campaign is underway, process 
evaluation begins to assess how the program is rolling out and working. Without 
knowing how the campaign worked, we cannot determine whether the program 
brought about desired effects or if other factors influenced those effects. This 
knowledge is also critical in determining what aspects of a mass media campaign 
should be changed or eliminated, if any, to improve the campaign. We recom-
mend applying the principals of theory-based evaluation to construct models that 
explicitly state how the program will bring about intended effects in order to have 
a basis for comparing how the program actually worked. Furthermore, we recom-
mend that health communication researchers design studies to capture the com-
plex social diffusion process that occurs in and around a mass media campaign in 
an effort to systematically discover how individual communication components 
contribute to the campaign process as a basis for explaining and replicating them 
when they work. 
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Process evaluation can be used to determine a program’s effectiveness while it 
is ongoing. This allows for changes to be made to a program midstream in order 
to increase the likelihood of desired outcomes. Implementers and evaluators of 
the program should agree from the outset on a schedule for reporting feedback 
and making informed changes in the campaign to assure its maximum relevance, 
efficiency and effectiveness. 

Summative evaluation of a mass media health communication campaign aims 
to determine whether the intended audience was reached and the objectives of 
the program were achieved. This type of evaluation, however, is complicated by 
several factors. 

First, while we can monitor whether messages were disseminated, it is more 
difficult to assess whether the intended audience was exposed to the messages 
and attended to them. In the case of PSAs in a national media campaign, for ex-
ample, a broadcast play verification company can help determine if the intended 
audience was exposed to the campaign’s messages. But to find out if the audience 
attended to those messages, it is often necessary to conduct surveys, rely on data 
collected in national probability sample surveys, or use tags on PSAs that are de-
signed to motivate viewers to call a particular number for more information. The 
latter method assumes that a burst of calls just after a PSA’s airing will indicate the 
audience saw and paid attention to the PSA. 

To determine whether the campaign messages had the intended effect(s), we 
can employ one of three models: advertizing, impact-modeling, and experimen-
tal. The advertizing model, consisting of a baseline survey before the campaign’s 
implementation and another after its conclusion, is most frequently used, but it 
is also draws criticism because it lacks a control group. The impact-monitoring 
model uses routinely collected data from a management information system to 
monitor behavioral outcomes and impacts of the campaign. This method, while 
easy and cost-effective, fails to provide information that explains success or failure. 
The experimental model contrasts two or more equivalent groups, one of which is 
a no-treatment control group. We argue that this method is imperfect because it 
assumes that no background communication is going on in control communities, 
a belief that is unrealistic. 

Even after a summative evaluation design is selected, a number of concerns 
arise. When using surveys, over-reporting can result, especially when dealing with 
socially desirable behaviors. For example, will drivers who say they saw PSAs on 
safety belts admit that they do not use them? There is also difficulty in identifying 
the target audience after the campaign. Exposure may be low, many people may 
have forgotten seeing a message, and people may not admit to seeing a message if 
they have not adopted the behavior encouraged in the message. 
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We have identified and discussed issues that are important to consider in the 
conduct of formative, process, and summative evaluations of mass media health 
communication campaigns. These issues and our recommendations pertaining 
how they might be resolved should provide a basis for further improvements in 
conceptualizing, planning, implementing, and reporting feedback on evaluations 
aimed at improving mass media health communication campaigns to promote 
health-enhancing behaviors. 
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the impact of Mass Media 
Campaigns on intentions to 
use the Female Condom in 

tanzania 

Sohail Agha and Ronan Van Rossem 

aBstraCt 
Objective

To determine whether a mass media campaign to promote the use of the fe-
male condom had an impact on intentions to use the female condom among 
men and women of reproductive age in Tanzania. 

Methods

We used data on 2712 sexually experienced men and women in Tanzania 
from an exit survey conducted at outlets that sell the female condom. Respon-
dents were asked about their exposure to mass media campaigns, peer educa-
tion, and a medical provider’s explanation of the female condom. They were 
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also asked about their intention to use female condoms in the future. Path 
analysis was used to determine the impact of mass media, peer education, and 
a provider’s explanation on intentions to use the female condom. 

Results

A relatively small proportion of respondents were reached by a peer educa-
tor or by a provider: about 6% were exposed to peer education and 6% were 
given an explanation by a provider on use of the female condom. In contrast, 
about 38% of respondents were exposed to mass media campaigns promoting 
the female condom. For both men and women, mass media significantly in-
creased the likelihood that a man or a woman would discuss use of the female 
condom with a partner. In turn, discussion of the female condom with a part-
ner strongly influenced the intention to use the female condom in the future. 
Although the reach of peer educators and providers was relatively low, the im-
pact of these components of the intervention on an individual’s intentions to 
use the female condom was stronger than the impact of mass media. 

Conclusions

Mass media campaigns are likely to increase an individual’s motivation to use 
condoms because they encourage the discussion of condom use with a partner. 
While mass media campaigns do not have as strong an impact on a particu-
lar individual’s motivation to use condoms as do peer educators or providers, 
mass media campaigns have a substantial impact at the population level be-
cause of their considerably greater reach. 

introduction
In order to change sexual behavior for AIDS prevention, social marketing pro-
grams balance the use of mass media with the use of interpersonal communi-
cations. Experimental studies have shown that interpersonal communication 
approaches, such as peer education and provider promotion of contraceptive 
methods, can have a significant impact on contraceptive use. However, evidence 
of the magnitude and quality of impact that mass media campaigns have on pro-
moting change in behavior is less readily available. In part, this is because of the 
difficulty of designing experimental studies to measure the impact of mass media 
campaigns (Sherry, 1997; Kim et al., 2001). 

In the absence of experimental studies, it is still possible to estimate the impact 
of mass media campaigns on condom use by using path analysis. Path analysis is a 
regression-based approach that uses cross sectional data but permits the ordering 
of a set of variables in a manner consistent with causal interpretation (Duncan, 
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1966). In this study, we use path analysis to assess whether a mass media cam-
paign to promote use of the female condom had an impact on intentions to use 
the female condom among men and women of reproductive age in Tanzania. 
Previous research has shown that the intention to use a contraceptive method is a 
powerful predictor of future use of a method (Curtis et al., 1993). 

Background
Based on experience in developed countries, a substantial body of communica-
tions literature has shown that exposure to mass media campaigns is not necessary 
and sufficient to produce changes in behavior. In fact, usually, mass media mes-
sages reinforce attitudes and produce small changes in beliefs: it is less common 
for mass media to convert a person from one opinion to another. The effect of 
mass media on behavior is indirect and operates through various factors. For ex-
ample, how people communicate with each other about the mass media messages 
that they are exposed to may determine their response (Klapper, 1969). 

In developing countries, many analyses of cross sectional surveys have shown 
strong associations between exposure to mass media and contraceptive use (West-
off and Rodríguez, 1995; Kincaid et al., 1996, Kim and Marangwanda, 1997; 
Kane et al., 1998; Jato et al., 1999). Because self-selection may explain the asso-
ciation between exposure to mass communication messages and contraceptive use 
(i.e. those who are already convinced about the usefulness of contraception may be 
more likely to remember contraceptive use messages), cross-sectional associations 
cannot be interpreted as evidence of an impact of mass media campaigns (Sherry, 
1997). Instead, the identification of plausible mechanisms through which mass 
media has its impact is likely to be important in developing an understanding of 
how and to what extent does mass media impact on behavior or its antecedents. 

Diffusion theorists postulate that mass media affects contraceptive use by 
stimulating the discussion of contraceptive use between partners (Rogers et al., 
1999). Studies show that informal personal appeals have a very strong effect 
(Klapper, 1969). Through sharing information and mutual feedback, people give 
meaning to information, understand each other’s views, and influence each other 
(Bandura, 1986). Thus, the discussion of contraceptive use between partners leads 
to the development of better understanding of reproductive health goals. Indeed 
perceived partner disapproval is an important deterrent to contraceptive adoption 
(Ezeh, 1993). When individuals’ goals coincide or when agreement can be negoti-
ated concerning the need for contraceptive use, couples are likely to implement 
contraceptive use. Several studies have shown that discussion of contraceptive use 
with a partner is highly predictive of future contraceptive adoption (Jato et al., 
1999; Rogers et al., 1999). A recent studies shows that mass media campaigns 
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can stimulate discussions of reproductive health issues (Kim et al., 2001), while 
another shows that the indirect effects of interventions on behavioral antecedents 
have a powerful impact on contraceptive behavior (Kincaid, 2000). 

In this study, we assess whether mass media (radio and newspaper) promotion 
of the female condom motivated Tanzanian men and women to use the female 
condom. We evaluate whether mass media stimulates the discussion of female 
condom use and, in turn, discussion influences the intention to use the female 
condom. Aside from the mass media, the female condom intervention had two 
additional components: peer education and explanation by medical providers on 
how to use the female condom. Research shows that interventions that use mass 
media and interpersonal communication are particularly likely to have an im-
pact on behavior (Agha, 2000; Ashford et al., 2000). Interpersonal influence is 
thought to have a greater impact than mass communication, although it is not 
a necessary factor in producing change (Klapper, 1969). We assess the impact of 
these two interpersonal communication components on the intention to use the 
female condom. 

the Female Condom intervention 
Population Services International (PSI) introduced the female condom in Dar es 
Salaam towards the end of 1998. The Government of the Netherlands donated 
the female condoms to PSI. Resources for marketing the product were provided 
jointly by USAID and the Government of the Netherlands. PSI had experience 
in marketing the female condom through its programs in Zimbabwe and Zambia 
(Meekers, 1999; Agha, 2001a; Agha, 2001b) and lessons learnt in these two coun-
tries were used to develop the female condom marketing strategy for Tanzania. In 
addition, an acceptability study was implemented among 125 professional men 
and women in Dar es Salaam (Forrest, 1997; PSI Tanzania Quarterly Report, 
January to March 1998). Most participants in the acceptability study showed 
interest in using the female condom. 

One of the fundamental issues related to the adoption of condoms in 
sub-Saharan Africa is the difficulty that women have in negotiating the use of 
condoms (Schoepf, 1988; Ulin, 1992; Mwale and Burnard, 1992). Because 
condoms carry the stigma of sexually transmitted infections (STIs), proposing 
condom use raises the issue that one does not trust one’s partner or that one 
is infected. To prevent stigmatization of the female condom, PSI marketed 
the female condom as a contraceptive method that had the added benefit of 
STI protection. Research in Kenya has shown that male partners are more 
accepting of the female condom when it is introduced as a family planning 
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method, even though women may actually use it for disease prevention (cited 
in Jones, 1999). 

Messages that had been developed for the female condom intervention in 
Zimbabwe were pre-tested through focus groups with target audiences in Tan-
zania to ensure they were suitable for the Tanzanian social context. Consistent 
with messages in Zimbabwe and Zambia, the emphasis in the advertising and 
promotion was to provide women the language and tools to discuss and ne-
gotiate use of the female condom. Because the intervention was intended to 
promote the discussion of the female condom among partners, communica-
tions messages were targeted towards both men and women. The product was 
marketed as a method for couples who wanted to protect themselves against 
pregnancy and HIV. It was branded as “care,” with the caption “For couples 
who care.” 

Mass media campaigns to promote the female condom were implemented 
during 1999. Radio campaigns promoting use of the female condom were imple-
mented in April/May and in October/November 1999 (PSI Tanzania Quarterly 
Report, January-March 1999; PSI Tanzania Quarterly Report, July-September 
1999). Newspapers were another important source of information about the fe-
male condom. 

Focus groups were conducted to assess the effectiveness of the marketing strat-
egy after approximately 8 months of the launch of care. These focus groups indi-
cated that the strategy of emphasizing family planning and AIDS prevention mes-
sages had been effective: study participants associated use of the female condom 
with marital relationships but reported that the most important reason for their 
own use of the female condom was HIV prevention (Jones, 1999). 

Interpersonal communication components were an integral part of the fe-
male condom intervention. Previous experience in sub-Saharan Africa had shown 
that peer counseling improves women’s ability to negotiate the use of the female 
condom (Kabira et al., 1997) and communications between couples increased 
the acceptability of the female condom (Jones, 1999). Potential users were given 
a detailed explanation of the female anatomy by community-based peer educa-
tors and health care workers, such as nurses, doctors, and pharmacists, who were 
trained to counsel potential users. 

Pharmacies were a logical primary distribution point for the female condom 
because the project intended to reach middle and upper income professional men 
and women. It was also sold through NGOs and community based agents and 
was priced at US$0.44 for a pack of two condoms. In contrast, PSI was marketing 
the Salama male condom to low-income individuals (3 Salama condoms could be 
purchased for US$0.06) (Agha and Meekers, 2000). 
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data and Methods
objectives of the survey 

The objectives of the 1999 Tanzania Female Condom Consumer Profile Survey 
(TFCCPS-99) were to determine a) the level of exposure that men and women 
of reproductive age had to the female condom mass-marketing intervention and 
b) the level of female condom use and c) the intention to use the female condom 
in the future. 

What is a Consumer Profile Survey? 

The TFCCPS-99 is an outlet-based exit survey in which respondents visiting phar-
macies and NGOs are interviewed. Because people who visit commercial outlets 
are more likely to be wealthier than the general population, exit surveys tend to 
capture a higher socio-economic status population (Meekers and Ogada, 2001). 
Exit surveys can be a useful tool to measure the knowledge and use of products 
when they are first introduced because diffusion of new technologies usually starts 
with higher socio-economic status (SES) individuals. 

Based on sales of the female condom, we estimated that the level of use of 
the female condom in the general population of reproductive age in Tanzania 
was below 1%. Therefore, instead of conducting a large and expensive house-
hold survey, we decided to conduct an exit survey. The methodology used 
in Tanzania was adapted from a similar survey conducted in Zambia (Agha, 
2001b). 

sampling

The survey was restricted to outlets where the female condom was being sold: 
pharmacies and NGOs in Dar es Salaam. A multi-stage random sampling method 
was used to draw a representative sample of outlets. The first stage involved cre-
ating the master-sampling list of outlets that sold the care female condom and 
drawing a random sample that included 50% of all female condom outlets. The 
second stage involved randomly selecting eligible clients, men and women aged 
15-49, at each selected outlet. 

Out of the 67 outlets in the master list (58 pharmacies, and 9 NGOs), 
stratified random sampling was used to select 33 outlets (29 pharmacies and 
4 NGOs). The probability that a pharmacy was selected was 0.5; for an NGO 
it was 0.44. 
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At each of the 33 outlets selected, women and men 15-49 who exited from 
the outlets were randomly selected for interviews. The number of clients entering 
the outlet during a particular day and the number of refusals were recorded for 
weighting purposes. 

Questionnaire development 

Based on questionnaires used in Zimbabwe and Zambia (Meekers, 1999; Agha, 
2001a), a quantitative questionnaire was developed for the TFCCPS-99. This 
questionnaire was adapted to the Tanzanian context. It was designed to gather 
information on socio-demographic characteristics of respondents, as well as in-
formation on knowledge, discussion, ever use, and intention to use the female 
condom. This questionnaire was translated into Kiswahili and pre-tested prior to 
survey implementation. 

data Collection, entry and Cleaning 

Twenty-six interviewers (13 female, 13 male) were recruited and participated in 
a five day training during December 1999. The training included an explanation 
of the survey objectives and methodology. Although the interviewers were experi-
enced, refresher training was given on interviewing techniques. The questionnaire 
was discussed in detail and interviewers became familiar with it by conducting 
role-plays. The final day of training was used to administer practice interviews in 
the field. One interviewer dropped out on the first day of data collection because 
she fell ill and the remaining 25 interviewers (12 female, 13 male) collected the 
data. The data was collected the last week of December 1999 through January 
2000. During data entry and cleaning, sixteen records were eliminated because of 
missing data, leaving 3,013 respondents. 

Interviewers were deployed at outlets in pairs. This was done to collect infor-
mation on client flows: one interviewer would interview a client while the other 
would count reproductive age men and women who entered the outlet. There 
were two shifts per day at each outlet. The first pair of interviewers (one female, 
one male) arrived at a provider outlet at 8:30 am and stayed till 1:00 p.m. The sec-
ond pair arrived at the outlet at 1:00 p.m. and stayed there till 6:00 p.m. Because 
of the different working hours of NGOs, only one shift was conducted at NGO 
outlets (from 8:30 am to 2:30 p.m). 

Weights

The data were weighted to take into account the different probabilities of selec-
tion of outlet types, of individuals at each outlet and the refusal rate at each outlet. 
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The probability of selection of individuals at each outlet and the refusal rate was 
obtained from client flow information. During the 13 days of fieldwork at 29 
pharmacies and four NGO clinics, 11,175 adult men and women (15 years or 
older) visited these outlets. The frequencies reported here are based on weighted 
numbers but the number of cases shown is based on the unweighted numbers. 

the Path Model and Variables 

We use a simple model to assess the impact of mass media promotion on inten-
tions to use the female condom in the future. Path analysis permits the assessment 
of both direct and indirect effects of exogenous variables on dependent variables. 
This is particularly useful in the case of assessing the impact of mass media on 
motivation because a) developed country literature indicates that mass media has 
an indirect effect on motivation and b) diffusion theory postulates that the impact 
of mass media on motivation operates through encouraging discussion between 
partners. 

Exogenous variables include age (in completed years), number of years of 
formal schooling (in completed years) and partnership status (single vs. other). 
Components of the social marketing intervention including peer education, a 
medical provider’s explanation of how to use the female condom, and exposure 
to radio or newspaper campaigns were treated as exogenous variables. Two jointly 
dependent (or endogenous) variables were included in the model: 1) discussion of 
the female condom with a partner and 2) the intention to use the female condom 
in the future. 

This model is shown in Figure 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respon-
dents (age, marital status and education) serve as controls in the path model. We 
are primarily interested in the impact of peer educators, provider promotion and 
the mass media campaign on intentions to use the female condom. In particular, 
we are interested in exploring whether the effect of mass media is through pro-
moting discussion of the female condom between partners or through another, 
unidentified, mechanism. We also want to assess the impact of peer education and 
provider promotion on the intention to use the female condom. 

statistical analysis 

To analyze the model depicted in Figure 1 we relied on structural equation mod-
eling techniques. For the actual analysis the LISREL package was used (Jöreskog 
and Sörbom, 1996b). A two-group analysis was run using separate covariance 
matrices for men and women, which allowed us to test for differences in the 
causal pathways for men and women. The final models shown in Figures 2 and 3 
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were achieved in a three step process. In the first step a baseline model was esti-
mated. In this model we assumed: 1) the presence of the structural model shown 
in Figure 1 in which all exogenous variables (age, marital status, education, peer 
education, provider explanation, and mass media messages) affect all endogenous 
variables (discussion of FC with partner, and intention to use FC), and discus-
sion of FC with partner also has an effect on the intention to use FC; and 2) that 
the causal models for men and women are identical. The latter assumption was 
achieved by implementing equality constraints on B and Γ matrices, i.e., by forc-
ing the unstandardized regression coefficients in the male and female subsamples 
to be equal. The fit for the baseline model was marginally acceptable with a x2 
of 45.9 with 13 df ( p = 0.000) and a root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) of 0.043. 

Figure 1 

In the second step, modification indices (MI) were used to decide which 
equality constraints should be lifted. As the MI follow a x2-distribution with 1 
df (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993, 1996 and 1996b), a MI of 3.814 or greater, 
corresponding to a α of 5%, was considered indicative of an ill-fitting equality  
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constraint. This model had a x2 of 6.93 with 9 df (p = 0.644) and an RMSEA of 
0.0. This indicates a very good fit of the model and a significant improvement 
over the baseline model (x2 (4) = 39.0, p = 0.000). In the third and final step the 
model was made more efficient by fixing non-significant regression coefficients 
to zero. The fit of this final model was a x2 of 17.9 with 15 df (p = 0.267) and an 
RMSEA of 0.012. The fit of this final model was not significantly worse than that 
of the step 2 model (x2 (6) = 11.0, p = 0.089). This final model is presented in 
Figures 2 and 3. All coefficients shown in these figures are significant at α = 5%. 
The correlations among the exogenous variables and residual effects are not shown 
in the figures. Coefficients estimated under an equality constraint are marked 
with ‘α‘. 

sample description 

About 10% of respondents (301 respondents out of 3,013) were not sexually 
experienced. Since sexually experienced persons were targeted for the female con-
dom intervention, these 301 sexually inexperienced persons are not included in 
any of the subsequent analysis. All subsequent analysis is based on 2712 respon-
dents (1186 women and 1526 men). The mean age of respondents was 29 years 
and the mean number of years of formal schooling completed was 13.4 years. 
About 42% of respondents were single (not shown). 

Peer educators discussed the use of the female condom with about 6% of 
respondents (8% of women and 5% of men, p<0.01) and medical providers also 
reached about 6% of respondents (9% of women and 5% of men, p<0.01). Ra-
dio and newspaper promotion reached a much larger percentage of respondents. 
About 38% of respondents (41% of men and 34% of women, p<0.01) reported 
having received information about the female condom through radio or newspa-
pers (not shown). 

Approximately, 8% of respondents had discussed use of female condom with 
a partner, 11% intended to use the female condom in the future and 3% had ever 
used the female condom (no difference by gender, not shown). 

results
The models estimated and shown in Figures 2 and 3 predict a respondent’s likeli-
hood of discussing the female condom with their partner and the respondent’s 
intention to use the female condom. The explained variance in the discussion of 
the female condom with one’s partner is around 10% for both men and women. 
With regard to the explained variance in the intention to use the female condom, 
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the model explains almost twice as much of the variance for the male sample (R2 
= 0.220) as for the female sample (R2 = 0.117). 

impact of the Program on a Woman’s intentions 

Figure 2 is the final model showing the pathways through which programmatic 
and socio-demographic variables influence a woman’s intention to use the female 
condom. All paths shown in the model are statistically significant at p<0.05. 

After controlling for all variables in the model, mass media does not directly 
impact a woman’s intention to use the female condom, as is indicated by the 
absence of an arrow from the “mass media” variable to the “intention to use FC” 
variable in Figure 2. Mass media does have a statistically significant impact on 
intentions (total effect (TE) = 0.009, p < .010, standardized total effect (STE) = 
0.014), but its effect operates through increasing discussion of the female condom 
between a woman and her partner. In turn, discussion of the female condom is a 
powerful predictor of a woman’s intention to use the female condom. These find-
ings are consistent with communications research which shows that mass media 
has an indirect impact on behavior. 

Peer education has a relatively strong direct influence on a woman’s intention 
to use the female condom, but does not affect her discussing the female condom 
with her partner. In contrast, the provider’s explanation has a small direct effect 
on the intention to use the female condom and a substantial indirect effect (IE) 
(0.070 or 58% of TE, p < 0.001, standardized IE (SIE) = 0.067) by encourag-
ing partner discussion of the female condom. The impact of peer education and 
provider’s explanation on intentions to use the female condom confirm the im-
portance of interventions that use interpersonal communication to promote use 
of the female condom. 

impact of socio-demographic Variables on a Woman’s 
intentions 
Our analysis did not show any effect of age on a woman’s intention to use the 
female condom. We expected a negative effect of age on intention to use the 
female condom because older women tend to be more interested in preventing 
pregnancy rather than STDs and because other reliable methods are available for 
family planning. It may also be that other demographic variables, such as marital 
status and education, explain the relationship between age and the intention to 
use the female condom. Consistent with this argument, single women are more 
likely to intend to use the female condom. A woman’s level of education did not 
have a direct effect on her intention to use the female condom, but it did have 
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a weak indirect effect on it by increasing the likelihood of discussing the female 
condom with a partner (TE = 0.002, p < 0.001, STE = 0.029). Overall, these 
findings are consistent with previous analyses of intentions to use the female con-
dom (Agha, 2001a). 

Figure 2 

impact of the Program on a Man’s intentions 

Figure 3 shows the pathways through which socio-demographic and program-
matic variables influence a man’s intention to use the female condom. As before, 
all paths shown in the model are statistically significant at p<0.05. 

A first observation here is that the effect of discussing the female condom 
with one’s partner on one’s intention to use the female condom among men is 
significantly greater than among women (0.444 vs. 0.288, respectively). Thus, the 
indirect effects of program and socio-demographic variables on one’s intention to 
use the female condom are larger among men than among women. 
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As with women, after controlling for other variables, there is no direct influ-
ence of mass media on a man’s intention to use the female condom. However, a 
man exposed to mass media messages about the female condom is significantly 
more likely to discuss use of the female condom with a partner—and discussion 
with a partner is predictive of a man’s intention to use the female condom. These 
findings are consistent with findings regarding the impact of mass media on a 
woman’s intentions. No significant gender differences were observed in the effect 
of mass media exposure on the respondent’s discussion of the female condom with 
a partner. Although the total effect of mass media exposure on intention to use the 
female condom among men (TE = 0.014, p < 0.010, STE = 0.022) is somewhat 
larger than among women, the difference is not significant. 

Consistent with the findings for women, peer education has a powerful direct 
influence on male intentions to use the female condom. Among men the direct 
effect is even larger than among women. Peer education also encourages a man 
to discuss use of the female condom with his partner. The total effect of peer 
education on his intention to use the female condom was 0.362 (p < 0.001, STE 
= 0.249), of which 22% was indirect (IE = 0.079, p < 0.001, SIE = 0.055). No 
gender differences were observed in the effect of a provider’s explanation on either 
one’s discussion of the female condom with one’s partner or one’s intention to use it. 

impact of socio-demographic Variables on a Man’s intentions 

In contrast to women, older men are more likely to intend to use the female 
condom. The effect of marital status on one’s intention to use the female condom 
was the same for men and women. Single men also had a higher intention to use 
the female condom than married men. As was the case among women, marital 
status did not affect a man’s likelihood of discussing the female condom with his 
partner. Finally, a man’s education increases the likelihood of his discussion of the 
female condom with a partner, while there is no direct relationship between his 
education and motivation to use the female condom. Again no gender differences 
were observed in the effects of education. 

discussion
The primary objective of this study was to assess the impact of mass media on 
male and female intentions to use the female condom, after an intervention which 
included mass media promotion of the female condom, peer education about the 
female condom and provider’s explanation of how to use the female condom was 
implemented in Dar es Salaam. A secondary objective was to evaluate the im-
pact of peer education and provider’s explanation on intentions to use the female  
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condom. We used a path analytic approach that allowed us to assess the impact 
of the different components on the female condom program on male and female 
intentions to use the female condom. 

Figure 3 

Mass media had a significant positive impact on intentions to use the female 
condom—even after controlling for socio-demographic variables. Our findings 
are consistent with the interpretation that mass media promotion of the female 
condom motivated sexual partners to discuss use of the female condom, and that 
discussion of condom use exerted a strong influence on their intention to use the 
female condom. This pattern was observed for both men and women. Because 
lack of discussion of condoms between partners can be a significant barrier to 
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condom use, mass media promotion of condoms is likely to have a positive im-
pact on safer sex behavior. 

Mass media was, however, only one of the program variables that had an im-
pact on discussion of the female condom with a partner. Among women, a pro-
vider’s explanation had a powerful impact on the likelihood of discussing the 
female condom with a partner. Among men, both peer education and a provider’s 
explanation encouraged discussion of the female condom with a partner. These 
findings show that interpersonal interventions that encourage men and women to 
use condoms are, in part, successful because they increase discussion of condom 
use between partners.

The findings also show that an intervention that promotes the discussion of 
the female condom with a partner may be particularly successful in motivating 
men to use condoms (since the effect of discussion on intentions was significantly 
greater among men). For these reasons, peer education had a particularly strong 
impact on male intentions to use condoms. 

Unlike mass media promotion, which had an indirect effect on the intention 
to use the female condom, peer education had a powerful direct impact on male 
and female intentions to use the female condom. These findings are consistent 
with previous research showing that peer education interventions are important 
in motivating individuals to adopt safer sex behaviors. 

The impacts of the peer education and the provider component of the female 
condom program on intentions to use the method were larger than the impact 
of the mass media component. However, a relatively small proportion of respon-
dents were reached by either a peer educator or by a provider: 6% of respondents 
were exposed to peer education and 6% were given an explanation about female 
condom use by a provider. In contrast, about 38% of respondents were reached by 
the mass media campaigns. Thus, mass media may have a less powerful impact on 
an individual’s motivation to use a method than either peer education or provider 
explanation, but it is likely to have a substantial impact at the population level 
because of its considerably greater reach. 

Studies have shown that the combination of interpersonal interventions and 
mass media campaigns are likely to have a measurable impact on reproductive 
behavior (Agha, 2000; Ashford, 2000). The findings of this study are consistent 
with previous research and show that interpersonal and mass media interventions 
have independent effects on intentions to use condoms. 

One limitation of the present study is that its findings can only be general-
ized to higher socioeconomic status individuals who visit retail outlets such as 
pharmacies. Additional analyses, using data that is representative of the general 
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population (i.e. from household surveys), should be conducted to confirm the 
findings of this study. 

These findings also suggest that it would be useful to compare the cost-effec-
tiveness of different components of a social marketing program using path analy-
sis. Such analyses could help determine the optimal allocation of communication 
resourcesbetween the interpersonal and mass media components of an interven-
tion. Finally, the results of this study support the strategy of including mass media 
promotion, peer education, and provider explanation of condom use in programs 
designed to promote use of the female condom. 
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aBstraCt 
Background

In September 2007, an outbreak of acute hemorrhagic conjunctivitis (AHC) 
occurred in Keelung City and spread to Taipei City. In response to the  
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epidemic, a new crisis management program was implemented and tested in 
Taipei.

Methodology and Principal Findings

Having noticed that transmission surged on weekends during the Keelung ep-
idemic, Taipei City launched a multi-channel mass risk communications pro-
gram that included short message service (SMS) messages sent directly to ap-
proximately 2.2 million Taipei residents on Friday, October 12th, 2007. The 
public was told to keep symptomatic students from schools and was provid-
ed guidelines for preventing the spread of the disease at home. Epidemiologi-
cal characteristics of Taipei’s outbreak were analyzed from 461 sampled AHC 
cases. Median time from exposure to onset of the disease was 1 day. This was 
significantly shorter for cases occurring in family clusters than in class clusters 
(mean±SD: 2.6±3.2 vs. 4.39±4.82 days, p = 0.03), as well as for cases oc-
curring in larger family clusters as opposed to smaller ones (1.2±1.7 days vs. 
3.9±4.0 days, p<0.01). Taipei’s program had a significant impact on patient 
compliance. Home confinement of symptomatic children increased from 10% 
to 60% (p<0.05) and helped curb the spread of AHC. Taipei experienced a 
rapid decrease in AHC cases between the Friday of the SMS announcement 
and the following Monday, October 15, (0.70% vs. 0.36%). By October 26, 
AHC cases reduced to 0.01%. The success of this risk communication pro-
gram in Taipei (as compared to Keelung) is further reflected through rapid 
improvements in three epidemic indicators: (1) significantly lower crude at-
tack rates (1.95% vs. 14.92%, p<0.001), (2) a short epidemic period of 
AHC (13 vs. 34 days), and (3) a quick drop in risk level (1~2 weeks) in Tai-
pei districts that border Keelung (the original domestic epicenter).

Conclusions and Significance

The timely launch of this systematic, communication-based intervention 
proved effective at preventing a dangerous spike in AHC and was able to 
bring this high-risk disease under control. We recommend that public health 
officials incorporate similar methods into existing guidelines for preventing 
pandemic influenza and other emerging infectious diseases.

introduction 
The viral illness known as acute hemorrhagic conjunctivitis (AHC) is frequently 
accompanied by a highly transmissible acute eye infection. This infection is most 
often caused by the adenovirus, enterovirus 70, and Coxsackie’s virus. Coxsackie 
A24 infection was first reported in 1969 in Ghana and has since appeared around 
the world [1], [2], [3], [4], [5].
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Since late 2002, several AHC epidemics have occurred in Asian countries such 
as Korea, Malaysia, and Singapore [6], [7], [8]. In September 2007, southern 
China’s Coxsackie A24 AHC epidemic spread to Hong Kong after first appearing 
on the mainland in early summer. On September 18th, a cluster of cases with 
AHC-like symptoms was first unofficially reported by the media in Keelung, a 
harbor city bordering Taipei (816 km away from Hong Kong), in northern Tai-
wan. Because AHC was not on Taiwan’s list of reported communicable diseases at 
the time, it was difficult for public health officials to collect adequate epidemio-
logical data until October 4th, when a dramatic spike in AHC cases was reported 
by the mass media. At that time, the Keelung Department of Health reported 
2722 cases of pink eye disease among public school students. Although general 
control measures were taken, case numbers continued to increase rapidly in Kee-
lung, particularly during weekends.

Also on Oct. 4th, Taipei City Department of Health was alerted to its first 
AHC cluster (20 cases from a primary school) in Neihu, a Taipei district neigh-
boring Keelung (Figure 1). Taipei was more prepared for the AHC outbreak as its 
alertness was raised by media coverage of outbreaks in nearby Keelung. The local 
Department of Health was also able to identify clusters quickly because it had 
made school reporting of influenza-like illness clusters (or other unusual clinical 
presentations) a mandatory practice since 2003.

Figure 1. Spatial Distribution of the 2007 AHC Attack Rates in Taipei City and Keelung City. Geographical 
location of Taipei City and Keelung City and their spatial relationship was shown in panel A. Spatial and 
temporal changes of AHC attack rates (AR) between Taipei City and Keelung City were plotted according to 
their place in the outbreak timeline (panel B). Day 0 is used to indicate the days that cluster cases were first 
identified in Taipei or in Keelung cities. Darker colored areas indicate regions with higher AR.
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Taipei’s Department of Health had reorganized its disease control and preven-
tion system against emerging infectious diseases (EID) after 2003’s severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic but had not yet tested the system under 
real life circumstances. In launching countermeasures to bring the AHC outbreak 
under control, the Taipei Department of Health was also able to test its system 
and fine-tune its public health response for future EIDs. To evaluate the effective-
ness of these intervention measures, daily surveillance was conducted to analyze 
the incidence rate and temporal-spatial distribution of new AHC cases. In addi-
tion, students’ parents were sent questionnaires to capture their experience with 
these preventative measures.

Materials and Methods 
setting
Taipei City, the largest city in Taiwan, is located in northern Taiwan and directly 
borders Keelung City (Figure 1). In 2007, Taipei, a city of 2.6 million people 
occupying 271.8 km2, had a student population of 277,159 (10.53%). Taipei 
City has a larger population size and density than neighboring Keelung City  
(Table 1), and is, thus, exceedingly vulnerable to microbial transmission and EID 
outbreaks.

Table 1. General Information on the AHC Outbreak in Taipei City and Keelung City in 2007.

ethics
This study was approved by the Advisory Committee for Infectious Diseases Con-
trol of Taipei City’s Department of Health, Taipei City Government. Informed 
consent was obtained from the parents of participating schoolchildren in writing 
before they were asked to complete the questionnaire.
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surveillance Methods

In response to a large outbreak of SARS in 2003, Taipei’s Department of Heath 
established a new crisis management system with the goals of detecting EIDs early, 
implementing appropriate and timely public health responses, and administering 
effective risk management [9], [10]. At the start of Taiwan’s 2007 AHC outbreak, 
local health departments in all of Taiwan’s cities were engaged in a passive surveil-
lance system in which schools reported cases as they occurred. On October 4th, 
Taipei’s Department of Health urged schools and kindergartens with clusters of 
more than three AHC cases to actively report cases to the local Department of 
Health twice weekly. Age-specific incidence rates of AHC among school-aged 
children during the outbreak were also calculated using the collected surveillance 
data.

When total AHC cases in Taipei reached close to 500 on October 11, 2007, 
an active school-based surveillance system was launched by the city to moni-
tor trends in the spread of AHC and evaluate the effectiveness of intervention 
measures. Schools were required to make daily reports to Taipei’s Department 
of Education, regardless of whether there were any new cases on a given day. As 
the incidence rate of the last reported AHC cases in Keelung (on October 22) 
was 0.14%, we set this rate as a cut-off point for comparing the effectiveness of 
the countermeasures used by the two cities. Tailing data, i.e., data that fell below 
the 0.14% incidence rate was excluded from our analysis. We used this cut-off to 
define the duration of the AHC epidemics for both cities. According to our defi-
nition, the AHC epidemics for each city began from the date of the first reported 
cluster and ended on the date that rates of new case incidence dropped to 0.14% 
or below.

epidemiological design and data analysis

Study Subjects

We analyzed 461 reported AHC cases from ten Taipei schools (totaling 18,134 
students). Students from six of the ten schools, three elementary schools and 
three junior high schools, made up most of the reported AHC case numbers. Two 
elementary schools and two junior high schools that were also included in the 
research reported continuous AHC occurrences during the week that our field 
epidemiological study was conducted. For each of the ten schools, we randomly 
selected one class that had had occurrences of AHC and one class where there had 
been no occurrence of AHC as our case and control groups, respectively. Data 
collected from these individual school groupings were gathered and divided into 
one study and one control group for data analysis.
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Case Definition of AHC and Clusters (Family, School)

The AHC cases in this study all involved an acute conjunctiva inflammation that 
included eye redness (pink eye) accompanied with pain, swelling, tearing, or dis-
charge from one or both eyes. Family clusters were defined as two or more cases of 
AHC occurring in one family within 14 days. Class clusters were defined as three 
or more AHC cases in one class of students within 7 days. Both family clusters 
and class clusters were charted through epidemiological investigation.

Tempo-Spatial Data Analysis

District-specific AHC attack rates were calculated by dividing the number of re-
ported cases for each district by the total number of schoolchildren under its 
supervision. The Kriging method [11], [12], a statistical mapping technique uti-
lizing data collected at each location, was used to interpolate each grid cell over a 
spatial domain. In this study, the centroid of each grid designated the attack rate 
in each district. In order to observe spatio-temporal spreading, Kriging assessed 
the spatio-temporal interactions in a diffusion map. We made a surface plot of 
daily time series as a gradient interpolated between adjacent days and district data 
points. Distance in the map symbolizes relative geographic relationship rather 
than actual distance. Townships were ordered from East to West and from North 
to South.

Control Measures used by taipei City

To identify the possible etiologic agent of the outbreak, health care profession-
als were required to administer eye swabs and conduct laboratory testing. Local 
health workers were then able to match the epidemiological characteristics for 
the confirmed agent, Coxsackie A24, with appropriate and specific prevention 
and control measures. Government officials of the Taipei City Department of 
Health informed the media of the outbreak through press releases and used a 
variety of health education methods to reach the public. Beginning on Octo-
ber 5, public service messages were delivered to kindergartens, primary schools, 
middle schools, and high schools to encourage children to avoid touching their 
eyes, wash their hands routinely, and participate in disinfecting the school envi-
ronment. Within schools, health education programming during daily morning 
assemblies provided updates to students and teachers regarding the current status 
of the epidemic and additional measures that were needed to reduce infections. 
A special telephone hotline was also established to improve case reporting and 
provide up-to-date disease counseling from health care institutions.
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These measures, though helpful, had also been used in Keelung and had, thus 
far, proven inadequate at containing the epidemic. In early October 2007, Taipei 
City government decided to adopt a more aggressive campaign against the epi-
demic by implementing an “incident management system.” This system required 
various administrative agencies to follow an integrated disaster response plan. Al-
though school closures and class cancellation were not required for schools with 
reported AHC cases, schools were encouraged to persuade symptomatic students 
to stay home and provide guidance on how to prevent the spread of the infection 
in the home environment. In addition, schools were authorized to keep symptom-
atic students from entering the school in case parents insisted on their attendance. 
If infected students were able to gain entry to school premises, the school was 
authorized to prevent them from joining public activities (such as swimming). 
School absenteeism was also reported and recorded daily.

The Taipei City Department of Health devised backup plans should the above-
mentioned measures not succeed. These plans included separate care facilities for 
AHC patients at ophthalmic clinics, more intensive segregation of symptomatic 
students from classmates (in the classroom, at public washbasins, and during out-
door student activities), and quarantines that required symptomatic students to 
stay at home for seven days.

Mass risk Communication Program (MrCP)

Monday incidence reports (Figure 2) exhibited tremendous increases in AHC 
case incidence during weekends in Keelung. Mindful of these weekend spikes, 
Taipei implemented a multi-channel risk communication prevention program 
during the weekend of Friday, October 12 (2,253 new cases of AHC were re-
ported in Taipei on that date). This risk communication program focused on 
communicating directly to the public through three routes: (1) schools delivered 
a Taipei Department of Health letter signed by the mayor (that detailed AHC 
information and prevention methods) for students to take home to their parents, 
(2) the mayor held a press conference to discuss the epidemic and offer guidance 
to citizens for preventing the spread of the disease, and (3) over 2.2 million short 
message services (SMS) messages, a communication tool for exchanging short text 
messages between mobile telephonic devices, were delivered to all Taipei mobile 
phone numbers. The messages briefed Taipei residents on the current status of the 
epidemic and recommended citizen-level control measures. All communications 
suggested that symptomatic students stay at home, apart from other members of 
the family, and recommended household disinfection.
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Figure 2. Incidence Rate (IR) and Cumulative Number of AHC Cases among School Children in Taipei 
City and Keelung City, October - November 2007. The figure’s arrow indicates the weekend in which children 
stayed at home instead of attending school. The MRCP was launched on October 12th in Taipei City, causing 
the incidence rate (IR) of AHC to decline more rapidly in Taipei City than in Keelung City, where AHC cases 
continued to increase.

evaluating the effectiveness of the Control Measures

On October 31st, all Taipei students involved in the study were asked to give their 
parents a questionnaire devised to collect epidemiological data and assess their 
opinions regarding Taipei City’s infection control measures. The questionnaire 
asked about the clinical symptoms/signs of children with AHC, school atten-
dance, and inquired on parents’ sources of disease prevention information. Par-
ents were also asked to comment on their degree of satisfaction with Taipei City’s 
public health efforts and provide suggestions for improving future SMS alerts.

We evaluated the effectiveness of the control measures based on the duration 
of the epidemic and the attack rate of the disease among school students in both 
Taipei and Keelung. As Keelung was without a risk communications program, and 
had only applied the general control measures recommended by Taiwan’s Center 
for Disease Control (Taiwan CDC), the effectiveness of the special measures tak-
en by Taipei City could be readily calculated through direct comparison.

results 
Because this study utilized risk communication methods used to minimize the 
public health threat of an unusual outbreak, we briefly describe the 2007 AHC 
epidemic below and analyze the effectiveness of the chosen methods using epide-
miological measures.
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the 2007 aHC epidemic

AHC Attack Rates in Taipei and Keelung Cities

At the beginning of the epidemic, the etiologic agent of this AHC outbreak was 
unknown. On October 12th, based on culture and sequencing analysis performed 
at Taiwan CDC, the pathogen was identified as the A24 variant of the Coxsackie 
virus [13]. The epidemic lasted 13 days in Taipei (5,414 cases), and 34 days in 
Keelung (6,154 cases) (Table 1). Keelung City applied general control measures 
and Keelung CDC monitored daily reported new cases as suggested by Taiwan’s 
CDC. However, there was no further assessment by Keelung on the effectiveness 
of its control measures. The crude attack rate of AHC in Keelung was significantly 
higher than in Taipei (14.92% vs. 1.95%; p<0.001). After the risk communica-
tion program was implemented in Taipei the overall incidence in the city decreased 
significantly (0.093% before vs. 0.056% after; p<0.001) while the incidence rates 
in Keelung continued to increase almost every weekend (Figure 2).

The greatest number of AHC cases in Taipei City occurred on a Friday (Oc-
tober 12), signaling an upcoming weekend spike in infections. However, on that 
day, Taipei City government launched the multi-channel risk communication 
program, greatly reducing the incidence rate and, in effect, causing a sharp week-
end drop in new cases. Because of such measures, the epidemic ebbed much ear-
lier in Taipei than in Keelung (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Spatio-temporal Diffusion Patterns of AHC Outbreaks from Keelung City to Taipei City, 2007. The 
X-axis reflects the temporal scale, while the Y-axis displays district names ordered by geographical correlation 
from North to South, East to West. The horizontal purple line marks the border between Keelung City and 
Taipei City.
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Epidemiological Characteristics

The outbreaks began in Keelung in September of 2007. Due to the high frequency 
of transportation from Keelung to Taipei, the epidemic gradually reached Taipei. 
Districts in Taipei City closest to Keelung City began to see an increase in their 
attack rates on October 8th (Figure 3). The wave of new infections moved steadily 
from the northeast districts to the southwest districts of Taipei. In both cities, 
the disease spread citywide within a short period (4 days), as shown in Figure 1, 
and the median time between exposure and onset of disease was as short as 1 day 
[mean ± standard deviation (SD): 2.6±3.2 days, range 0 to 16 days] [Figure 4]. 
The mean time from exposure to onset of AHC was significantly shorter in fam-
ily clusters than in school cluster cases (mean ± SD: 2.6±3.2 vs. 4.39±4.82 days, 
p = 0.03). The mean and range of time between exposure and disease onset was 
also significantly shorter in larger family clusters (>3 AHC cases per family) than 
in smaller ones (< = = 3 AHC cases) (1.2±1.7 days, range 0 to 6 days vs. 3.9±4.0 
days, range 0 to 16 days, respectively) (p<0.01).

Figure 4. Distribution of AHC Illness Duration as Related to Family Cluster Size. Onset duration tended to be 
shorter when cluster size was more than 3 family members. (1.2±1.7 days, range 0 to 6 days, vs. smaller cluster 
size 3.9±4.0 days, range 0 to 16 days, p<0.01).

In terms of risk factors (Table 2), boys were at significantly higher risk for 
AHC-related pink eye than girls (OR = 2.14, p<0.001), and older children (over 
10 years old) were generally at higher risk for pink eye both at home (OR: 2.56, p 
= 0.008) and at school (OR 3.51, p<0.001). In general, children at northeastern 
Taipei schools, located closest to Keelung, were at greater risk for pink eye (OR = 
2.26, p-value = 0.003) both at home (OR = 3.93, p-value <0.001) and at school 
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(OR = 2.46, p-value = 0.001), than those at schools located in districts further 
away (Figure 1). In addition, school children were identified as the index cases 
in 75.5% of fifty-three family clusters (40/53), demonstrating their high risk for 
transmitting the disease to other family members.

Table 2. Demographical Information of Participating School Children Presenting/Not Presenting Pink Eye 
Illness (Within/Outside Family or School Clusters) during the AHC Outbreak in Taipei City, 2007.

effectiveness of the Mass risk Communication Program
Home Confinement of Symptomatic School Children

On Friday, October 12th (a day marked for its dramatic spike in new cases) the 
multi-channel mass risk communication program was launched in Taipei just 
prior to the weekend. On that day, three containment measures were urgently 
implemented: (1) the mayor addressed the press about the outbreak, (2) a letter 
written by the Taipei City Department of Health and signed by the mayor was 
given to students to take home to their parents, and (3) SMS messages were sent 
to all Taipei citizens with mobile phones. The collective message of all three chan-
nels emphasized the severity of the outbreak and outlined preventive measures, 
including home confinement. According to results obtained from the question-
naire (Table 3), home confinement of symptomatic students increased from a rate 
of 10% prior to the implementation of the risk communication program to 60% 
afterwards (p<0.05).

Disease Containment
As mentioned above, Taipei launched its mass risk communication program 
on October 12th. This was also the day that the epidemic reached its highest 
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peak. As demonstrated in Figure 2, the pre-weekend case surge was reduced 
by almost half by October 15th (following the mass risk communication cam-
paign in Taipei).

In Keelung, where no such risk communication program was launched, the 
epidemic lasted for thirty-four days and had fourteen days of high attack rates 
within that period. In contrast, the epidemic lasted thirteen days in Taipei and 
had less than five days of high attack rates following the implementation of the 
risk communication program.

The diffusion map in Figure 3 further illustrates the limited scope and short 
duration of high AHC attack rates (labeled in red) in Taipei districts. By Octo-
ber 17, attack rates in all Taipei districts reduced to moderate levels (labeled in 
yellow) and then further reduced to low levels (labeled in green) on October 26  
(Figure 3).

Sources of Information Related to Control Measure Compliance and 
Satisfaction Evaluation of the SMS Program

According to Taipei City’s parents’ responses to the questionnaire, primary sourc-
es for AHC information included TV news broadcasting (54.45%), daily school 
health education programs during morning assemblies (34.92%), and the Taipei 
City Department of Health letter signed by the Mayor (29.28%) (Table 4). Ap-
proximately fourteen percent (14.32%) of parents surveyed identified the short 
message service (SMS) issued by the Taipei City Department of Health as their 
primary source of AHC information.

Based on a five-point scale, parents who received the SMS communication felt 
more satisfied with this method as a means of public health communication than 
those who did not receive SMS messages (3.89 vs. 3.01; p<0.05).

Table 4. Parents’ Primary Sources for Control Measure Information from Taipei City Government.

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  

http://www.crcnetbase.com/action/showImage?doi=10.1201/b13122-11&iName=master.img-006.jpg&w=341&h=117


Taipei’s Use of a Multi-Channel Mass Risk Communication 129

discussion 
Prompt and effective prevention and control measures to combat EIDs are im-
perative to maintaining public health and safety. In this study, we found that the 
multi-channel risk communication program launched midway through the 2007 
AHC epidemic in Taipei City increased the number of students confined to their 
homes, reduced total duration and affected areas of the epidemic, and decreased 
the number of dangerous, high attack days. By interrupting the prevailing trans-
mission route between school and home, the program effectively inhibited the 
spread of this highly communicable disease in the community.

AHC has been identified as a highly contagious disease, capable of far-reach-
ing, epidemic spread, since its first reported case in 1970 [2], [14] The Coxsackie 
virus A24 (CV-A24) variant in particular has been the causing agent of several 
difficult outbreaks. It has also been a significant challenge to sensitivity and time-
liness efforts in disease surveillance systems [13], [15]. In addition, the virus’s 
eye-related symptoms [16], [17], [18] are not easily differentiated from other in-
fections (i.e. the human strain of Netherland’s 2003 avian influenza, H7N7) [19], 
[20], [21], [22]. During the 2007 AHC epidemic in Taiwan, schools were found 
to be epicenters of transmission. By focusing disease control efforts in the school 
system, Taipei was more effective than neighboring Keelung (which relied on tra-
ditional control strategies) at interrupting the school-family-community cascade 
of transmission.

Because AHC was not initially listed as a reportable disease when this outbreak 
first occurred, accessible data was initially unavailable for cases before October 4, 
2007. Several characteristics of the 2007 outbreak suggest a foreign source for 
Taiwan’s AHC epidemic. The introduction of the outbreak in Keelung, a port city, 
and the genotype II status of the 2007 CV-24 virus (all CV-24 viruses isolated in 
Taiwanese outbreaks prior to 2007 had belonged to genotype III [13]) strongly 
suggest that the virus was imported in the summer of 2007. The spread worsened 
in Taiwan after schools returned to session in September. Although health officials 
in Keelung had advocated for hand washing, eye protection, and disinfection, 
new cases continued to rise after October 8. The CV-24 virus, spread primarily 
through person-to-person contact and contact with infected fomites, may also 
have spread through contact with respiratory droplets and fecal-oral routes, result-
ing in rapid and widespread transmission [13], [15]. Older children were more 
likely to be members of case clusters at home and at school. The reasons for this 
increased likelihood is unknown, though it may be related to higher rates of par-
ticipation in team sports and/or less compliance with rules of hygiene. Research 
may be needed to fully understand this phenomenon. In essence, school children 
serve as index cases in around seventy-five percent of family clusters (Table 2) and 
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are, indisputably, the largest transmitters of the virus. The findings of the study 
illustrate that schools serve as epicenters of CV-24 transmission and are effective 
intervention targets for containing the virus before its introduction to the general 
population.

The large weekend increases of CV-24 infection that occurred in Keelung may 
have resulted from a lack of preventive measures at home, e.g. ineffectiveness at 
keeping symptomatic children separate from other family members and/or im-
proper disinfection of the home environment. Because the median time from 
exposure to onset is short (median 1 day in Figure 4), AHC is able to spread 
quickly from one index case to other family members, many of whom might 
take it back to schools and larger communities over the weekend. This creates a 
highly efficient family-school-community transmission cascade that is capable of 
spreading quickly throughout a city. Therefore, measures that effectively reduce 
and isolate infections at home and at school would contribute greatly to breaking 
the transmission cycle.

In the face of an unexpected outbreak of EID, risk communication and man-
agement are essential for keeping infection and mortality rates under control. The 
large disparity between mortality rates of the 1918 influenza pandemic in Phila-
delphia and St. Louis in the United States was due to distinct differences in the 
preparedness and timeliness of their respective local public health responses [23], 
[24]. This example serves to illustrate the importance of preventing and contain-
ing EIDs in a systematic and timely manner.

As the Capital of Taiwan, Taipei City has a much larger population size and 
density than Keelung City (Table 1). In addition, Taipei is a highly dynamic city 
with frequent economic, cultural, and social change. This inconstancy, coupled 
with its status as a large international travel hub, makes the city particularly vulner-
able to EID. Much of Taipei’s preparedness was the result of the city’s experience 
as Taiwan’s epicenter of the SARS outbreak in 2003. After the SARS outbreak, 
Taipei City Government initiated a new public health plan using an integrated 
infection control system against EID. This new system integrated early detection 
of outbreaks (particularly in hospitals and schools), epidemiological investiga-
tion, and epidemiologically based public health prevention and control policies. 
The renovated Division of Disease Control and Prevention (Taipei’s CDC) also 
became the core operational unit for implementing crisis management procedures 
and facilitating policy. These systematic upgrades allowed for quick enactment of 
multi-channel risk communication measures during the 2007 outbreak of con-
junctivitis.

The 2007 AHC outbreak provided the perfect opportunity for Taipei health 
authorities to test the effectiveness of the newly renovated system. Measures that 
were used to contain this epidemic may also, in turn, serve as a practice model 
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for dealing with future influenza pandemics. There are many similarities between 
AHC and novel influenza: (1) there is currently no available vaccine for the cir-
culating virus strain and anti-viral treatment is limited, (2) time from exposure 
to onset is very short, (3) the disease is highly contagious and easily contracted 
through contact with contaminated aerosols/droplets or fomites, and (4) schools 
serve as epicenters for the spread of the virus to households and, eventually, to the 
larger community.

It has been previously demonstrated that home confinement of symptomatic 
children can dramatically limit the spread of AHC and influenza in the commu-
nity [25], [26], [27]. The timely launch of our multi-channel risk communication 
program to all Taipei citizens on Friday, October 12, allowed us to provide clear 
instructions to families on how to prevent the infection at home over the course 
of weekend, when infection rates would normally increase. These direct commu-
nication methods successfully convinced parents to keep their symptomatic chil-
dren at home (from 10% to 60% in Table 3). With contagious students confined 
to their homes, school transmissions decreased dramatically and public health of-
ficials were able to contain the Taipei outbreak quickly. The effectiveness of these 
innovative methods in the heavily populated metropolitan area of Taipei City was 
evidenced by how quickly the epidemic, which had infected 5414 students, sub-
sided after 2 weeks. This can be compared with the two months that were needed 
to control Taipei’s previous CV-24 epidemic in 1987 [28].

The importance of appropriate risk communication in response to disasters 
has often been overlooked by public health officials in Taiwan. Traditionally, the 
mass media has helped disseminate epidemic information and increase awareness 
on how health risks may be reduced. However, the modern mass media has, at 
times, had a negative impact on public health efforts by encouraging public indif-
ference or sensationalizing incomplete and inaccurate information. The media’s 
reporting of the SARS outbreak contributed to unnecessary chaos in the early 
phases of the epidemic [29].

Rather than rely on the media alone to convey productive messages regarding 
the epidemic, Taipei’s CDC was able to implement its Multi-Channel Mass Risk 
Communication Program to reach the public directly during critical points in the 
epidemic. We believe the SMS messaging component of the program was integral 
to the success of the 2007 AHC intervention and will continue to explore the 
use of this tool. We know from our questionnaire that fourteen percent of par-
ents who confined their affected children at home during 2007’s AHC outbreak 
reported that their decision to comply with this preventive measure was based on 
the SMS messages they received. Although the effects of the cell phone method 
cannot be fully isolated from the multi-channel risk communication system in 
this study, we believe that future interventions that utilize SMS exclusively will 
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provide more insight on the effectiveness of this method. Taipei’s CDC has since 
conducted a SMS campaign on Chinese Valentine’s Day in 2009 to reach high-
risk groups for Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). The message asked the 
public to answer an AIDS-related trivia question and also provided information 
on free, anonymous HIV testing. After this exploratory campaign, Anonymous 
HIV screening rates went up 20% from the same time the year before. As SMS 
messaging is still an emerging approach to wide-scale information dissemination, 
we believe that further examination into the effectiveness of cell phone-based risk 
communication methods will need to be done at the local, national, and interna-
tional level.

Taipei’s ability to launch such a large-scale SMS campaign was a direct result 
of Taiwan’s Communicable Disease Act (2006). This act allowed government of-
ficials to override the people’s right to privacy when responding to epidemic di-
sasters. In this case, the Taipei city government held a contract with Taiwan’s six 
major mobile phone companies and committed all of them to allowing six free 
public service messages (per year) to be sent to their users if deemed necessary 
by the proper authorities. The SMS message in response to the AHC epidemic 
was sent to 2.2 million registered mobile phone users in Taipei City. Public sat-
isfaction with the SMS campaign was high, especially amongst parents of school 
children. While this mass communication method has been advocated for use in 
many Asian countries, Taiwan’s large-scale employment of SMS technology was, 
to the best of our knowledge, the first such attempt in the world. While it was, 
overall, an effective means of communication, the efficacy of this method was 
limited by several factors. First, the sudden influx of over two million messages 
put a large burden on the network system and resulted in a long delay (many 
received their message around midnight). Second, many Taipei mobile phones 
users are registered in other cities and did not receive the messages. Third, con-
sumer weariness may have caused some people to ignore the long, unsolicited 
message before they read it. To reduce technical limitations, we suggest that SMS 
surge capacity be increased and tested at both non-epidemic and pre-pandemic 
stages. Other limitations to the SMS tool and alternative mass communication 
prevention methods can be fine-tuned with more experience, frequently updated 
guidelines, an efficient system for risk management, an integrated public health 
plan, and extra training for public health personnel [30], [31]. Another impor-
tant challenge is reaching diverse populations, particularly those with low socio-
economic status that may not be able to afford mobile phone service (and reside 
in less affluent, high-risk areas) [32]. This may be less of problem in Taiwan than 
in other countries.

This study had several limitations, including a lack of early data on pink-eye 
cases in Keelung. After the conclusion of the outbreak, there was also no further 
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assessment on the effectiveness of control measures in Keelung. This study was 
non-randomized and missing epidemiological information for calculating sec-
ondary attack rates, age-specific asymptomatic ratios, and geographical diffusion 
of AHC cases outside Taipei and Keelung. Seroepidemiological studies in the 
future should be able to obtain more accurate secondary attack data with the use 
of comprehensive infection and disease exposure data.

In conclusion, the timely launch of the multi-channel risk communication 
program described in this study greatly reduced the duration and number of 
cases of Taiwan’s 2007 AHC epidemic. These efforts effectively avoided a po-
tentially large-scale epidemic of AHC in Taipei City. In encountering challenges 
such as outbreaks of influenza pandemic, or other EIDs with short incubation 
periods, public health officials need to prepare an integrated and timely admin-
istrative public health response. Urgent intervention and education must reach 
the community directly through multi-module channels, like SMS, for rapid  
communication.

Geographical variations in epidemiological characteristics, as described 
in our comparison analysis of the AHC epidemic in Keelung versus Taipei, 
are similar to variations in swine-origin H1N1 outbreaks in Mexico versus 
United States. Such similarities support this intervention’s potential ap-
plicability to the prevention and control of other EIDs. Based on the find-
ings of this study, we believe that the success of this risk communication 
method is dependent on: (1) the timeliness of the communication, (2) 
simplicity and consistency of the message, (3) appropriateness of the chan-
nels of dissemination, (4) transparency of the information, and (5) public 
faith in the communicator; in this instance the mayor of Taipei. While we 
found that the use of SMS significantly contributed to the effectiveness 
of the risk communication program, more SMS-based campaigns and re-
search, like the HIV testing campaign mentioned in our manuscript, are 
needed to fully evaluate its effectiveness at communicating public health 
messages to the public.
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executive summary 
This study attempts to identify the nature of the coverage of violence against 
women in the Egyptian mass media with the aim of introducing an effective 
media mechanism that will help expand interest in this issue beyond the lim-
ited academic community and dedicated authorities, and expanded to the general 
public. 

This report was written by Dr. Enas Abu Youssef and the Cairo University 
Center for Research on Women and Media. The National Council for Women 
(NCW) selected Dr. Abu Youssef to conduct this secondary analysis of the NCW 
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Media Watch Unit’s previously published reports. The study was conducted within 
the framework of the NCW’s multidimensional study of violence against women 
in Egypt, funded by the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) through the Combating Violence Against Women project. 

This study is based on a secondary analysis of six reports published by the 
NCW’s Media Watch Unit from April 2005 to March 2006 and from February 
2007 to February 2008. The theoretical framework of the study is based on the 
social cultural analysis model of monitoring the direct relationship between the 
media discourse and the prevalent culture and the social and political discourses 
in society.

The findings of the analytical study indicate that the media did not give suf-
ficient attention to publishing information related to violence against women. 
Issues related to violence against women comprised only 17.4 percent of its total 
coverage of women’s issues, based on the study sample. The representation of 
community violence was covered more often (66.1 percent of cases of media cov-
erage of violence against women), compared to domestic violence (33.9 percent). 
Both print media and television were similar in their coverage of community vio-
lence (70 percent and 60.2 percent coverage of violence against women, respec-
tively), and in their coverage of domestic violence (30 percent and 39.8 percent, 
respectively). Radio programs had an equal interest in domestic and community 
violence (50.1 percent and 49.9 percent coverage of violence against women, re-
spectively). 

The findings confirm that media discourse tends to focus negatively on sexual 
harassment of women at work and in the street. However, on the issue of politi-
cal involvement of women, media discourse was divided between supporting and 
opposing women in politics. Of particular note is the media’s general agreement 
with the idea that a woman does not have the right to be nominated for the 
presidency. 

The review of the target audiences indicates that media messages do not differ-
entiate by audience categories — rural/urban, age categories, and economic levels. 
Rather, media discourse is oriented primarily elite audiences.  

In dramatic representation of violence against women on radio and television, 
the analysis shows that violence against women is one of the main sources for 
conflict in plots for broadcast dramas. Of the 48 percent of radio dramas that pre-
sented issues of violence against women, 86.8 percent depicted domestic violence 
and 13.2 percent depicted community violence. Of the 45 percent of television 
dramas presenting violence against women, 69.5 percent depicted domestic vio-
lence and 30.5 percent depicted community violence. 
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The qualitative analysis of the dramatic productions shows that, when these 
programs portray violence, the family’s disintegration or malfunctioning is mostly 
the woman’s fault and only she is to be blamed. In addition, in these productions, 
justifiable reasons are given for violence against women. 

introduction 
Violence against women stems from Egypt’s cultural heritage. The country’s male-
dominated culture reveres patriarchal authority in its current social relations. Ex-
acerbating the negative effects of this male-dominated culture on Egyptian wom-
en is the relationship of violence against women to the deteriorating economic 
situation and the gap between different social categories and classes. However, 
with the increasing involvement of organizations concerned with women’s rights, 
the issue of violence against women has attracted the attention of the Egyptian 
mass media in the past decade — especially the emerging media, such as privately 
owned newspapers, private television channels, and other media. Violence against 
women takes several forms, and is categorized as follows: 

•	 Violence against women within the family (domestic violence) 

•	 Violence against women within the society (community violence) 

•	 Violence against women by the state 

Each category may include subcategories, such as physical or psychological 
violence. Civil society organizations concerned with women’s causes and rights 
are keen to monitor the role of Egyptian media in the representation of women’s 
issues and images in the media. Foremost in this effort is the NCW, which signed 
an agreement with UNICEF in December 2003 to establish a Media Watch Unit 
concerned with the image of women in the Egyptian mass media. This agreement 
fit within one of NCW’s main objectives — to propose general policies that con-
tribute to the integration of Egyptian women in different fields of development. 

The Media Watch Unit presented an evaluation of methods used by mass 
media to addressing issues related to Egyptian women, values included in the 
media discourse, and how this representation affects the formation of images of 
women in the media. The report was designed to acquaint policy-makers, media 
experts, and those concerned with women’s issues with its findings. A major is-
sue that the Media Watch Unit has analyzed in its six reports is violence against 
women and how it is addressed in print media and radio and television programs 
and dramas. 

This study, produced under the direction of the Egyptian NCW and funded 
by USAID through the Combating Violence Against Women project, will shed 
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light on the role of the mass media in influencing attitudes towards women in 
general and the representation of violence against women in particular. It is based 
a secondary analysis of the Media Watch Unit’s reports on the Egyptian mass 
media’s representation of violence against women. Therefore, this study includes 
the following: 

1. A quantitative and qualitative analysis of the media coverage of violence 
against women during the past two years 

2. An analysis of methods adapted by the media when addressing violence 
against women compared to the results of previous research in the same 
area during the past decade 

3. Identification of the priority given to the issue of violence against women 
compared with other issues addressed by the media 

4. Identification of patterns of violence against women on which the media 
has focused 

Literature review of egyptian Media 
Studies related to the mass media’s coverage of women’s issues during the past 
decade can be divided into three categories: 

1. Studies that addressed women’s issues in general (74 studies) 
2. Studies that focused on violence as a main topic (18 studies) 
3. Studies that focused only on violence against women (2 studies) 

Media studies that addressed Women’s issues in General  
(74 studies) 

Covering the period from 1996 to 2007, the media studies that addressed wom-
en’s issues in general included a sample from every type of mass media (print 
media, radio, television, and cinema). This research included both analytical and 
field studies. The field studies were based on samples from rural and urban dis-
tricts in Upper and Lower Egypt and on random samples of media leadership in 
high administrative and management positions, including media figures in the 
Egyptian Radio and Television Union, in addition to communications experts 
from Egyptian newspapers. To analyze women’s issues addressed by the mass me-
dia, these studies applied utilization and satisfaction assessments, survey research 
methods, comparative methods, quantitative and qualitative analysis methods, 
and discourse analysis. 
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A review of these studies reveals several findings: 
1. The mass media are now more interested in social issues; traditional issues 

are of less importance. Also, the support of the mass media for participa-
tion of women in the political process has increased; women are encour-
aged to vote and to run for seats in the parliament and local councils. 
There is also a positive relationship between exposure to television and 
interest in women’s political participation. 

2. Print media communications experts are still dominated by stereotypical 
and traditional views of women, although some progress has occurred. 
Although an image of modern and creative working women has emerged, 
this image was nevertheless lost amid other images of women. Newspaper 
“crimes and incidents” sections and caricatures still typically focus on the 
image of a woman as unfaithful, a murderess, a mistress, a tyrant, an ex-
ploiter, a chatterbox, and an opportunist. These stereotypes cast women 
as the cause of family conflicts, while men are shown as providers and 
dominant members of the household. A similarity is suggested between 
the wife and the state, showing them both as supervisory authorities who 
may engage in coercion and, sometimes, violence. The image of women in 
social marketing campaigns differs from that in advertisements and music 
videos. While social marketing campaigns portray women positively and 
equal to men, advertisements and music videos usually exploit women as 
provocative symbols. In the cinema, portrayal of women is more often 
negative than positive, with women often associated with sexuality and the 
commission of illegal acts. Some studies have shown some improvement in 
the image of women as reflected in radio and television dramas. 

3. Some media still portray women as negative, as weak creatures who are un-
able to make decisions or think logically, as emotional and superficial, with 
no initiative, and shying away from problems. Women were depicted in 
some dramatic works as caring only for appearances and formalities. Egyp-
tian newspapers, television dramas and advertisements still focus on the 
traditional and stereotypical roles of women as mothers, wives, employ-
ees, victims, mistresses, and provocateurs. Although there is an increase in 
positive roles for women, the attention given to negative roles is neverthe-
less still greater. For example, mass media is usually keener to emphasize 
women committing illegal acts than men. Although the mass media is well 
aware of the productive role of women and the importance of including 
them in development processes for education, health, culture, economics, 
and politics through topics that deal with adult literacy, women’s political 
participation and equality at work, this occurs only on political occasions 
with direction from political authorities.
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4. The public’s perception of women varies; it is positive when associated 
with the constructive role of women in the family but negative when as-
sociated with the mass media’s distorted and superficial portrayal that fo-
cuses on women’s femininity as an element of seduction and attraction to 
men. Rural women are portrayed as weak and inferior, a stereotypical and 
traditional image that marginalizes them and their issues. Some studies 
described female media professionals’ disapproval of the image of women 
as portrayed by the mass media, concluding that these professionals’ ac-
ceptance the prevalent traditional perceptions influences their work. Some 
studies noted the need for a media strategy that aims to change the nega-
tive image of women prevalent in the mass media.

5. The views of media professionals are affected by their affiliations and ex-
perience as well as their stereotypical images of women’s role and status in 
society. These views affect what is printed or broadcast about women in 
the mass media. Some studies commented on female media professionals’ 
lack of cultural and social awareness as well as their failure to understand 
the psychological dimensions that prevent them from fully understanding 
and effectively reporting on violence against women. 

6. Media professionals of both genders are affected by limitations to their 
freedom in the field of media and the rights and obligations imposed on 
them by legislation that regulates journalism. In addition, like other egyp-
tian women, female media professionals experience the same limitations 
in employment opportunities, travel, and training. Specific to their profes-
sion, they lack opportunities to advance to management positions in print 
media organizations to serve on editorial boards or in central editorial de-
partments. 

7. Media discourse does not focus equally on all values in its communication 
to the public. Although participation of both men and women in family 
life and responsibilities was the most prominent value revealed in daily 
newspapers (particularly national papers but also some political newspa-
pers) and radio and television broadcasts, equality was the most prominent 
value discussed in some private and party newspapers and some radio and 
television programs. One study concluded that the egyptian public per-
ceives equality between men and women in a stereotypical way, whether in 
daily life or through the symbolic reality reflected on television; findings 
revealed the projection of positive qualities on men and negative quali-
ties on women. Some advertisements focus on equality between men and 
women and equal opportunities for their participation in public and fam-
ily life. The values of loyalty and cooperation are depicted in some radio 
drama, but of freedom, forgiveness, and independence are rare. The value 
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of work appears in the content of some private, daily, and party newspa-
pers.

8. Some publications still promote intellectual intolerance and extremism, 
demanding that women revert to the social, political and cultural back-
wardness typical of earlier centuries

9. The studies revealed the absence of a general mass media strategy for 
women’s issues; radio and television programs and much writing for print 
media, present dual messages: at the same time that they urge women to 
participate in politics, they marginalize their political role and depict their 
responsibilities as limited to household chores. Similarly, the media pres-
ents contradictory images of women: one that is more traditional, showing 
women as obedient, submissive, helpless, self-sacrificing, and passive; and 
more modern image of independent, constructive women who are capable 
of making decisions and contributing to Egypt’s development. Ms. Magda 
Omar believes that by adopting a media strategy that reflects male logic in 
the development process, women’s contributions are marginalized.

10. The media discourse lacks clear social depth in addressing some impor-
tant social issues, leading to misunderstandings. For example, a woman’s 
right to retail the option of divorcing her husband is regarded superficially. 
Where the media could correct misinterpretations of this right by explain-
ing the benefits to women, it instead portrays the only benefit as a woman 
denying her husband a say in the procedure. 

11. Media discourse focuses on women of child-bearing age and ignores young 
girls, adolescents, and older women. The media also gives greater attention 
to urban women, whether by presenting their issues or portraying their 
stereotypical images, and ignoring poor and rural women.

12. The mass media addresses women’s issues in incidental news rather than 
providing in-depth commentary that would provide context for these inci-
dents and give news stories greater significance. Study findings reveal that 
in cinema and television drama address women’s topics as secondary issues. 
However, women are depicted more than men in commercial advertise-
ments. 

13. International gender issues have influenced the media in Egypt, and some 
of these issues were linked to issues addressed in the Egyptian media. One 
example is equal rights for men and women. Coverage also emphasizes 
personal status issues such as restriction of the number of wives a man 
takes, the concept of judges presiding over divorce cases, providing houses 
for divorcees, female genital mutilation, and violence against women. 
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14. The media gives positive coverage to topics that are important to women 
in general, reflecting priorities and interests identified by the female pub-
lic. Programs addressing women’s appearance ranked highest, followed 
by topics related to health, children, and religion. The number of female 
viewers is higher for programs about women and families — more so in 
rural than urban districts. Television’s agenda is similar to that of women, 
as women are interested in literacy, spinsterhood, early marriage, poverty, 
and violence against women, and drama reflects these priorities to some 
extent. 

15. Studies concurred that television is the most common mass medium ac-
cessed by Egyptian women, followed by newspapers and radio, and that 
women prefer dramatic programs, especially television drama. Because 
drama attracts the largest audiences, it is a considerable and effective cul-
tural force in the formation of mental images.

16. In terms of evaluating good gender-specific/women’s magazines, the study 
notes that women’s magazines are no longer concerned only with women’s 
issues and the liberation of women, but resemble magazines that target 
broader audiences, with a feminine perspective.

17. Based on the total percentages gathered, the contributions of female media 
professionals in television and radio are far greater than in print media 
organizations or in management positions. 

Media studies that Focused on Violence as a Main issue  
(18 studies)

Covering the period from 1999 to 2005, the studies that focused on violence as 
the main issue included a sample from every type of mass media (print media, 
radio, television, and cinema). They included both analytical and field studies. 
The field studies were based on samples from rural and urban districts in Upper 
and Lower Egypt and on random samples of leadership in high administrative 
and management positions, including media figures in the Egyptian Radio and 
Television Union and communication experts at Egyptian newspapers. To ana-
lyze issues of violence addressed by the mass media, these studies applied utiliza-
tion and satisfaction assessments, survey research methods, comparative methods, 
quantitative and qualitative analysis methods, and discourse analysis. 

These studies found that the media still continues to portray women in a 
negative manner, portraying her as the main reason behind violence. Some of the 
results are as follows: 
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1. The studies confirmed that the print media focuses on violence commit-
ted by women. Although El Goumhoreya newspaper had discussed a case 
of violence against women, it was also interested in crimes committed by 
women and portrayed them as unfaithful, culprits, mistresses, and mur-
derers. 

2. The Egyptian cinema often denigrates the image of women, restricting 
their roles to sexual relationships with me, and typically presenting exag-
gerated images of corrupt women who violate taboos or appear as murder-
ers, drug dealers, drug abusers, and prostitutes without any positive traits. 

3. During the past five years, the mass media has shown a tendency to dis-
cuss some topics that were previously kept quiet, such as violence against 
women and female genital mutilation.

4. Field studies of media leadership reveal that the violence against women 
did not receive adequate media coverage.

5. Some studies confirmed that cases of violence against women are at the top 
of the Egyptian print media’s priority list, although sexual harassment is at 
the bottom.

6. Newspapers have reported that violence often accompanies elections, and 
this restricts women from voting in public elections.

7. Studies suggest that addressing violence against women in the mass media 
offers benefits to the public by developing awareness of these issues. How-
ever, programs that discussed these issues tended to do so in a traditional 
and repetitive manner.

8. The studies concluded that it is important to improve the image of women 
in mass media by developing a media strategy that can enhance the image 
of women; focus on violence (such as beating, sexual harassment, and fe-
male genital mutilation) and discrimination against women; and increase 
the legal and social awareness that will guarantee the elimination of all 
forms of violence against women.

9. A study compared the communication agenda of nongovernmental or-
ganizations print media agenda over the period from June 2003 to May 
2004. The study found that violence against women leads the communi-
cation agenda for nongovernmental organizations. Issues such as female 
genital mutilation had the highest priority, followed by psychological vio-
lence, rape, and sexual harassment. In contrast, the highest priority of the 
national newspapers was wife-beating, followed by rape and female genital 
mutilation.
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studies that Focused only on Violence against Women (2 
studies) 

The studies that focus on violence against women are relatively recent; only two 
studies were done between 2003 and 2007. The first, a study of television drama, 
analyzes 30 Arabic movies, 10 evening dramatic series, and three Arabic drama 
series broadcast on Channel 1 during from September through November 1998. 
The study findings were based on a random sample of 400 episodes in Cairo 
governorate. 

The second study, using media theory and frame analysis, was conducted on 
a sample from the newspapers El Ahram, El Akhbar, El Gomhoureya, El Messa, 
El Wafd, El Masry El Youm, El Dostour, El Osbou’, and El Ahaly newspaper edi-
tions, published from October 23 to November 23, 2006. The study also exam-
ined everything that was published regarding a sexual assault case that occurred 
on November 23, 2006, the first day of the Bairam feast. In addition, a field study 
was conducted on a sample of 100 stories divided equally among the media and 
academic elites. 

The study of television drama focused on violence between men and women 
as portrayed in Arabic drama. This study examined the perceptions and views of 
individuals toward violence in male/female relationships and the association of 
these views with what they saw portrayed in television dramas.

The television drama study concluded that: 
1. The most common form of violence portrayed in the relationship between 

men and women was verbal violence (59.88 percent), followed by physi-
cal violence (21.14 percent), then both types in combination (18.98 per-
cent). 

2. Men commit physical violence most often (30.7 percent) in television 
drama; women committed verbal violence more often (70.59 percent). 

3. Violence between men and women as portrayed in television drama occurs 
in rural districts (79.84 percent) more often than in cities 20.16 percent). 

The print media study focused on identifying how Egyptian newspapers ad-
dressed sexual harassment. 

The most important analytical and field results from the print media study 
are:

1. The study revealed that there are differences in print media coverage of 
sexual harassment. These differences not only were based on the different 
types of newspapers (national, party, or independent) but also were found 
among newspapers of the same type. Independent newspapers addressed 
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sexual harassment and assault most frequently (52.3 percent, followed by 
party newspapers at 30.8 percent and national newspapers at 16.9 per-
cent). These newspapers addressed sexual harassment as a general issue in 
society by introducing an issue, presenting causes for its occurrence, and 
making recommendations for solving the problem. These findings con-
form with both the field study measuring feedback on the interest newspa-
pers demonstrated in reporting on sexual harassment and the researchers’ 
observations of the newspapers’ level of interest in addressing the issue. El 
Dostour was most interested, followed by El Masry El Youm, El Ahaly, El 
Wafd, El Gomhoureya, El Ahram, El Mesaa, El Akhbar, and El Osbou’. 

2. In comparing national newspapers’ coverage of sexual harassment cases, 
El Gomhoureya gave the greatest amount of coverage. This newspaper is 
one that makes use of appealing editorial content, catchy titles, pictures, 
and colored headlines. Nevertheless, its perspective is similar to the other 
national newspapers, varying between criticism and caution regarding sex-
ual harassment. In contrast, private newspapers focus more on the causes 
of sexual harassment (36.9 percent of total coverage of this issue), while 
national newspapers focused on the causes in 27.9 percent of coverage. 
Party newspapers were somewhere in the middle, focusing on the causes of 
sexual harassment in 32.2 percent of the coverage. 

3. The newspapers under study show both differences and similarities in ad-
dressing the main themes, causes, and suggested solutions for issues of vio-
lence against women. With regard to general or main themes, the national 
newspapers opted to focus on sexual assault as the most dangerous form of 
violation of human rights, whereas party and private newspapers focused 
on sexual abuse of children attending primary and preparatory schools. In 
terms of the news media’s views on the causes of sexual harassment, both 
the national and party newspapers blamed unemployment and delay in the 
age of marriage; the private newspapers focused on the lack of police se-
curity in congested areas. In proposing solutions to issues related to sexual 
harassment, the national newspapers were elimination of unemployment 
and removal of marriage prerequisites; the party and private newspapers 
focused on the elimination of the phenomenon of street children and the 
role of the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood.

4. The private newspapers elicited the greatest trust from the public (63 per-
cent) regarding information on sexual harassment; party newspapers re-
ceived 31 percent trust and the national newspapers 23 percent. 

The study reveals the importance of conducting scientific research on the is-
sues of sexual harassment and assault to evaluate their current status more com-
prehensively. The hazards of this issue do not lie only in its extent, nature, and 
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frequency, but in what it suggests for the future with regard to disorders in the 
current social structure as well as what it reveals of the demise of traditional values 
in Egyptian society. 

Main study Concepts
Challenge

Based upon the findings discussed above, the challenge of this report is to develop 
and investigate scientific hypotheses in an effort to answer the following question: 
What is the nature, interest, and limitations of the Egyptian media in dealing 
with issues of violence against women in governmental, private, and specialized 
media?

This study is important because: 
1. Few studies focus on this subject 
2. The issue is becoming increasingly important in Arab societies in general 

and in Egypt in particular 
3. Interest in women’s rights has increased 
4. The occurrence of severe human rights violations against women in Egypt 

necessitates that the media play a critical role in both documenting these 
incidents and mounting public awareness campaigns 

objectives

The main objective of this study is to identify the nature and limitations of the 
Egyptian mass media in all its material forms (print media — newspapers and 
magazines, radio, and television); forms of ownership (state, independent/private, 
party); audience type (for the general public or specialized); frequency of publi-
cation or broadcast; and content type (talk shows, drama, advertisements, print 
media articles) with regard to the issue of violence against women. 

Several secondary objectives emerge from this main objective: 
1. Defining issues of violence against women on which various mass media 

channels focuses — domestic, community, or state violence 
2. Conducting a qualitative analysis of mass media coverage of violence 

against women 
3. Comparing types of coverage of violence against women in the mass  

media 
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4. Analyzing the image of women in the mass media in relation to issues of 
violence against women with particular attention to the source and justifi-
cations of violence and reactions to it

Building on this study, the aim is to introduce an effective media mechanism 
to addresses violence against women in a way that extends the scope of interest to 
the entire Egyptian society rather than being limited to academic researchers and 
relevant, specialized authorities. 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 

Significant statistical differences exist among different types of Egyptian mass me-
dia regarding coverage of violence against women. These include: 

•	 Level of interest 

•	 Forms and types of violence 

•	 Justifications (arguments) 

•	 Reaction and methods of addressing violence 

•	 Geographical areas targeted by the media when addressing issues of violence 

Hypothesis 2

Significant statistical differences exist among different types of Egyptian mass 
media regarding coverage of violence against women based on ownership of the 
media (state, private or party).

Hypothesis 3 

Significant statistical differences exist among different types of Egyptian mass me-
dia regarding coverage of violence against women based on specialization of the 
media (for the general public or specialized).

inquiries

1. What is the mass media’s interest in violence against women in relation to 
its interest in Egyptian women’s issues in general?

2. What is the most common form of violence against women as depicted in 
the Egyptian mass media? 
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3. What persuasive arguments (whether supporting or opposing) are made 
regarding violence against women as presented by the mass media? 

4. What are the aspects of agreement or disagreement in the Egyptian mass 
media’s representation of violence against women? 

5. What is the source of violence against women presented in radio and tele-
vision dramas? 

6. What reactions to violence against women are presented in radio and tele-
vision dramas? 

7. What solutions do the Egyptian media introduce to combat violence 
against women? 

study Framework and Methodology 
theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of the study is the social cultural analysis model of 
monitoring the direct relationship of media discourse to the prevalent cultural, 
social, and political discourses in society. The analysis assumes that this discourse 
truly affects the media and its outputs as it acts as a means for consolidation or ob-
struction of women’s rights. Special attention is also is given to the role of religious 
speech as a fundamental influence on and its role in changing, consolidating, or 
critiquing this discourse. 

type of study

This study is an analytical description that aims to monitor, describe, and ana-
lyze the representation of violence against women in the Egyptian mass media 
(print, television, and radio) according to its content type (print media articles, 
talk shows, drama, advertisements); extent of specialization (for the general pub-
lic, specialized); and ownership pattern (state, party, or private).

study Methods

Media Survey

The study is based on a survey methodology — the most suitable scientific 
methodology for descriptive studies in general. The aim is to record, ana-
lyze, and explain the current condition of a phenomenon. After collecting the  
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necessary and sufficient data on the phenomenon and its elements, they are 
analyzed using a set of procedures that define the type of data, their source, 
and their method of collection55. The survey methodology is divided into 
two parts: a descriptive part that attempts to describe the phenomenon and 
the object of the study and an analytical part that attempts to explain and 
analyze the phenomenon under study and its causes.56 Within this frame-
work, media messages related to violence against women were surveyed in the 
different Egyptian mass media.  

Comparative Method

Researchers compared different intellectual perspectives of violence against wom-
en as addressed by mass media channels; they also compared the results of previ-
ous studies against one another.

Analysis Tools

This study relied on statistical quantitative analysis obtained using the statistical 
program SPSS and secondary qualitative analysis of the results of the monitor-
ing and content analysis from the six reports previously published by the Media 
Watch Unit.

study scope and survey sample 

This study is based on a secondary analysis of the Media Watch Unit’s six reports. 
These reports include the findings of quantitative and qualitative monitoring and 
content analysis of 20,160 hours of television broadcasting and 20,160 hours of 
radio broadcasting (excluding news bulletins and movies). 

The Egyptian print media sample encompassed 672 issues of Egyptian daily 
newspapers and magazines (national, party, and private) and 96 issues of Egyp-
tian weekly newspapers (national, party, and private) and magazines.  The drama 
sample included 64 television and radio series that were analyzed from April 2005 
to March 2006 and from February 2007 to February 2008, based on the rotation 
method to specify the sample period and an artificial month (by selecting the first 
week of the first month, the second week of the second month, and so on until an 
artificial month is completed for analysis).  The sample of the media material that 
the Media Watch Unit analyzed over the past two years included 10,648 occur-
rences of women’s issues in print media; 6,469 occurrences in television produc-
tions and 643 in television dramas; and 3,899 occurrences in radio productions 
and 636 in radio dramas.
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Procedural Definitions 

Definition of Violence

The study used the definition of violence against women in the United Nations 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, issued in December 
1993 (resolution 48/104), which was adopted by the United Nations General As-
sembly. The declaration defines violence against women as any act of gender-based 
violence [that] results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological 
harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary 
deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life…

Violence against women shall be understood to encompass, but not be limited 
to, the following:

a. Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family, includ-
ing battering, sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-
related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation, and other tra-
ditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and violence 
related to exploitation;

b. Physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring within the general 
community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual harassment, and intimi-
dation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in 
women, and forced prostitution;  

c. Physical, sexual and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned by 
the State, wherever it occurs. 

study Findings 
Based on the sample drawn, violence against women was the subject of approxi-
mately one-third of the material published in Egyptian print media about Egyp-
tian women (Table 1). This suggests that violence against women was present on 
the agenda of the Egyptian media. 

Table 1. Print Media and Violence Against Women 
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The findings showed that community violence is the Egyptian media’s first 
priority in its agenda regarding violence (Table 2). Domestic violence is the sec-
ond priority, suggesting that the print media still exercises some caution in its 
coverage of domestic violence 

Table 2. Print Media and Coverage of Violence Against Women

Forms of domestic Violence against Women in the Print 
Media

The study’s quantitative results indicate that the journalistic coverage addressed 
several forms of physical and psychological domestic violence against women. 
Psychological violence was a topic in 654 of 841 instances (77.7 percent) and 
physical violence in 187 (22.3 percent). 

Print media covered various forms of psychological domestic violence (Table 
3). The most attention was devoted to obstinacy in divorce, followed by insult-
ing wives and the discrimination against girls within the family. Subjects such as 
polygamy and coercing girls into marriage receive the least coverage despite their 
harmful social consequences. 

Table 3. Psychological Domestic Violence in the Egyptian Print Media 
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An article in Ein magazine, “Have mercy on us,” condemned psychological 
and physical domestic violence against girls by portraying the tragedy of a girl, 
not yet 16 years old, whose family tortured and humiliated her and whose father 
forced her to drop out of school and ordered her to marry her cousin. As a result, 
she killed herself. “Save me,” an article in El Goumhoreya newspaper presented 
a girl’s complaint in the form of a call to help from Egyptian society. To punish 
the girl’s mother for divorcing him, her father prevented the girl from finishing 
school. El Akhbar newspaper printed a report on Nage Banan, the first Egyptian 
village to refuse to circumcise girls, and El Ahram newspaper printed an article 
by Dr. Hassan Noaman, a professor at Cairo Medical University, confirming that 
“forcing wives to have sexual intercourse is another form of physical domestic 
violence; it is one form of violence difficult to prove.” 

These examples reveal that Egyptian newspapers condemn the increase in vio-
lence against women and consider it a main indicator of family disintegration.  

Table 4. Physical Domestic Violence in the Egyptian Print Media 

Discrimination and Community Violence against Women in the Print 
Media 

The analytical study’s findings indicate inconsistency in print media coverage of 
discrimination against women and community violence: coverage appeared to re-
ject all forms of violence against women at work and in the street but was divided 
between support and opposition of discrimination against women on the issue of 
participation in the political process (Table 5). 

Community Violence against Women at Work in the Print Media 

El Wafd newspaper confirmed that several hired men sexually harassed and at-
tempted to rape female journalists and women who participated in a demonstra-
tion against the referendum to amend Clause 76 in the Egyptian Constitution. 
Journalist Abbas El Tarabeily condemned this behavior in El Wafd, saying “the 
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state has reached a level where it pays its men to rape and harass women and 
girls.”

Table 5. Discrimination and Violence Against Women in the Community 

El Akhbar newspaper printed a condemnation of the Arab Journalist Union 
regarding an incident of rape and sexual harassment of female journalists in front 
of the syndicate, noting “the district attorney was unable to identify the culprits 
who violated the female journalists.” 

The print media addressed some issues of physical community violence against 
women, such as sexual harassment at work (4.4 percent). Coverage is low because 
this is sensitive topic is considered taboo in Egyptian society. On the other hand, 
the print media never addressed the exposure of less fortunate women, such as 
farm or factory workers, to sexual harassment. 

The print media portrayed the rape of women as a physical act of commu-
nity violence in 5 percent of the total coverage of community violence against 
women, and it condemned sexual harassment of women in public transportation, 
demanding the separation of men and women in public transportation to protect 
women against all forms of physical sexual harassment. The print media discourse 
confirmed the importance of supporting rape victims, providing them with all 
means of protection, and attempting to change society’s view of them. The news-
papers condemned the increase of rape in general, and Sot El Omah newspaper 
condemned murders committed in the name of honor. Sot El Omah reported the 
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story of a farmer who killed his wife because he was suspicious of her behavior and 
her ambition.  The print media also addressed the exposure of women to verbal 
harassment and offenses to their modesty as a form of psychological community 
violence on 17 occasions (1 percent).  

Discrimination against Women Participating in the Political Process 
in the Print Media  

The state-owned El Ahram newspaper reported that the governing National Dem-
ocratic Party nominated 60 businessmen as party representatives, but only six of 
the 160 women who had submitted their papers to the electoral committee. In 
the same newspaper, Ms. Ekbal Baraka questioned the National Party’s position 
towards women running in parliamentary elections and criticized other political 
parties for their regressive views on women in Parliament. 

The print media discourse attacked discrimination against women in the field 
of political participation (6.7 percent of cases), but it was also skeptical of wom-
en’s capacity to be an eligible candidate for presidency (5 percent of cases). 

 Egyptian newspapers of all types of ownership — the national newspapers 
taking the lead — launched an organized campaign against marginalizing 
the participation of women in political life. In its presentation at a seminar 
conducted by the El Ahram Regional Institute on Egypt’s experience in the 
elections in light of political plurality, El Ahram newspaper criticized and 
blamed the government for the low number of Egyptian women in the Egyp-
tian Parliament in 2005. 

The state-owned newspaper, El Gomhoureya, vigorously opposed the idea of a 
female presidential candidate. This position reflects the state’s vision, because the 
state owns this publication. 

El Gomhoureya newspaper discussed the nomination of women in the presi-
dential elections, commenting that “Eve herself refuses to assume the president’s 
position.” A female columnist asked “if it was logical to give her vote in the presi-
dential elections to Ashgan, Nageya, or Hamdeya running against President Hos-
ny Mubarak with his long experience. Is it logical to risk supporting women who 
had never run in any elections and never performed any political work in their 
lives?” 

The newspaper also printed an interview with Dr. Fawzeya Abdel Sattar, for-
mer chair of the Parliament’s legislative committee. Dr. Sattar confirmed that 
women are not permitted to nominate themselves for the presidential elections 
because men are more capable, Egypt does not lack male presidential candidates, 
and men are the caretakers of women.” 
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Relationship between Gender of Sources and Coverage of Violence in 
the Print Media 

The attitudes of a journalist’s sources used by a journalist affect the print media 
coverage of violence. Many studies have shown that using both genders as sources 
has the greatest effect on the representation of issues. The studies also show that 
male sources may be more persuasive when addressing certain topics might have 
a more persuasive effect. 

The quantitative results indicate that the use of both genders as sources varies, 
depending on the topic (Table 6). Male sources are most often used in discussions 
of subjects related to violence (34.7 percent), followed by female sources (27.4 
percent), sources whose gender is not identified (19.6 percent), and sources of 
both genders (18.3 percent).

Table 6. Gender of Source

Detailed findings revealed that men were more common sources on neglect 
of wives by husbands (62 percent) than female sources (19.7 percent). Regarding 
exposure of women to sexual harassment, men were sources more frequently (50 
percent) than women (16.7 percent). 

The statistical analysis confirmed that men were more often sources on topics 
that denigrate women’s images and portray them as criminals (64.9 percent) and 
tyrants (42.1 percent). Men were the only source who provided bad examples of 
women at work (100 percent). 

Meanwhile, female sources exceed male sources on topics such as cruelty of 
stepmothers (40 percent), marital infidelity (27.5 percent) and problems facing 
working women (46.7 percent). 

Both men and women were sources on topics such as coercing girls into mar-
riage (42.9 percent), women’s daily sufferings (46.2 percent), and legal aspects of 
violence against women (91.9 percent). 
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Respondents noted two positive points regarding the media’s persuasiveness 
related to VAW issues: first, that both males and females (experts and members 
of the public) took part in addressing some issues of domestic and community 
violence, and second, that male sources served as sources who were against some 
issues of domestic violence, thus emphasizing that both men and women disagree 
with domestic violence. Male journalists more often addressed violence against 
women in the Egyptian print media (55.2 percent) than female journalists (23.2 
percent). 

Male and female journalists worked together to address issues related to vio-
lence at a very low rate (0.6 percent).  

Table 7. Gender of Journalist Addressing Violence Against Women 

Detailed analytical results reveal that only male journalists addressed some 
topics related to VAW, such as Coptic women’s right to civil divorce, loss of trust 
between married couples, denigration of women’s images in media, poor exam-
ples of women at work, and social pressure on women. Only female journalists 
addressed male chauvinism toward women. 

Male journalists more often addressed other issues related to violence, such as 
marital infidelity (60 percent), neglect of women by men (69 percent), cruelty of 
stepmothers (80 percent), coercing girls into marriage (71.4 percent), problems 
facing working women (44 percent), and exploitation of women in music videos 
(50 percent) 

Print media coverage by male journalists took a negative perspective of some 
topics, such as portrayal of women as criminals (72 percent) or tyrants (60.5 
percent), and invasion of privacy of female celebrities (41.2 percent compared to 
19.6 percent by females). 

Female journalists more often addressed the marital problems of female celeb-
rities (40 percent compared to 26.7 percent by males) and the daily sufferings of 
women (61.5 percent). Coverage of sexual harassment by male and female jour-
nalists was equal (50 percent each). 
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The general public was most often the target of the cases addressing violence 
(59.2 percent), followed by the entire family (26.2 percent), women (11.1 per-
cent), a specific audience (1.4 percent), children (0.7 percent), and youth (0.2 
percent). 

Table 8. Target Audience for Print Media Discourse on Violence against Women

Coverage of different forms of violence against women most often targets the 
general public. This is a positive indicator, emphasizing that these issues do not 
concern women alone but are social problems that need the combined efforts of 
society to solve them. 

Nevertheless, ignoring the different environments of the targeted audiences 
(Table 9) is an indication that the print media has the urban districts and elites at 
the top of its agenda — revealing a primarily elite-oriented discourse. Marginal-
ization of audiences in crowded neighborhoods, rural districts, and Bedouin areas 
suggests that print media discourse is not concerned with the uniqueness of the 
different areas; therefore, it does not address the separate problems of each area. 

Table 9. Environment of Target Audience
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General Analysis 

The print media discourse has included the issue of violence on its agenda, at 
least quantitatively (29.1 percent). This quantitative indicator does not reflect 
in-depth coverage or regular campaigns combating different forms of violence 
against women; rather, it reflects the fact that most coverage was sporadic and 
in response to particular incidents or as part of coverage of public events, not a 
newspaper’s initiative to combat violence as a social phenomenon. 

The analysis showed that print media still tackles issues of domestic violence 
hesitantly and omits mention of issues considered taboo and not to be addressed. As 
such, issues related to family violence (domestic violence) ranked in second place in 
reporting after community violence. Analysis of the print media coverage of com-
munity violence confirmed that print media discourse has contributed to creating a 
type of psychological violence against women by denigrating the image of women 
in discussions of crime-related issues, diminishing them through caricatures, or 
objectifying them as mere bodies or symbols of provocation and attraction in ad-
vertisements. Commenting negatively and denigrating the image of women when 
reporting on community violence occurred more frequently (75.3 percent) than 
reporting on community violence against women in general. The numbers bring 
into question the journalists’ awareness of the forms of violence against women. 

As a result of sporadic coverage of violence and insufficient awareness of vio-
lence against women, journalistic discourse is very general and does not reflect 
unique environments or social classes. In addition, coverage was primarily ori-
ented toward elites, the upper class, and upper segments of the middle class, with 
rare exceptions. As a result, forms of violence that are prevalent among the poorer 
social classes, such as sexual harassment in factories and fields, incest in slum ar-
eas, and trading of girls through so-called summer marriages, are absent from the 
print media discourse agenda.

The print media did not offer solutions to issues of either domestic or commu-
nity violence against women addressed in the print media discourse. Rather, print 
coverage only requested separation of men and women in public transportation 
to minimize harassment of women. However, plenty of attention was given to 
the absence of political participation by women, leading to demands by the print 
media to strengthen laws and legislation guarantee fair representation of women 
in the Egyptian Parliament. 

television Programs and Violence against Women 
Approximately 20 percent of the total occurrences of women’s issues on television 
addressed violence against women during the sample period, thus affirming the 
existence of this issue on the agenda of Egyptian television (Table 10). 
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Table 10. Women’s Issues on Television

Forms of Violence Against Women on Television Programs  

Discrimination and community violence against women were more frequently 
addressed on television compared to domestic violence (56.3 percent versus 43.7 
percent, respectively) (Table 11). Interest in community violence is attributable 
to the broadcast of political programs that discuss participation of women in 
political life and the many topics and events covered on television during the 
monitoring period, such as constitutional amendments and legislative and local 
council elections.

Table 11. Forms of Violence Against Women on Television

In addressing domestic violence, television programs focused on some forms 
of psychological domestic violence, such as husbands insulting wives verbally 
(27.5 percent); portraying wives as tyrants (11.3 percent), obstinacy in divorce 
(10.9 percent), accusing women of causing marital problems and corrupting chil-
dren (8.9 percent), polygamy (6.9 percent), marital infidelity (3.6 percent), and 
coercing girls into marriage (3.3 percent). Television programs also covered some 
forms of physical domestic violence among domestic violence issues that were 
addressed, such as wife-beating (9.9 percent), female genital mutilation (8.9 per-
cent), early marriage (7.2 percent), and forcing women to have medically unnec-
essary abortions (2.1 percent) (Table 12).

Discrimination and Community Violence against Women on 
Television Programs 

The Dream2 television channel condemned both psychological and physical do-
mestic violence against Egyptian women. The programs Sayedati Anysati and El 
‘ashera Masaan presented many acts of violence against Egyptian women, such 
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as marital infidelity, beatings, and insults to wives. The channel noted that 43 
percent of women in Egypt are beaten by their husbands and 30 percent of 
those women suffer from physical and psychological effects that require medical  
attention.

Table 12. Forms of Domestic Violence Against Women on Television 

Television programs covered some forms of discrimination and community 
violence against women at work, in political participation, and in the streets, 
while some television programs focused on psychological violence against women 
(Table 13). 

Discrimination against Women at Work and in Political 
Participation 

The Arab House program considered the lack of political participation by women 
and the weakness of representation of women in Parliament as a sign of the gov-
ernment’s indifference to women and women’s rights. The program demanded 
support for women’s political rights and representation in Parliament. 

Magalet El Mara’ah and Good Morning Egypt called for a search for a legal 
solution that would result in fair representation of Egyptian women in Parlia-
ment. Channel 8 highlighted the decline in women’s political participation and 
the weak representation of women in Parliament, suggesting that the government, 
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all political parties, and civil society organizations search for radical solutions to 
this problem. 

Table 13. Discrimination and Violence Against Women in the Community 

Television programs focused on two types of psychological community vio-
lence against women — disparaging women’s capacity to occupy leadership posi-
tions (20.2 percent) and judicial positions (10.2 percent). 

Television programs addressed discrimination against political participation 
by women in 30.2 percent of cases and skepticism of women’s capacity as presi-
dential candidates in 2.3 percent of cases. 

Community Violence against Women in the Streets 

Television programs addressed issues of physical community violence against 
women such as rape (10.7 percent) and exposure of women to verbal harassment 
and offending their modesty (2.3 percent each). 

The West El Balad program presented by Ms. Shafky El Moneiry on Chan-
nel 1 condemned rapes of large numbers of women and girls. According to the 
program, some statistics revealed 34 rapes every six months. The program con-
demned all community violence against women and characterized it as a form of 
tyranny that causes Egyptian women all ages to commit suicide. The El kessa we 
ma fiha program presented by Ms. Rola Kharsa noted increased sexual harassment of 
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Egyptian women and girls. The program argued that a large percentage of women 
and girls in Egypt are sexually harassed on public transportation due to the ab-
sence of security measures that could end such crimes. 

Gender of Guests and Violence in Television Programs 

In television programs that discuss issues of violence against women, those whose 
only featured guests were female were the most common (52.3 percent), followed 
by programs with only male guests (23.2 percent) and programs in which guests 
of both genders appeared together (15.6 percent) (Table 14). 

Detailed results reveal that female guests were invited to participate in pro-
grams that discussed problems of working woman and other problems, such as 
wife-beating, polygamy, balancing work and family, the right to occupy leadership 
and judicial positions, political empowerment of women, female genital mutila-
tion, and traditions that lead to discrimination against women at work. Men were 
invited as guests on programs discussing the role of women in marital problems, 
family conflicts, and boredom in marital life. 

Table 14. Gender of Guests

Programs dealing with violence confirmed that had only male presenters (50 
percent) were more common than those with only female presenters (35.1 per-
cent), or with male and female co-presenters (14.9 percent) (Table 15). 

Men were presenters of programs focusing on several related issues, such as 
passing over women for work trips abroad, a woman’s right to be nominated to 
the presidency, increased unemployment among women, employers’ preference 
for male workers, denying women training opportunities, forcing women to work 
in unsuitable conditions, institutional violence, depriving women of free expres-
sion opinions, objectifying women as commodities, and incompatible marriages. 

Women were the only presenters for programs addressing female celebri-
ties’ marital problems, rape, early marriage, polygamy, and Coptic women’s 
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right to divorce. Men were presenters on programs addressing marital infidel-
ity, verbal abuse of women by their husbands, portrayal of women as tyrants 
and criminals, exploitation of women in music videos, sexual harassment, 
polygamy, accusing women of causing marital problems and corrupting chil-
dren, a women’s right to occupy leadership positions, and forced abortions. 
Men were also the presenters on programs regarding the habits, traditions 
and customs that disempower women, such as depriving women of their in-
heritances and the restricting the participation of women in public life and 
at work. 

Female presenters were active in television programs addressing problems of 
working woman and their ability to combine work and family, women occupy-
ing leadership positions, allocation of Parliament seats for women, inclusion of 
women on election lists, obstinacy in divorce, paternity suits, a woman’s right to 
travel abroad without her husband’s permission, rape, and customs that reinforce 
women’s inferior status. Men and women were commonly co-presenters on televi-
sion programs on the selection of males over females in the field of education, ver-
bal harassment, wife-beating, early marriage, and customs and traditional values 
that oppose women working. 

Table 15. Gender of the Program Presenters and the Representation of Violence

The statistical analysis confirmed that the television programs addressing 
violence targeted the general public (46.2 percent), women (32 percent), and 
the entire family (17 percent); while the targeting of men was very weak (4.2 
percent). Television programs also targeted children (0.3 percent), specific 
audiences (0.2 percent) and youth (0.1 percent) (Table 16). The categories of 
children and youth need special attention because they are most susceptible 
to changing social ideas and harmful behaviors. It is easy to shape their at-
titudes toward women by refuting the social and cultural heritage that helps 
to spread violence.
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Table 16. Target Audience of Television Programs Regarding Violence Against Women

The statistical analysis confirmed that the entire Egyptian society was the main 
target of programs addressing issues of violence against women (91.9 percent), 
while 7.6 percent of such programs targeted rural societies and 0.4 percent of the 
programs targeted urban societies (Table 17). 

Rural districts were targeted by programs addressing issues such as male domi-
nation, depriving women of education, early marriage, polygamy, female genital 
mutilation, customs that reinforce the inferior status of women, and harmful so-
cial practices. This confirms that the television programs support uniqueness local 
environments and that the media discourse aims to change customs and tradi-
tions that oppress women’s rights. The programs targeting the entire society dis-
cussed all issues related to different forms of violence, whether domestic — such 
as marital infidelity, wife-beating, polygamy, and early marriage — or community 
violence, such as discrimination against women at work, portrayal of women as 
criminals, and restriction of women’s participation in public life. 

Table 17. Focus of Target Audience 

General Analysis 

Although the issue of violence against women is present on the agenda of televi-
sion programs, the issue still does not attract the expected attention in Egyptian 
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television. Television is considered one of the most important means of affecting 
awareness among the Egyptian population. As shown by the analytical findings 
described above, television programs address issues of violence only periodically, 
and they avoid discussions of critical issues such as domestic violence, which is last 
on agenda of interests of television programs. 

The analysis also indicated that Egyptian television programs concerned with 
women’s issues typically oppose community violence. In contrast, programs usu-
ally represented domestic violence as a result of the general spread of violence, un-
employment, and disintegration of the family. Television programs did not often 
suggest solutions to these problems or encourage society to combat violence. 

radio Productions and Violence against Women 

Radio programs addressing violence against women did not exceed 15 percent of 
the total radio coverage of women’s issues during the sample period (Table 18). 
This suggests the low priority of this issue on the agenda of the Egyptian radio. 

Table 18. Type of Issue Addressed

Radio programs more commonly addressed domestic violence (58.5 percent) 
than community violence (41.5 percent) (Table 19). This is in contrast to the 
print media and television, which were more concerned with community violence 
than domestic violence.  

Table 19. Forms of Violence Against Women Addressed

Radio Productions of Domestic Violence against Women 

Media discourse in radio leans toward combating domestic violence generally, 
the violence is whether physical or psychological. Acts of psychological violence 
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were addressed in 72.4 percent of programs on domestic violence; acts of physical 
violence were addressed in 27.6 percent of such programs (Table 20). 

Table 20. Forms of Violence by Radio Programs Addressing Domestic Violence 

Radio programs most frequently covered mistreatment of girls by family 
members (18.4 percent), husbands verbally insulting thief wives (15.3 percent), 
female genital mutilation (14.3 percent), and early marriage (8.2 percent) (Table 
21). Radio programs also focused on problems related to a women’s right to ob-
tain alimony as a form of violence against women. Discussion of other issues was 
neglected, which suggests that the Egyptian radio needs to discuss forms of vio-
lence more broadly, especially domestic violence, as many studies have indicated 
an increase in the number of listeners in rural areas who might not have other 
sources of news and information. 

Table 21. Forms of Domestic Violence Addressed by Radio Programs 

The For Men Only program discussed the tyranny of men obtaining di-
vorces. The For Housewives program discussed the dangers of polygamy, the 
fight for women’s rights, and the struggle to combat discrimination against 
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women. On the Al Quran Al Karim station, in response to a question about 
the right to divorce, a guest stated that the reason that divorce is a man’s deci-
sion and that women do not have the right to divorce is that God made men 
responsible for women. 

Discrimination and Community Violence Addressed by Radio 
Programs 

Discrimination Against Women in the Field of Political Participation

Some radio programs addressed discrimination against women in the field of 
political participation in general (18.7 percent) (Table 22) without addressing a 
woman’s eligibility to be nominated for the presidency in particular, even though 
this issue was addressed in print and on television during the two-year sample pe-
riod. Radio, on the other hand, addressed women’s right to participate in political 
life, emphasizing the role of the state in removing obstacles restricting women’s 
participation, such as efforts of the state and political parties to include women 
on elections list and the introduction of laws that enable the effective political 
participation of women. 

Discrimination against Women at Work

Radio programs addressed two types of discrimination against women at work: 
doubting their ability to occupy leadership positions (6.5 percent) and judicial 
positions (3.6 percent) (Table 22). 

Community Violence against Women in the Streets 

Radio programs discussed rape in 5.8 percent of programs addressing community 
violence (Table 22), a low percentage that indicates that radio programs are still 
reluctant to tackle the taboo subjects that are usually kept quiet. 

On programs that addressed issues of violence against women, those with 
only female guests were most common (44.2 percent), followed by programs 
with no guests (31.9 percent), only male guests (23.4 percent), or both male 
and female guests (0.5 percent) (Table 23). The presentation of only a wom-
an’s point of view is not enough when discussing issues of violence; these 
issues should be discussed in the presence of both genders to give a complete 
picture. In addition, presenting only a women’s point of view encourages au-
dience prejudices, leading to superficial attention to these issues. In several 
cases, the absence of guests was due to the short time provided for the discus-
sion of the issue.
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Table 22. Discrimination and Violence Against Women in the Community 

Table 23. Gender of Guests and Issues of Violence in Radio Programs 

Female presenters were concerned with the issues of divorce, marital in-
fidelity, verbal abuse of wives by husbands, cruelty of families towards girls, 
gender discrimination in all aspects of life, female genital mutilation, sexual 
harassment, paternity cases, and obstacles to the inclusion of women on elec-
tions lists. 

Male presenters were more concerned with crimes committed by women, po-
lygamy and the reasons behind it, discrimination against women at work, and 
passing over women for training opportunities and work trips abroad. 
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Table 24. Gender of Program Presenter and Issues of Violence 

Target Audience of Radio Programs Regarding Violence Against 
Women 

Radio programs addressing issues of violence targeted the general public (57 per-
cent), women (24.6 percent), the entire family (15.5 percent), children (0.9 per-
cent), specific audiences (1 percent), and youth (1 percent) (Table 25). 

Table 25. Target Audience for Programs on Violence Against Women 

All of Egyptian society was the main target of radio programs addressing is-
sues of violence (94.9 percent); 4.7 percent of these programs targeted rural au-
diences and 0.4 percent targeted urban audiences. Rural districts were targeted 
by programs addressing issues such as early marriage, polygamy, female genital 
mutilation, and depriving girls of education. These topics confirm that the pro-
grams support unique local environments and that radio discourse aims to change 
customs and traditions that oppress women’s rights.  

General Analysis

Radio programs address controversial issues only marginally, focusing mainly 
on the official international agenda that places women’s political participation 
at the top of its priorities. Radio could have an important role in shaping public 
awareness of the dangers of and possible solutions to violence against women. For  
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example, broadcasts could mention success stories and role models for combating 
violence against women. 

radio and television drama and Violence against Women 

Violence against Women in Radio Drama 

Radio dramas focused on domestic more than community violence (Table 26). 
Radio dramas also presented different points of view on combating violence, con-
sistent with the nature of dramatic work that usually attempts to present a conflict 
and a solution. Domestic violence was more commonly depicted in radio drama 
(90.9 percent) than community violence (9.1 percent). 

Table 26. Forms of Violence Against Women in Radio Drama

Based on the qualitative analysis, radio drama has been supportive of women 
and has condemned forms of domestic violence. 

Table 27. Forms of Domestic Violence Against Women in Radio Drama 
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Radio drama marginalized issues of community violence and discrimina-
tion against women, with only 16 shows addressing the topic during the two 
years when programs were sampled. Issues of violence represented included 
rape (62.5 percent), treating women as commodities (18.8 percent, 3 occa-
sions), exploitation of women in music videos in (12.5 percent, 2 occasions), 
and depriving women of the right to receive pensions (6.2 percent, a single 
occasion) (Table 28). 

Table 28. Discrimination and Community Violence Against Women in Radio Dramas

Methods of Combating the Forms of Violence Presented in Radio Drama 

Radio drama did not present a vision for combating violence that would lead to 
strengthening the image of women (for example, how to endure or attempt to 
fight psychological and physical harm). Radio dramas also did not present ways 
to legally combat violence or motivate public opinion against the phenomenon. 
Nor did they provide an enlightened vision for tackling other issues of violence 
against women, such as coerced marriage, except through individual interventions 
by a parent. 

Source of Violence in Radio Drama

Men were the source of violence in 54.5 percent of radio dramas and while 
women in 45.5 percent. Violence directed toward women by men was most 
frequent (40.6 percent), followed by violence directed toward men by women 
(26.6 percent) and violence directed at women by other women (9.7 percent). 
Both categories of violence by women summed to 36.3 percent, almost equal 
to the level of violence directed at women by men. Violence directed at men 
by men was 8.6 percent, followed by self-inflected violence by women (5.3 
percent) by parents toward children (4.3 percent), by the police (3.9 percent), 
and self-inflicted violence by men and violence by children toward parents 
(both 0.5 percent). 
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Violence against Women in Television Drama 

Domestic violence dominated (71.3 percent) in television dramas dealing with 
the issue of violence against women, compared to community violence (28.7 per-
cent) (Table 29). 

Table 29. Forms of Violence Against Women in Television Drama

Forms of Domestic Violence against Women in Television Drama 

Acts of psychological domestic violence against women in television drama are 
numerous, including portraying women as the main cause of marital problems 
and corruption of children (18.4 percent), portraying a wife as a tyrant (17 per-
cent), obstinacy in divorce (9.7 percent), polygamy (8.3 percent), marital infidel-
ity (7.3 percent), neglect of wives by husbands (5.3 percent), and coerced mar-
riage (2.9 percent). These were followed by cruelty of family members towards 
girls; depriving women of free expression of opinions, attitudes, and thoughts; 
incompatible marriages (2.6 percent each); and men’s right to insult women (1.5 
percent) (Table 30) 

Forms of Physical Domestic Violence against Women in Television Drama 

The acts of physical domestic violence against women are numerous in television 
drama, including instances of wife-beating (14 percent), abortion when medically 
unnecessary (3.4 percent), early marriage (2.9 percent), and female genital muti-
lation (2.4 percent) (Table 30). The latter indicates that the issue of female genital 
mutilation still does not appear in television drama, although some writers have 
adopted an enlightened attitude toward this issue. 

The television series A Women’s Outcry addressed female genital mutilation 
when Tharwat, the father of a girl who was going to be genitally mutilated by a 
barber, feels sorry that she is crying and says he doesn’t want the procedure done 
to his daughter. His mother-in-law replies “What are you saying? This is our tradi-
tion, and circumcision is for the chastity of girls.” Afifi responds, “Chastity should 
be embedded in our children as part of their upbringing, and there is no evidence 
in the Quran and Prophet Mohammed’s sayings about the obligation to perform 
this act. It’s a Pharonic custom, not to mention that it is barbaric. So why should 
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we uphold it?” Tharwat’s mother-in-law replies, “All the women in the family 
were circumcised.” The girl is circumcised, and she bleeds to death. 

Table 30. Forms of Psychological Domestic Violence in Television Drama

The acts of community violence against women in television drama are nu-
merous, including rape and the negative view of the society toward the raped 
woman as scandalous and a disgrace (35 percent), followed by portraying women 
as criminals (19.3 percent), denying women their inheritance (14.5 percent), sex-
ual touching (12 percent), and illiteracy and considering girls the cause of anxiety 
and problems (6 percent each) (Table 31). 

Table 31. Discrimination and Community Violence Against Women in Television Drama
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Methods of Combating the Different Forms of Violence in Television Drama 

Two television series A Case of Public Opinion and A Woman’s Outcry, 
showed support for the right of women to combat violence against them by 
all means, legally and in the media. Both series offered reasonable and logi-
cal justifications for the need to combat violence and address taboo subjects 
— particularly in the face of fear of scandal and threats of negative images of 
female victims of violence. The programs also emphasized that rape victims 
are not responsible for these assaults.  

Sources of Violence in Television Drama 

Men were portrayed as the source of violence in 63.8 percent of television dramas 
and women in 36.2 percent. In 35 percent, men were violent toward women. 
This violence is often portrayed in drama as justified by showing women as raging 
and screaming tyrants who force men to resort to violent responses. Violence was 
directed at men by other men (22.5 percent), at men by women (19.8 percent), 
by women toward each other (12.2 percent), by parents toward children (4.8 
percent), by children toward parents (2.4 percent), by the police (1.9 percent), 
self-inflected by women through suicides and abortions (0.8 percent), and self-
inflicted violence men (0.6 percent) (Table 32). 

In A Case of Public Opinion, Nadia’s husband learns that her her sister 
Abla was raped, and tells his wife not to allow Abla to stay at their house 
because her situation is a catastrophe, and scandalous among his colleagues 
at school. Dr. Abla replies, “you should know that I am protecting the future 
generations.” 

Table 32. Sources of Violence in Television Drama 
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General Analysis

The findings discussed above indicate that radio and television dramas use do-
mestic violence as the principal material for their work. Although some dramatic 
works discuss issues of violence against women and support women’s causes — 
such as defending rape victims and criticizing the immorality of coerced mar-
riage —the quantitative analysis shows that radio and television dramas depicting 
family conflict usually present women as solely responsible for family disintegra-
tion. Moreover, television and radio dramas suggest that the best way to reform a 
woman is to reproach or hit her, and such violence is always presented in a justifi-
able manner that will appear to viewers as the appropriate solution. Therefore, it 
is vital to recommend the broadcasting of enlightened drama productions like the 
television series A Woman’s Outcry and A Case of Public Opinion. 

Hypothesis testing
Non-parametric tests were used for hypothesis testing using the statistical pro-
gram SPSS, as follows: 

1. The Kruskal-Wallis test was used to measure variations in types of violence, 
issues of violence, targeted audiences, supporting and opposing arguments, 
and gender of media personnel and guests 

2. The chi-squared test was used to determine the relationship between vari-
ables related to violence for each type of mass media separately 

Hypothesis 1

Significant statistical differences exist in Egyptian mass media coverage of issues of 
violence against women. The areas of difference include: 

1. Level of interest (as measured by the frequency that issues are included in 
media content) 

2. Forms and types of violence covered/portrayed 
3. Justifications (arguments) 
4. Reaction and methods of addressing violence against women 
5. Geographic areas targeted by the media when addressing issues of vio-

lence 
The Kruskal-Wallis test was used to test the accuracy of the hypothesis. Test 

results confirmed the existence of significant statistical differences regarding types 
of violence (Table 33). 
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Table 33. The Correlation between VAW Coverage and Different Types of Mass Media 

As shown in Table 33, it is obvious that significant statistical differences exist 
regarding the types of violence addressed by the different mass media. As indi-
cated by the means for each group, the print media was more interested than tele-
vision and radio in violence of all types. As indicated by the qualitative and quan-
titative analysis, this result is due to the variety of newspapers, with their diverse 
intellectual perspectives, variety of ownership, extent of specialization, amount of 
freedom allowed to discuss different types of violence, frequency of publication, 
and dedicated print space for these issues. 

The results of the Kruskal-Wallis test indicate the existence of significant statis-
tical differences regarding media personnel (chi squared calculated as 583.32 at a 
level of significance p<0.001), gender of guests (chi squared calculated as 219.9 at 
a level of significance p<0.001), nature of targeted audience (chi squared calculat-
ed as 448.7 at a level of significance p<0.001), environment of targeted audience 
(chi squared calculated as 32.88 at a level of significance p<0.001), and opposing 
arguments (chi squared calculated as 69.006 at a level of significance p<0.001). 

Hypothesis 2 

Significant statistical differences exist in the Egyptian mass media in their coverage 
of violence against women based on ownership patterns (state, private or party). 

To test the accuracy of this hypothesis, a chi-squared test of independence 
was used for each medium separately and in comparison with other media, as 
discussed below.

Print Media 

The results of the chi-squared test indicate the existence of significant statistical 
differences in coverage of types of violence against women based on the type of 
newspaper ownership. The calculated chi-squared is 41.04 and the level of signifi-
cance is p<0.001. 

State newspapers had the greatest coverage of all forms of violence — primar-
ily domestic violence (93.9 percent) compared to 3.9 percent coverage by private 
newspapers and 2.5 percent by party newspapers. State newspapers also covered 
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community violence to a greater extent (87.4 percent) compared to party news-
papers (11.5 percent) and private newspapers (1.1 percent). State newspapers also 
provided greatest coverage of state violence (98.4 percent) compared to private 
newspapers (1.6 percent); coverage of state violence was absent from party news-
papers. 

Accordingly, significant statistical differences were seen among newspapers 
based on the frequency of publication and the presence of specialized, permanent 
pages for women’s issues. Many newspapers also now have daily pages dedicated 
to crimes; unfortunately, this has led to increased portrayal of women as criminals 
by publicizing crimes in which women are involved in a provocative, exaggerated, 
accusatory, and biased fashion — usually even before a woman accused of a crime 
is found guilty(the level of coverage is 85.3 percent).

The national newspapers devoted more coverage to all types violence against 
women, including infidelity, portrayal wives as tyrants, problems of working 
women, violation of the privacy of female celebrities, and violence against women 
—specifically the legal aspects of these issues. 

The statistical analysis did not prove any statistically significant relationship 
between type of ownership of newspaper and coverage of violence of these con-
troversial issues, such as sexual harassment. The calculated chi-squared is 9.426 at 
a significance level of p=0.051, which is not statistically significant. 

Television

Significant statistical differences exist in television’s representation of violence 
against women based on pattern of ownership (state or private). The statistical 
results obtained using the chi-squared test confirmed the existence of significant 
statistical differences in coverage of controversial types of violence against women 
based on ownership of the television channels (calculated chi-squared is 21.609, 
degree of freedom 2, at a level of significance of p<0.001). This shows a relation-
ship between coverage of controversial issues on television and type of ownership. 
Private satellite channels cover these issues more often than state-owned chan-
nels.

The state-owned channels had the greatest coverage of all forms of violence, 
primarily community violence, (63.7 percent) compared to private channels 
(36.3 percent). State-owned channels also focused on issues such as employers’ 
preference for hiring males over females, rape, the right to travel, and custody of 
children. 

The state-owned television channels also covered state violence (71.4 percent) 
more often compared to private channels (26.8 percent). Accordingly, the pro-
grams focused on several issues, such as the women’s right to occupy judicial 
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and leadership positions, nomination to presidency, and political participation of 
women, in addition to discrimination against women in the laws.

Finally, television coverage focused on domestic violence, with greater interest 
shown by public stations (57.1 percent) compared to private channels (42.9 per-
cent). This coverage addressed issues such as wife-beating, polygamy, early mar-
riage, women as the main cause of marital problems, female genital mutilation, 
divorce, and temporary marriage to a second man (mohalel). 

Accordingly, significant statistical differences appear in favor of state-owned 
television channels. However, there is less coverage of domestic violence in com-
parison with the forms of violence against women. This lesser coverage is logical in 
light of the state’s insistence on the family as the basic unit of society and its insis-
tence that any deviation from this pattern violates the ethics, values, and religion 
that govern Egyptian society. This has led to the hushing-up of many negative 
developments in current Egyptian society, particularly as they relate to increased 
violence and the spread of practices such as incest. 

With regard to other, non-controversial, women’s issues, findings obtained 
through the chi-squared test confirmed the existence of significant statistical dif-
ferences for types of violence against women based on ownership of the television 
channels: calculated chi-squared is 9.791, degree of freedom 1, at a level of sig-
nificance of p=0.002. 

The state-owned television channels covered all non-controversial violence 
related to women —primarily the negligence of wives by husbands, portraying 
wives as tyrants, problems of working women, female school drop-outs, portray-
ing women as criminals, and invasion of privacy. The private channels addressed 
sexual harassment, invasion of female celebrities’ privacy, and the marital prob-
lems of celebrities. 

Radio

The chi-squared test confirmed a lack of significant statistical differences in cover-
age of different types of violence in women’s issues and topics based on the type 
of ownership of the radio stations. The calculated chi-squared is 0.199, degree of 
freedom 1, at a level of significance of p=0.656, which is not statistically signifi-
cant. 

With regard to controversial issues, statistical analysis confirmed that only 
state-owned radio stations discussed controversial issues of violence; private sta-
tions did not (e.g., Negoum FM). 

Accordingly, the statistical analysis only partially proved the accuracy of the 
second hypothesis; it applies to print media and the television but not to radio. 
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Therefore, for accuracy, the hypothesis should be amended as follows: Significant 
statistical differences exist between the representation of issues of violence against 
women by print media and television based on the pattern of ownership (state, 
party, or private). 

Hypothesis 3

Significant statistical differences exist in Egyptian mass media coverage of violence 
against women based on the extent of specialization of the media (for the general 
public or specialized). 

To test this hypothesis, a chi-squared test of independence was used for each 
method separately and in comparison with the other methods, as discussed be-
low. 

Print Media 

Findings obtained using the chi-squared test indicate significant statistical differ-
ences among the controversial types of violence against women covered based on 
the specialization of the newspaper. The calculated chi-squared is 17.992 at a level 
of significance of p<0.001. 

Public newspapers had greater coverage of the different forms of violence (85.6 
percent), compared to for specialized publications (14.4 percent), represented by 
Hawaa and Nesf El Donya magazines. 

Public newspapers also had greater coverage of community violence (91.5 
percent) compared to specialized publications (8.5 percent). Public newspapers 
also had more extensive coverage of state violence against women (84.1 percent) 
compared to specialized media (15.9 percent), and also covered more domestic 
violence (73.7 percent) than specialized publications (26.3 percent). 

These differences are related to the frequency of publication of the public 
newspapers (mostly daily, as in the sample), whereas the specialized magazines 
are published weekly. Additionally, specialized magazines — particularly women’s 
magazines —usually devote a greater amount of space to traditional topics such 
as cooking, décor, cosmetics, and fashion, with little mention of controversial is-
sues, especially violence against women. Specialized magazines focused primarily 
on the importance of women’s education and social attitudes that limit access to 
education, paternity suits, early marriage, women’s to combine work and family 
responsibilities, and success stories. 

With regard to non-controversial women’s issues, the statistical analysis con-
firmed the existence of significant statistical differences between the extent of a 
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publication’s specialization and its coverage of violence in topics related to wom-
en. The calculated chi-squared is 115.969 at a significance level of p<0.001. 

The public newspapers covered marital infidelity, husband’s neglect of their 
wives, portrayal wives as tyrants or criminals, problems of working women, in-
vasion of privacy of female celebrities, and legal violations against women. In 
contrast, specialized newspapers focused on the marital problems of female ce-
lebrities. 

Findings obtained using the chi-squared test confirmed the existence of signif-
icant statistical differences between the type of violence coverage of controversial 
issues of violence based on the type of publication (newspaper or magazine); the 
calculated chi squared is 15.318 at a level of significance ofp<0.001.  

Newspapers primarily covered community violence (91.3 percent) compared 
to magazines (8.9 percent), state violence (newspapers: 83.5 percent; magazines: 
16.5 percent), and domestic violence (newspapers: 74.7 percent; magazines: 25.3 
percent). 

With regard to controversial issues, newspapers covered female genital mutila-
tion, women’s political participation, divorce, and crimes committed by women. 

Regarding non-controversial issues related to women, statistical analysis con-
firmed the existence of significant statistical differences between the type of pub-
lication and coverage of issues of violence related to women. The calculated chi-
squared is 104.701 at a significance level of p<0.001. 

Television 

Data gathered supports that there are significant statistical differences among tele-
vision channels’ representation of violence against women based on the extent of 
the channel’s specialization (i.e., public or private channels). 

The chi-squared test confirmed the existence of significant statistical differ-
ences among coverage of non-controversial types of violence based on a chan-
nel’s specialization (calculated chi-squared is 8.925 at a level of significance of 
p=0.003). This indicator is statistically significant. 

Public channels had more extensive coverage of different forms of violence, 
primarily community violence (91.6 percent) compared to specialized channels 
(8.4 percent) and focused on issues such as rape, employers’ preference for hiring 
males over females, inheritance, crimes committed by women, sexual harassment, 
female drop-outs, invasion of privacy of female celebrities, marital problems of 
female celebrities, and problems of working woman. Coverage of state violence 
against women by public channels (87.5 percent) was much higher than cover-
age by specialized channels (12.6 percent) and addressed issues such as a woman’s 
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right to hold judicial and leadership positions, representation on election lists, 
impediments to political participation, and women’s rights to travel abroad. Cov-
erage of domestic violence by public channels (81.3 percent) contrasts with that 
of specialized channels (18.7 percent) and focused on issues such as husbands’ 
neglect of their wives and portrayal of wives as tyrants. The specialized channels 
also covered coercion of girls into marriage, Coptic women’s right to civil divorce, 
verbal harassment, and exploitation of women in music videos. 

Regarding controversial issues related to women, statistical analysis confirmed 
the existence of statistically significant differences between a television channel’s 
specialization and its coverage of controversial women’s issues. Calculated chi-
squared is 123.072 at a level of significance of p<0.001. 

The public channels covered wife-beating, polygamy, customary marriages, 
women’s ability to combine family and work responsibilities, women as the pri-
mary cause of marital problems and corruption of children, the right of women 
to occupy leadership positions and to travel abroad, female genital mutilation, 
employers’ preference for hiring men, abortion, effects of illiteracy, deprivation of 
women’s rights, and women’s political empowerment. Specialized channels cov-
ered paternity suits, child custody, women’s right to travel without a husband’s 
approval, and early marriage. 

Radio 

Regarding controversial issues related to women, the statistical analysis con-
firmed the lack of significant statistical differences between a radio station’s 
specialization and its coverage violence against women. The calculated chi-
squared is 0.175 at a level of significance of p=0.676; this is not a significant 
indicator. 

Regarding issues and subjects related to women, the statistical analysis also 
confirmed the lack of significant statistical differences between a radio station’s 
specialization and its coverage of violence against women. The calculated chi-
squared is 1.537 at a level of significance of p=0.216). 

Accordingly, the statistical analysis proved the accuracy of the third hy-
pothesis only partially, as it was applicable to the print media and television 
on controversial issues and cases of violence against women, and not appli-
cable to the radio. Therefore, to be accurate, the hypothesis would need to be 
amended as follows: 

Significant statistical differences exist between the representation of violence 
against women by the print media and television based on the specialization of 
the media channel (for the general public or specialized). 
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Conclusion and recommendations
Conclusion

Issues of Violence in the Egyptian Media’s Agenda

In media channels, issues of violence against women occupied 23 percent of the 
space allocated to women issues. Print media addressed violence against women 
more often than did television or radio. Community violence constituted 61.5 
percent of media focus on violence against women in the media — more than 
any other issue. 

Discriminating between Domestic and Community Violence in Media 
Channels

Community violence was covered most frequently by print media (66 percent), 
followed by television (20 percent), and radio (13.4 percent). 

Domestic violence was covered most frequently by print media (67.8 percent), 
followed by television coverage of domestic violence (20.8 percent), and radio 
programs (11.4 percent). Psychological domestic violence issues constituted 74.1 
percent of domestic violence issues covered, compared to 25.9 percent coverage 
of physical domestic violence. 

Quantitative results confirmed that print media still enjoys a margin of free-
dom in its coverage of issues of violence against women. An examination of issues 
of domestic violence covered by print media reveals that print media led (or, in 
one case, equaled) coverage of four following issues, followed by television and 
radio.

•	 Beatings of wives by their husbands (print media: 66 percent of cases; television: 
26.2 percent; radio: 7.2 percent) 

•	 Circumcision (print media: 56.4 percent; television: 22.5 percent; radio: 21.1 
percent) 

•	 Forced abortion (print media: 46.6 percent; television and radio: 6.8 percent 
each 

•	 Early marriage problems (print media and television: 34.4 percent each; radio: 
26.4 percent 

In presenting community violence issues the inferior image of women oc-
curred at a rate of 68 percent, violence against women in the work place at a rate 
of 14.2 percent; psychological community violence against women within the 
framework of political participation and showing women as second-class citizens 
at a rate of 12.5 percent; and various forms of violence on the street at a rate of 
5.3 percent. 
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In addressing issues of violence against women, the media portrayed women 
as criminals at a rate of 40 percent and discussed dealing with women as mere 
bodies in television advertisements and music videos at a rate of 6.8 percent. 

Media channels only timidly discussed some silent issues, such as sexual ha-
rassment, which was addressed at a rate of 5.5 percent. Media channels gave only 
minimal coverage to incest, psychological consequences of circumcision, wife-
beating, forced marriages and marriage between rich men and young girls. How-
ever even this low rate of coverage is considered the first step in raising awareness 
about such issues. 

Issues of Violence against Women in Radio and Television Drama

Radio and television dramas presented against women differently from other pro-
grams, in that the dramas used manifestations of violence against women as basic 
focal points of plot conflicts. 

Unlike other media, television and radio dramas focused on domestic violence 
more than community violence and presented different visions for confronting 
violence. This is in line with the usual dramatic structure, which presents a prob-
lem followed by its solution. 

Men appeared the source of violence in 36 percent of television and radio 
dramas and women as the source of violence in 29.9 percent. 

Target Audiences of Media on Issues of Violence 

The general public was most often the main target audience of media (89.9 per-
cent) followed by the urban upper class area audience (3.4 percent), the public in 
rural areas (3 percent), the middle class in urban areas (2.5 percent), the public 
in average areas (0.8 percent), Bedouins (0.6 percent), and the public in Upper 
Egypt (0.3 percent). 

The Main Problem in the Research is the Overlap between 
Discrimination and Violence 

This research raises a major problem from the researchers’ point of view because 
of the overlap between issues of discrimination and violence, especially within 
the framework of the United Nations definition, because discrimination could be 
among the main causes of psychological violence. 

Can we consider the laws, which are based on inequality between men and 
women, to be direct psychological violence against women? Or are they a main 
cause for subsequent psychological or physical violence against women? The  
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research team and its consultants believe precise definition is required — one that 
identifies patterns of violence and clarifies the dividing lines between violence and 
discrimination. 

recommendations 

An analysis of the conclusions and previous quantitative and qualitative indicators 
leads to the following recommendations:

Capacity Building

1. Develop a training program for communications professionals. Such a 
program should extend over a period of five years and aim to upgrade the 
skills of personnel working in the various media to better address issues of 
violence against women, rectify concepts of violence, and emphasize new 
aspects of violence (including the human rights dimension), culminating 
in the formation of a media lobbying group to address issues of violence 
against women.  

2. Raise awareness of media personnel pertaining to violence against women 
through competitions and other mechanisms. 

3. Raise awareness of violence against women through media channels. 
4. Establish a mechanism for monitoring of violence against women in the 

various Egyptian media channels.  
5. Plan a media campaign on the national level to raise citizens’ awareness of 

the impact of violence against women on the family and community. 
6. Develop a media strategy to combat all forms of violence in the communi-

ty, primarily violence against women and girls, while urging media policy-
makers to implement this strategy and to reconsider media messages that 
conflict with the strategy. 
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BaCKGround to tHe deBate 
In December 2004 three news stories in the popular press suggested that the 
side effects of single-dose nevirapine, which has been proven to prevent moth-
er-to-child transmission of HIV, had been covered up. Many HIV experts be-
lieved that the stories were unwarranted and that they would undermine use 
of the drug, leading to a rise in neonatal HIV infection. The controversy sur-
rounding these stories prompted the PLoS Medicine editors to ask health jour-
nalists, and others with an interest in media reporting of health, to share their 
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views on the roles and responsibilities of the media in disseminating health 
information.

Gary schwitzer: the agenda-setting role of 
Health Journalists 
Some journalists say that their role and responsibility is no different in covering 
health information than it is in covering politics, business, or any other topic. 
These journalists say that their primary concern is accurate, clear reporting—
they are less concerned about the consequences of their story once it is published 
[1]. But that approach may result in shoddy journalism and potential harm to 
the public [2]. I assert that it isn’t sufficient to be accurate and clear when cov-
ering health news. Journalists have a responsibility to mirror a society’s needs 
and issues, comprehensively and proportionally [3]. Often that doesn’t happen 
in health news.

Recently, I led an effort by the Association of Health Care Journalists to pub-
lish a statement of principles [4]. “Journalists have a special responsibility in cov-
ering health and medical news,” the statement reads. “Association members know 
that readers and viewers may make important health care decisions based on the 
information provided in our stories.”

In our current era of entanglement, journalists must investigate and report the 
possible conflicts of interest among sources of health information and those who 
promote a new idea or therapy. Such conflicts may not be readily apparent, so 
journalists must look for them as a routine part of story research and interviews. 
They must investigate and report the possible links between researchers and pri-
vate companies, researchers and public institutions, patient advocacy groups and 
their sponsors, celebrity spokespersons and their sponsors, and nonprofit health 
and professional organizations and their sponsors. To fail to do so may mean that 
journalists become unwitting mouthpieces for incomplete, biased, and imbal-
anced news and information.

Journalists face unique challenges in covering health news. Some specialized 
skills, knowledge, and judgment are helpful. For example, some information 
based on poorly designed or poorly powered studies should not be reported un-
less the flaws are emphasized.

Editors, reporters, and writers need to scrutinize the terminology used in health 
news. Vague, sensational terms (such as “cure,” “miracle,” and “breakthrough”) 
may harm news consumers by misleading and misinforming [5]. At the core of 
journalism’s values, such terms should not be used because they are meaningless.
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It is not the role of journalists to become advocates for causes. However, I 
believe that journalists have a responsibility to investigate and report on citizens’ 
needs as they struggle to understand and navigate the health-care system. People 
need help in understanding the ways in which scientists and policymakers reach 
conclusions. In that sense, there is an inherent educational role that journalists 
must assume.

Figure 1: Journalists risk becoming unwitting mouthpieces for those with vested interests in their story 
(Illustration: Scott Mickelson)

I have a special interest in how television journalists cover health and health 
policy news. Surveys consistently show that many Americans get most of their 
health news and information from television. One study documented troubling 
trends of brevity (an average of 45 seconds per story), absence of reporter spe-
cialization, sensational claims not supported by data, hyperbole, commercialism, 
disregard for the uncertainty of clinical trials, baseless predictions of treatments 
based on basic science studies, single-source stories, and a paucity of coverage of 
health policy [6].
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Television viewers are likely to see many more one-sided political ads about 
health policy issues than balanced, comprehensive news stories about such is-
sues. In my current research, I am analyzing health policy news coverage on three 
award-winning TV stations in three different parts of the United States in 2004. 
Despite the fact that American voters ranked health care as their third leading 
concern (after war and the economy) [7], the three stations I monitored devoted 
little time to health policy issues. My analysis shows that in ten months (326 
hours of stations’ key late night newscasts) on these three stations, there was only 
one story on the uninsured. Presidential candidates’ health policy platforms drew 
a combined total of seven minutes of news—an average of 23 seconds per story, 
or about 15 seconds per station per month of the 2004 campaign. Whether it is 
preclinical news that is not ready for prime time, or clinical news that oozes opti-
mism over unproven ideas, or a disdain for health policy news, television journal-
ists seem to have abdicated their possible agenda-setting role.

Journalists must weigh the balance between the amount of attention given 
news about medicine and the attention given news about health and the social 
determinants of health. There may be too much news about the delivery of medi-
cal services and not enough news about the cost of, quality of, and evidence for 
those services. The current imbalance may contribute to the nation’s health-care 
cost crisis, driving up demand for expensive, unproven ideas. These are respon-
sibilities journalists may not encounter in covering other topics. In health news, 
they are everyday issues.

Ganapati Mudur: the Media may be the most 
important source of Health information for the 
General Public 
Health reporting does involve “telling a story,” but it also requires writers to take 
on additional responsibilities through the story cycle—finding the story, collect-
ing information, and writing it.

Standard news criteria such as timeliness and impact may be used to pick sto-
ries. But in health reporting, context is crucial. Research advances to be reported 
need to be placed in context. This may be achieved by citing earlier research on 
the topic and seeking out comments from independent experts who could put a 
new finding in perspective. Sometimes health research throws up contradictory 
findings. Is a gene linked to a disease? One study finds a link. Another does not. 
Such situations demand interpretative and analytical skills on the part of health 
writers. Otherwise, writers may mislead readers, or leave them confused.
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Health reporters need to find out who has funded the research and who might 
be likely to gain. And reporters must always double-check claims or else they 
may end up in embarrassing situations. Let me illustrate with an example. A top 
international science magazine last year reported that a novel stem cell therapy 
had cured patients with chronic aplastic anemia in Bombay, India [8]. The story 
was apparently based on claims made by the developers of the therapy, a private 
British company. A little more patience and investigation would have led the 
magazine to the real story: none of the patients had responded to the treatment, 
and the clinical collaborators in India had terminated the study [9].

in Health reporting, Context is Crucial

When a public health situation is involved, health writers and the media can 
certainly play a role in quickly delivering important messages to the public. In a 
sense, then, they do serve as a component of the health provider community. And 
this makes it all the more important for health writers to ensure that they get it 
absolutely right. Given that most people do not interact with their doctors on a 
regular basis, the media is possibly the most significant source of health informa-
tion for the general public. But health information in the media cannot substitute 
for personal medical advice. It is important that the public understands this.

Regulatory mechanisms may be lax in some developing countries. India, for in-
stance, has had a long history of unethical or illegal clinical trials. Drug regulatory 
authorities in India allow the sale of drugs—including pediatric formulations—
that have never been approved in Western countries. This opens up opportunities 
for investigative health journalism, an opportunity for reporters to take up the 
traditional watchdog role of the press to find and report wrongdoing.

david Henry and amanda Wilson: Health 
Journalists should discuss Benefits and Harms 
of new treatments and use independent expert 
sources 
Health reporting is a major growth area for the media, probably because it is in 
demand by the public and it is profitable. However, media coverage of medi-
cal news is generally of poor quality, particularly stories about new treatments 
[10–12].

Media Doctor is a Web site where the quality of stories in the Australian 
press is reviewed (www.mediadoctor.org.au). We rate articles using ten evaluation 
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criteria (www.mediadoctor.org.au/content/ratinginf ormation.jsp ). In February/
March 2005 articles that we rated achieved an average of only 52% on our “sat-
isfactory” score (www.mediadoctor.org.au/content/sourceinf o.jsp ). This was an 
improvement on the score from one year ago, but it is still inadequate. North 
American analyses of the quality of health reporting have had similar results [11]. 
The print media are clearly superior to the online news services [12]. The great-
est differences between print and online services are in the use of independent 
information sources, and the quantification of the benefits and the coverage of 
potential harms of new treatments.

We recognise that there are different depths of journalism and that journalists 
face constraints, including commercial pressures and deadlines that give little time 
to reflect on stories, which are usually written on the same day as the press release 
arrives. Some journalists argue that the media are the messengers and not the mes-
sage, and it is up to others to interpret their reporting. To a reporter who might 
otherwise exercise more caution, a well-written media release from a large public 
relations company describing a new pharmaceutical product must be attractive 
when a deadline is imminent. There is no danger that the company will allege 
plagiarism if it appears, almost intact, under the journalist’s by-line.

researchers and Medical Journal editors have 
responsibilities too

And even when they do have the time, journalists face two major challenges—
understanding the clinical science and epidemiology, and dealing with powerful 
vested interests. Vested interests are not unique to medicine, but reporting on a 
new drug is different from, say, an MP3 player or a dishwasher. People will be 
intensely interested in a story about a new drug if it purports to treat a condition 
that they or their relatives have, and the story may become the basis of discussions 
with their physician and subsequent treatment decisions. We believe that in writ-
ing this type of story journalists have special responsibilities to ensure that they 
provide balanced information for their readers. In Australia, the Press Council be-
lieves the matter is of sufficient importance to provide advice to journalists [13].

In our view journalists will meet their responsibilities if they cover certain key 
issues when writing stories about new medical treatments. These include the accu-
rate reporting of the comparative benefits, harms, and costs of the treatment and 
the extent to which their informants have ties with the manufacturer. It is helpful 
if journalists use independent expert sources to answer questions about the nov-
elty of the treatment and the availability and efficacy of alternatives, although we 
acknowledge the practical difficulties in finding independent sources when time 
is limited. Journalists have indicated to us that they are concerned about these  
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issues and are prepared to look critically at their own practices. It is unclear wheth-
er their editors and producers hold the same views and will provide the necessary 
resources, particularly time to do the job properly.

But researchers and medical journal editors have responsibilities too. When 
reading medical news stories it is sometimes possible to tell whether the research-
ers and journals have done a good or bad job in communicating the essential facts 
to journalists. A number of medical journals issue press releases, and these have 
been found wanting [14]. Researchers should consider carefully what they wish to 
convey about the results of a new study and should ask to see and edit any press 
releases. We believe the criteria used by Media Doctor to evaluate news stories are 
a good starting point for researchers and editors.

Criteria used by Media doctor to evaluate news stories

•	 Whether the treatment is genuinely new

•	 The availability of the treatment in Australia

•	 Whether alternative treatment options are mentioned

•	 If there is evidence of disease mongering in the story

•	 If there is objective evidence to support the treatment

•	 How the benefits of the treatment are framed (in relative or absolute terms)

•	 Whether harms of the treatment are mentioned in the story

•	 Whether costs of the treatment are mentioned in the story

•	 Whether sources of information and any known conflicts of interest of infor-
mants are disclosed in the article

•	 Whether the journalist relied only on the press release for the story

Merrill Goozner: Medical reporters Must Get 
Beyond the Hype and Hope when reporting on 
the Latest “Breakthrough” 
When I broke into the news business, the financial desk’s primary source of break-
ing news was a Dow Jones wire clack-clack-clacking in the corner of the room. A 
bell rang whenever a major story broke. Sometimes two bells would go off, signal-
ing a really big story. The day the stock market crashed in 1987, the newsroom 
sounded like St. Peters Square on Easter.
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I imagine something comparable occurs these days when the advance copies 
of leading medical journals cross science editors’ computer screens. Stories from 
the frontiers of medical research can make it onto page one—the most coveted 
real estate in daily journalism. News magazines have bolstered their sagging bot-
tom lines with an endless stream of cover stories touting the latest breakthroughs 
in medicine.

But is this news all that it is cracked up to be? Have the reporters properly 
weighed the importance of the studies they’re touting? Have they asked the tough 
questions of the researchers and their sponsors to figure out the significance of the 
results? Have they presented the data in a fashion that is meaningful to health-
care consumers? And in an age when most clinical trials are sponsored by private 
companies, have they fully informed their readers of the researchers’ conflicts of 
interest?

Too often, the answer to these questions is no. Take recent reports from 
the American Society of Clinical Oncology, which met in mid-May in Or-
lando. One leading paper reported on a Veterans Administration review of 
the experience of over 40,000 women in the south central US. “The women 
taking statins were half as likely to have breast cancer as women who were 
not taking the drugs,” the paper reported [15]. Put that way, it sounds like a 
dramatic reduction. But elsewhere in the story, it was reported that 12 per-
cent of the women were taking the cholesterol-lowering medications and that 
only 1.4 percent of the total group contracted breast cancer. Only by mas-
saging the numbers could one figure out that physicians would need to put 
700 women on statins to eliminate one cancer case (in medical parlance, this 
is called number needed to treat). It sounds a lot less impressive that way. 
But the number needed to treat would be a lot more meaningful to women, 
especially those on tight budgets wondering if it is worth $1,000 a year for a 
prescription.

Reporting of surrogate endpoints instead of primary endpoints is another way 
that readers get misled. Reports on cancer drug trials often fall into this trap. A 
“lifesaving” drug that shrinks tumors by 50 percent sounds a lot better than a 
chemotherapy agent that prolongs life by two months. The same can be said for 
bone density and fractures, blood pressure and strokes, and cholesterol levels and 
heart attacks. While there may be a minor yet statistically significant reduction 
in the primary endpoint, the trial sponsors prefer to promote the more dramatic-
sounding secondary endpoint. Too many reporters prominently feature the less 
meaningful number, while leaving out or delaying until late in the story the real 
bottom line [16].
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reporting of surrogate endpoints is another way that readers 
Get Misled

Sadly, the media have only lately come around to taking seriously the issue of 
conflicts of interest in medical science. Last July, the National Heart, Lung, and 
Blood Institute’s National Cholesterol Education Project updated its guidelines 
for cholesterol management. The update, touted in the front page of every major 
US paper [17], called for a dramatic reduction in the cholesterol levels now con-
sidered optimal for people who have never had heart disease but are considered 
moderately at risk. Prescribing physicians using these guidelines will likely put 
millions more Americans on these drugs in the next few years.

Yet three days after the report came out, reporters at Newsday broke the story 
that eight of nine physicians on the National Cholesterol Education Project panel 
had financial ties to statin manufacturers, which had the most to gain from the 
new guidelines. Writing in the Washington Post, former New England Journal of 
Medicine editor Jerome Kassirer asked, “Why should we swallow what these stud-
ies say?” [18] The ensuing uproar contributed to a change in policy at the New 
York Times, which last fall circulated a memo to all reporters encouraging them to 
always report conflicts of interest of quoted sources in science stories, a policy that 
leading science and medical journals have had in place for many years [19].

In recent years the pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries have re-
sponded to complaints about the high cost of drugs by claiming they are needed 
to finance the medical miracles that are just around the corner. Meanwhile, the 
increase in life expectancy in the US has slowed and still remains far below other 
advanced industrial countries. The number of new drugs coming out of industry 
labs, despite a slight uptick last year, is actually down from a decade ago. In a 
health-care environment that is increasingly cost-constrained, it shouldn’t be too 
much to ask that medical reporters get beyond the hype and hope when reporting 
on the latest “breakthrough.”

Maria simbra: Whatever news Managers want, 
Viewers Get—as Medical reporters are Pressed 
to Feed the Media Beast
Reporters are surpassing doctors as a source of medical information. It’s no secret 
health news sells. Producers and news directors take advantage of this to attract an 
audience for their newscasts. And viewers respond.
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In a survey by Rodale Press, 39% of the respondents said they turn to TV for 
health and medical information, and 37% said they would ask a health profes-
sional [20].

So as audience-appointed proxies for “health professionals,” television medical 
reporters have a daunting task. They must be accurate, authoritative, and compas-
sionate. They also need to understand the terminology, physiology, epidemiol-
ogy, study design, and statistical analysis to keep health news in context for the 
viewer.

But typically, this doesn’t happen. The medical industry churns out volumes of 
information for medical reporters to quickly sift through every day. There’s a lack 
of special training for medical journalists (the general assignment reporter can 
expect to get thrown into the medical beat from time to time). Usually local news 
reports are under 90 seconds. The pressure for ratings compounds the problem.

Medical news is often simplified, or worse, sensationalized, because of indus-
try pressures. Because health news sells, it can be and will be promoted—and in 
the process, distorted.

What is a medical reporter to do? Well, alone, there’s not much a reporter can 
do. Like medical errors, the problems with medical journalism are system wide. 
At the root is a clash of cultures.

Medicine tends to be very methodical, slow, and subject to change. But the 
media want information that’s definitive, they want it now, and, boy, it better be 
sensational. Also, people who go into journalism and ascend to management tend 
to be more inclined toward writing and creative interests. They may not under-
stand (or may be openly hostile toward) the scientific process.

Figure 2: TV reporters rarely cover medicine exclusively—one day it’s finance, the next it’s health (Illustration: 
Giovanni Maki)
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For TV reporters who are committed to the medical beat, educational op-
portunities are available through organizations such as the Association of Health 
Care Journalists (www.ahcj.umn.edu) and the National Association of Medical 
Communicators (www.ibiblio.org/namc). Journalists can learn how to interpret 
studies and present evidence-based balance in order to help viewers understand 
and make up their own minds about the latest developments in medicine, rather 
than just show the gee-whiz side of new technology.

Unfortunately, it’s rare to find a TV reporter who exclusively covers medicine. 
Stations view this as a luxury. It is more common for medical reporters to also be 
general-assignment reporters or anchors, and they have other priorities with their 
combination jobs.

It’s also rare to find management that’s supportive of continuing education 
for their reporters. Even with the large profit margins at many TV stations, news 
directors generally do not provide financial support and ask that reporters inter-
ested in attending educational meetings use their own vacation time to do so. 
Furthermore, news directors, producers, and promotions staff don’t seem to be 
themselves interested in learning about medical reporting.

An article in JAMA says that viewers are acting on and making personal medi-
cal decisions based on health information in the mass media [21]. This trend 
has led some TV medical reporting experts, such as Gary Schwitzer (formerly of 
CNN, now at the University of Minnesota, and a contributor to this PLoS Medi-
cine debate) and Dr. Timothy Johnson (ABC News), to call for credentialing of 
medical journalists. After all, some meteorologists are credentialed. Are personal 
health decisions less important than the weather?

There’s a disconnect between what station management values, what the re-
porters need, and what the viewers get. Right or wrong, the audience looks to TV 
medical reporters to educate and guide them on medical issues. It’s an important 
responsibility that medical reporters and the mass media in general need to take 
seriously.

Melissa sweet: remember the Commercial 
imperative when examining Media Coverage of 
Health 
Many people make the mistake of using the terms “journalists” and “the media” 
interchangeably. They speak, in the same breath, of the terrible failings of journal-
ists and the media in covering health or other issues. In so doing, they fail to make 
a distinction between the craft or profession of journalism and the competitive 
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industry that is the media. They fail to understand that the goals and drivers of 
journalism are often in conflict with those of the media industry.

The foremost goal of the media industry is, not surprisingly, to make profit. 
Many journalists are too idealistic to admit, even to themselves, that their job is to 
make money for their employers. Some believe they are there for the public inter-
est, or even to interest the public. Some simply love to tell a yarn, to get the buzz 
that comes with uncovering a great story and breaking news. Some no doubt also 
come to enjoy the reflected glory of associating with the famous and the powerful. 
Indeed, many journalists have become celebrities themselves. Not coincidentally, 
this has benefits for their employers—nothing sells like celebrity.

But only a brave, naïve, or foolhardy journalist would publicly admit these 
days to believing that one of their roles is to help provide a voice for those who 
otherwise have difficulty having their voices heard, such as the disadvantaged. It 
is not a career-enhancing move at a time when many media proprietors have de-
cided that a key to improving profits lies with their so-called AB audiences.

For those not up-to-date with marketing jargon, AB is shorthand for the afflu-
ent professionals so beloved by cashed-up advertisers. The theory goes that media 
outlets that attract audiences at the AB end of the socioeconomic scale are more 
likely to win advertisers or, even better, to get away with charging them premium 
rates. A senior manager at one of Australia’s major newspaper groups recently 
explained why his company is focusing on boosting AB readership rather than 
total circulation [22]. “A good circulation result is one which attracts the reader-
ship we need and advertisers want,” said Mark Scott, Editor-in-Chief of Fairfax’s 
metropolitan newspapers, which include the respected broadsheet, The Sydney 
Morning Herald.

“Sure, The Daily Telegraph [a tabloid] sells many more copies than The Syd-
ney Morning Herald,” said Scott, “but their ad rates are lower because the SMH 
[Sydney Morning Herald] has that AB audience.” Scott said Fairfax’s Sunday title 
The Sun-Herald is significantly more profitable at its present circulation level of 
about 513,000 than it was when it was selling 600,000 copies. “We have held that 
AB audience so our advertising revenue is up and our costs are lower.”

So what has this to do with how the media report health? Scott explained that 
his newspapers do extensive market research so they know what the AB market 
wants to read and how they want it presented. “We create our papers with those 
readers in mind and shape our marketing and promotions to reinforce their val-
ues and interests.” In other words, the allocation of scarce resources in ever more 
stretched newsrooms is driven by what market researchers tell media managers 
about what AB audiences want to know about.
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This has implications for how the media cover all the areas that affect peoples’ 
health—politics, economics, and education, for example—as well as the coverage 
of health issues themselves. I haven’t seen the market research, but it’s not hard to 
guess what interests AB groups. They might want to know how to stay as healthy, 
smart, and good-looking as possible for as long as possible. They might want to 
know which biotech companies are good investments, and might be particularly 
interested in private health care. They are probably less interested in the needs of 
indigenous people, prisoners, the homeless, asylum seekers, or the poor, and it’s 
probably a fair bet to say that they are also less interested in the ways in which 
disadvantaged groups have worse access to health care and prevention efforts.

Some might think this is overly cynical. Perhaps AB people are not all self-
centred; perhaps they care about broader issues than those that directly affect 
their own lives and personal well-being. Nor can the compliance of journalists be 
assumed. In the chaotic and anarchic world of journalism, there are many who 
try to do far more with their jobs than to make their bosses wealthy—even if they 
have to try and “sell” their stories to their news managers on the grounds that the 
stories will be of interest to the ABs. Many other factors also shape and influence 
news production. And a truly compelling story is likely to get a run, even if not of 
direct relevance to the wealthy.

Nonetheless, it is important to remember the commercial imperative when 
examining media coverage of health. Many initiatives aimed at influencing health 
coverage target journalists, who are only one component of the media industry. 
Other powerful forces also shape how health is covered. An analogy can be drawn 
with efforts to improve the quality and safety of health care, another chaotic in-
dustry. Measures aimed at individual clinicians may be helpful in reducing medi-
cal errors, but it is also important to look at the broader system in which clinicians 
work.

australia’s national strategy for Quality use of Medicines: 
responsibilities of the Media

The media are responsible for the following.
•	 Ethical and responsible reporting on health-care issues

•	 Reporting on medicines accurately and attempting to have errors corrected if 
they occur

•	 Being aware of the variety of available information sources on medicines and the 
limitations of each source

•	 Being aware of the impact of media reports on the use of medicines in the com-
munity
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•	 Being aware of issues relevant to the broad context of medicine use, including 
risks of medicine use, non-drug alternatives, and the cost of medicine use to 
individuals and society

•	 Encouraging dissemination of messages that enhance the quality of medication 
use

Katherine a. Baverstock: the Media can Play a 
special role in Providing a Voice for People to 
express their experiences of illness 
A registered pharmacist for the last 15 years, I was trained in the biomedical 
model of health, to measure and note signs and symptoms, make assessments, and 
advise about treatments on the basis of available scientific evidence.

Becoming interested in the portrayal of medicines in the media whilst work-
ing in outback Australia (which is grossly underserved by health professionals), 
I began my doctoral project within this quantitative biomedical tradition. As I 
found during my literature review, research arising from this tradition assesses 
media writing about medicines for “quality.” Such research focuses on certain 
categories of quantitative information about the medicine, such as the indica-
tion, associated risks and benefits, outcomes of treatment, contraindications, and 
cost, that would allow readers to analyse the evidence for themselves and decide 
whether they should use the medicine.

The research in this area seems to be advocating a position for the health jour-
nalist as an educator. Australia’s Quality Use of Medicines Strategy [23] has the 
objective of optimising the use of medicines within the Australian community. It 
lists the media as a partner in the strategy, together with consumers, health profes-
sionals, government, and the pharmaceutical industry. Similar to the other part-
ners, the media have special responsibilities to ensure the quality use of medicines, 
as described in Box 2. Although many of these responsibilities sit comfortably 
within the codes of ethics observed by working journalists, some of these respon-
sibilities made me uncomfortable as a health professional. Should journalists be 
viewed as de facto health educators with the same responsibilities as those of us in 
the registered health professions?

As I progressed in this quantitative framework, I began to feel more and 
more uncomfortable with the narrow examination of the newspaper stories 
I had collected for my research. As my analysis continued, it became apparent 
that the newspaper stories contained themes far richer and more interesting than 
quantitative information about how drugs work. The stories were an intriguing  
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insight into how the community viewed issues surrounding medicines and the 
use of medicines. Even more interesting were the narratives about experiences 
with medicines. I decided to transfer my research to a communications faculty, 
and explored a far different perspective of medicines in the media. One of my first 
realisations was that the media are much more than the newspapers, television, 
and radio focussed on by so many biomedical researchers. They also include new 
media (the Internet), other print media, and small-scale media, such as leaflets 
and posters, and even the messages on the pens given out by pharmaceutical 
representatives.

I would like to propose that rather than act as educators, the media can play 
a special role in providing a voice for people to express their experiences of illness 
and their interactions with the technologies of health. The advent of the Inter-
net has democratised the media because this medium is accessible to everyone. 
The Internet can cross national boundaries and counteract isolation—not only 
geographic isolation, but also the isolation that may be caused by the experi-
ence of chronic illness and not knowing anyone who has lived your experience. 
People who were unable to have their stories heard within the traditional medical 
consultation now have a forum where they can be heard and have their stories 
validated.

the internet has democratised the Media

There is much research published within the sociological and anthropological 
literature examining the narrative surrounding health and illness within various 
types of media. Research now needs to examine how patients use information 
they find within the media, and whether it does make a difference to the medical 
encounter. Will an informed and questioning client leave us feeling threatened?

Within the traditional health setting, lengthy communication between medi-
cal professionals and clients is often not possible. Many health professionals re-
ceive scant training in communication and counselling. The use of media technol-
ogies allows our clients to tell their story, a biography that may be ever-changing 
because of the experience of chronic illness. I would argue, that rather than being 
much maligned by health professionals, the media should be viewed as a tool that 
allows healing by facilitating the telling of stories.
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Communication Gap: the 
disconnect between what 

scientists say and what the 
Public Hears

Charles W. Schmidt

Mojib Latif probably didn’t anticipate the public reaction his research would at-
tract last year. Writing in the 1 May 2008 issue of Nature, he and his colleagues 
from the Leibniz Institute of Marine Sciences and the Max Planck Institute in 
Kiel, Germany, predicted that increases in mean global temperatures could pause 
into the next decade, even though greenhouse gas levels were still rising in the 
atmosphere. That lull in warming, their models showed, was temporary, and due 
to complex interactions between the atmosphere and periodic cooling cycles in 
the oceans.

A meteorologist and oceanographer, Latif emphasized that these cyclical varia-
tions could occur even in the face of long-term climate trends. But to his surprise, 
skeptics seized on the findings as evidence that mean global temperatures aren’t 
really rising. The website newsbusters.org, for instance, which bills itself as “dedi-
cated to documenting, exposing, and neutralizing liberal media bias,” compared 
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Latif ’s findings to “the Pope suddenly [announcing] the Catholic Church had 
been wrong for centuries about prohibiting priests from marrying.” To Latif, the 
implication that climate change is a hoax was preposterous. “Making inferences 
about global warming from my short-term climate prediction is like comparing 
apples and oranges,” he says.

Latif was caught in a familiar media trap. Research often delivers statistically 
nuanced findings that the lay public as well as journalists and other science com-
municators can find hard to understand. And just as political messages can be 
twisted into snippets of misinformation, scientific findings, too, are vulnerable to 
distortions and misrepresentations that stick in the public mind, especially if they 
fit ideologic biases.

These distortions are becoming all too common in today’s new media environ-
ment. Although the World Wide Web offers invaluable access to information, it 
also gives an audience to anyone with an ax to grind. According to a commentary 
in the June 2009 issue of Nature Biotechnology authored by 24 experts in com-
munication, law, and journalism, media fragmentation and the rise of ideologi-
cally slanted websites are perpetuating gridlocked opinions in science, just as they 
are in politics.

One of those authors is Matthew Nisbet, an assistant professor of commu-
nication at American University in Washington, DC. He says people who aren’t 
inclined to pay close attention to an issue will learn about it from media outlets 
that reinforce their own social, political, or religious views. This and other types of 
“mental shortcuts,” he says, make it possible for individuals to draw quick conclu-
sions about complex topics that fit their own preconceptions.

Given these trends, communication experts are calling for fundamental 
changes in how scientists interact with the media because debates over climate 
change, health, energy, and technology are simply too important to lose to mis-
information. As always, scientists are encouraged to communicate clearly using 
language that nonspecialists can understand. But now they’re also being urged to 
step beyond the confines of the laboratory and to become more engaged in efforts 
to educate the public.

“The ultimate goal [in science communication],” says Nisbet, “is civic 
education—enabling and motivating more people into thinking, talking, and 
participating in collective decisions about, for example, what to do about 
climate change, or how to fund and oversee biotechnology.” Scientists need 
to somehow communicate scientific uncertainties while going head-to-head 
against oversimplified inaccuracies in the media. The question is how best to 
do that.
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reworking the angle
Nisbet in particular seeks to move beyond the traditional “deficit model” that 
currently dominates science communication. The deficit model assumes that if 
nonspecialists only understood the scientific facts, they would see eye-to-eye with 
the experts. Ignorance is what drives controversies in science, the model postu-
lates. And by filling that deficit with knowledge, scientists can help make these 
controversies disappear.

But does that assumption really hold true? Not necessarily, Nisbet says. Dis-
putes over climate change, for instance, remain strong despite the sustained ef-
forts of scientists to communicate about the issue through the media. An October 
2009 survey by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press suggests 
public opinions about climate change line up more on political than scientific 
grounds.

According to that survey, 75% of Democrats see solid evidence that the aver-
age temperature on Earth has been getting warmer over the past few decades, 
compared with just 35% of Republicans. That disparity, Nisbet says, reflects op-
posing media influences geared toward their respective audiences. Both Repub-
licans and Democrats tend to rely on news outlets that affirm their own social 
values, he says. And those outlets—together with input from like-minded friends 
and colleagues—can be more influential than the science itself.

Tellingly, the Pew survey also indicates that, compared with survey responses 
from April 2008, 8% fewer Democrats and 14% fewer Republicans reported 
seeing solid evidence of warming, which suggests confidence in the research is 
declining across party lines. The surveyors do not comment, however, on the rea-
sons for that decline or whether it might reflect contradictory coverage of climate 
change in the press.

Nisbet is well known for his research on framing, or defining scientific issues 
in ways that audiences can understand in part by appealing to their core values. 
Climate change skeptics already do this successfully by predicting economic doom 
from curbing greenhouse gas emissions, he says. “You need to use metaphors and 
narratives that make the issue personally relevant,” Nisbet explains. “It’s got to be 
understandable and interesting to audiences that don’t understand the technical 
details.”

Teaming with evangelical leaders has enabled some scientists to frame climate 
change in terms of religious morality, which helps to engage conservative Chris-
tians on the issue. Among them are Eric Chivian, director of the Center for Health 
and the Global Environment at the Harvard Medical School, and Richard Cizik, 
founder and president of the recently formed New Evangelicals, who famously 
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joined forces in 2007 to educate law makers and the public about environmental 
threats. Cizik is quoted in the 18 November 2009 online edition of the U.K. 
Guardian as saying that younger generations of evangelicals in particular “have an 
intensity level that even some in the environmental community don’t have. They 
believe [environmental stewardship] is their God-given calling.”

But Sharon Dunwoody, a professor of journalism and mass communication at 
the University of Wisconsin–Madison, cautions that frames might be labeled as 
spin by audiences who feel they’re being manipulated. A climate change activist, 
for instance, might think it’s effective to frame climate change in terms of dying 
polar bears. But a skeptic who doesn’t think polar bears are at risk from climate 
change might feel manipulated by that frame and view it as spin.

To that, Nisbet says, “‘Spin’ is a problematic term since people use it in mul-
tiple ways and really never define what they mean by it. They usually just throw 
it out there as a way to express criticism without actually explaining what their 
criticism might be, or what their preferred alternative is.”

Maintaining Credibility
Framing can pose other tough challenges for scientists; it requires them to know 
and understand what elements will engage a given target audience. And that begs 
insights into human nature that might not come readily to those more comfort-
able with data. Nisbet says talking points for use in framing can be obtained from 
research techniques familiar to social sciences research, such as interviews, focus 
groups, and surveys. Results from these investigations can be translated into prac-
tical advice for scientists who interact with different audiences via media formats 
such as web and video, he says.

Earl Holland, assistant vice president for research communications at The 
Ohio State University, argues that scientists are preoccupied with the day-to-day 
grinds of publishing and research, and therefore shouldn’t be obliged to consider 
public perceptions of their work so explicitly. He suggests, moreover, that those 
activities might compromise a scientist’s integrity.

Scientists often have the trust of the public going for them—they’re typically 
held in high esteem, Holland says. What elevates scientists over those who spread 
misinformation, he explains, is credibility, and that credibility lies in part on the 
notion that scientists make impartial judgments based on data. But when they 
align themselves with a particular side in a debate, that impartiality is put to the 
test, he says.

“As soon as scientists take up an advocacy role, regardless of the position or 
topic, they lose credibility as unbiased sources,” Holland asserts. “Some say that’s 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



218 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

too much to ask, but I say that just like journalists have to rein in their own politi-
cal beliefs when reporting, scientists have to avoid catering to policy arguments. 
They’re still highly regarded, but if they just get in there and punch it out with 
their opponents, they risk losing integrity.”

Holland’s view is that university news offices and what he describes as “sup-
port networks for the scientific community” bear responsibility for couching how 
research findings enter into policy debates—not the scientists themselves. That’s 
not a universal view, however; many scientists see no problem with advocacy, as 
long as it’s guided by expertise and experience.

Bruce Lanphear, a professor at BC Children’s Hospital and Simon Fraser Uni-
versity in Vancouver, British Columbia, says debates over whether scientists should 
get involved in policy are mostly semantic. “There’s a certain school of thought 
that our job as epidemiologists is simply to report results in journals while others 
translate those findings for the public—I don’t subscribe to that,” he says. “I view 
my job as also helping to translate findings in ways that don’t mislead the public 
but that also help people understand why something is important.”

Lanphear is best known for research that links low-dose exposure to lead and 
other toxicants to developmental effects in children. As a medical doctor, he says 
his efforts to raise awareness about industrial toxicants in commerce are consistent 
with the Hippocratic Oath. “Activism is a direct extension of what I was trained to 
do as a doctor,” he says. “I feel an obligation to present data in ways that prevent 
dangerous exposures in the population.”

Lanphear appears unfazed by charges of alarmism, and he acknowledges there 
remain many unanswered toxicologic questions about lead, pesticides, and other 
chemicals. But their known risks also compel regulatory changes to minimize 
exposure, he says. In communicating about low-dose chemical risks, Lanphear 
aims to create a sense of urgency, which he says is a prerequisite to environmental 
legislation.

“That’s what it comes down to: community outrage,” Lanphear says. “We 
knew lead was toxic as far back as 1909. Why did it take so long to restrict how 
we use it? Because of inertia, lobbyists, and the tax revenues it was generating. It 
took outrage and lawsuits to move the legislation. A sense of urgency holds feet 
to the fire.”

aiming for Clarity
People might look to science for clear-cut statements that can help them make de-
cisions about their health and lifestyle, says Louis Guillette, Jr., a professor of biol-
ogy at the University of Florida at Gainesville. But fields such as climate research, 
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genomics, and toxicology are all grappling with enormous data sets and models 
that generate probabilistic instead of definitive findings. Most genetic tests, for 
instance, can’t accurately predict if someone will get a disease; they can only sug-
gest that someone has perhaps a 15% chance of getting the disease under certain 
environmental conditions. Likewise, climate models can simulate temperature 
changes, but they can’t predict exactly where or when impacts will occur.

Individuals looking for clarity with respect to environmental threats might 
want a scientist to say, for instance, that a chemical will cause a specific effect at 
a precise real-world dose, but laboratory experiments don’t allow for that, adds 
Guillette. Instead, experiments deliberately exclude confounding factors such as 
age, sex, or hormonal status to isolate a single variable’s effect on a particular out-
come. In the real world, these variables work simultaneously, along with a host of 
other chemical exposures, to produce effects that vary by individual.

It’s important to provide the public with a baseline context for understanding 
what’s meant by “risk,” experts say. For instance, it’s meaningless to say that fam-
ily history of a disease makes a person 10 times more likely to succumb to that 
disease. It is clearer to say that if 1 in 100,000 people in the general population has 
the disease, then family history increases the risk to 1 in 10,000. That still may be 
a noteworthy difference—but perhaps not cause for undue alarm.

It’s also important to specify what groups are being compared when talking 
about changes in risk so it’s clear whether those changes are being described in 
absolute or relative terms. For example, consider preeclampsia, which affects an 
estimated 4% of pregnancies. If an environmental exposure increases the absolute 
risk of preeclampsia by 30%, that would mean going from 4% to 34%. In con-
trast, a relative increase of 30% would mean going from 4% to 5.2%.

All these statistical details make it impossible for scientists to speak in abso-
lutes, so they communicate instead in terms of statistical probabilities that ideally 
apply under most real-world scenarios. Scientists take these nuances for granted, 
but they make a world of difference to anyone who has to intepret what new 
findings mean on a practical level. That’s an essential issue, because research must 
somehow reconcile data with society’s desire for clarity on scientific issues.

Joann Rodgers, senior advisor for science, crisis, and executive communica-
tions at Johns Hopkins Medicine and past president of the National Association 
of Science Writers, says environmental health findings are particularly hard to 
convey because, in addition to their complexity, they evoke emotional responses; 
climate change, pollution, and many other environmental threats affect millions 
of people. “Environmental issues give rise to a lot of activism,” Rodgers says. “We 
tend to see that also in other fields, but there seems to be an extraordinary dose of 
mythologizing and ranting about science in the environmental health realm.”
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Dunwoody emphasizes that, as sources in the media, scientists get to decide 
what they’re going to say. But she adds they should also be insightful about how 
those messages are received, given the need to dispel misinformation in the public 
arena. “The way you portray something dictates the take-home messages people 
walk away with,” she says. “You’ve got to be careful.”
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Communication and 
Marketing as tools to 

Cultivate the Public’s Health: 
a Proposed “People and 

Places” Framework

Edward W. Maibach, Lorien C. Abroms and Mark Marosits

aBstraCt
Background

Communication and marketing are rapidly becoming recognized as core 
functions, or core competencies, in the field of public health. Although these 
disciplines have fostered considerable academic inquiry, a coherent sense of 
precisely how these disciplines can inform the practice of public health has 
been slower to emerge.
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Discussion

In this article we propose a framework—based on contemporary ecological 
models of health—to explain how communication and marketing can be 
used to advance public health objectives. The framework identifies the at-
tributes of people (as individuals, as social networks, and as communities or 
populations) and places that influence health behaviors and health. Commu-
nication, i.e., the provision of information, can be used in a variety of ways 
to foster beneficial change among both people (e.g., activating social support 
for smoking cessation among peers) and places (e.g., convincing city officials 
to ban smoking in public venues). Similarly, marketing, i.e., the develop-
ment, distribution and promotion of products and services, can be used to 
foster beneficial change among both people (e.g., by making nicotine replace-
ment therapy more accessible and affordable) and places (e.g., by providing 
city officials with model anti-tobacco legislation that can be adapted for use 
in their jurisdiction).

Summary

Public health agencies that use their communication and marketing resourc-
es effectively to support people in making healthful decisions and to foster 
health-promoting environments have considerable opportunity to advance the 
public’s health, even within the constraints of their current resource base.

Background
Communication is rapidly coming to be recognized as a core function, or core 
competency, in the field of public health. Several developments over the past few 
years illustrate this fact. In 2003, the Institute of Medicine identified communi-
cation as a core public health competency and called for efforts to enhance the 
communication skills of the public health workforce.[1] Over the past five years 
the National Cancer Institute—the largest biomedical research funding agency 
in the U.S.—has significantly increased the size of its health communication re-
search portfolio after identifying health communication as vital to future progress 
in cancer control.[2]

In 2005, the Directors-General of National Public Health Institutes (NPHIs)—
technical assistance units established within national health ministries—identi-
fied health communication as a core function of NPHIs,[3] and the Pan Ameri-
can Health Organization committed to “better utilize or increase, if needed, the 
numbers of ... communication experts” working in its member organizations.[4] 
Between 2004 and 2006, several U.S. schools of public health launched Masters 
in Public Health (MPH) degree programs in public health communication[5-
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7]—which added significant new training capacity on top of the one extant 
program[8]—and the U.S. Association of Schools of Public Health published 
a draft set of communication competencies that are proposed to be required of 
every Masters in Public Health (MPH) graduate from accredited U.S schools of 
public health.[9]

Although marketing has not been formally recognized as a core public health 
function or competency—possibly because negative associations toward the con-
cept by some in public health as a result of its roots in the business sector—many 
leading public health organizations are seeing its relevance to public health pur-
poses and building their capacity in this discipline. Health Canada first established 
it Social Marketing Unit in 1981 and continues to expand its social marketing 
expertise.[10] The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention established 
the National Center for Health Marketing in 2004,[11] and a number of U.S. 
states—Arizona, California, Ohio and North Carolina, at a minimum—have re-
cently established social marketing units. The National Health Service in the UK 
is currently considering a proposal to integrate social marketing as a core strategy 
in managing the health of the British population,[12] and public health organiza-
tions in the pacific region are working to enhance their marketing capacity.[13]

Health communication and social marketing have been vibrant areas of aca-
demic research and professional practice for several decades,[14,15] with both 
areas of inquiry yielding dedicated journals,[16,17] numerous books,[18-21] and 
myriad peer-reviewed manuscripts published in public health journals.[22-24] 
What has been slower to emerge, however, is a coherent sense of precisely how 
these disciplines can inform the practice of public health.

In this article we propose a framework through which to understand how to 
effectively harness the tools of communication and marketing in the practice of 
public health. We do so by first proposing a simple framework for public health 
action, and then by demonstrating the relevance of communication and market-
ing within the proposed framework.

discussion
the Context: ecological Models of Health

The Ottawa Charter[25] was a turning point in public health in that it prefaced a 
sea change in how public health professionals think about promoting health.[26] 
Its legacy—and that of leading epidemiology and population health theorists in 
the early 1990s[27-30]—can be seen clearly in contemporary ecological models 
of health.[31-34]
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The concept of ecology “pertains broadly to the interrelations between organ-
isms and their environments.”[35] We interpret ecological models of health as 
positing, in essence, that the health of populations is influenced by: (a) the attri-
butes of the people in the population; (b) the attributes of the environments—or 
places—in which members of the population live, work, go to school, shop and so 
forth; and (c) important interactions between the attributes of people and places. 
These attributes and their interactions typically influence health through their 
impact on health behavior and through direct effects on physical functioning and 
well-being.[36-42]

Health, and its behavioral, social, and environmental determinants, is noth-
ing if not complex. A recent effort by Sallis and colleagues to create an ecological 
model of “active living”—i.e. physical activity—provides an excellent example 
of an attempt to capture this complexity.[43] Their model identifies seven broad 
categories of individual and environmental variables (intrapersonal, social cul-
tural environment, natural environment, information environment, perceived 
environment, policy environment, and access to and characteristics of behavior 
settings) that influence active living behavior in each of four domains of active 
living (transportation, recreation, household activities, occupational activities).

Figure 1. A people and places framework for public health influence.

In the spirit of Einstein’s famous dictum—“Everything should be made as 
simple as possible, but not simpler”- we propose a streamlined ecological model of 
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public health action that we call the People & Places Framework. By design, our 
framework principally calls attention to the attributes of people, and the attributes 
of places, that are known to influence the health behavior, and health, of popula-
tions. These two orthogonal factors—people and places—each operate across two 
or three relevant levels of analysis. Our framework describes the relevant attributes 
of people as operating in individual, social network, and community or popula-
tion levels of analysis, and the relevant attributes of place as operating in local and 
distal levels of analysis). The framework is illustrated in Figure 1 and is described 
below. To simplify the visual presentation, we laid out the people and place factors 
side-by-side rather than orthogonally.

Throughout the remainder of the paper, we refer to these levels of analysis 
as “fields of influence” because our objective here is to describe a framework for 
public health action rather than a theory or theoretical framework for research 
purposes.

People-Based Fields of Influence

Renaissance era author John Donne’s famous quote—“no man is an island, entire 
of itself; every man is a piece of the continent”—was prescient in its foreshadow-
ing of contemporary theories of social science. These theories make clear that 
people exist within various levels of aggregation.[44] Building on earlier work, 
we propose that three levels of social aggregation, specifically the individual-level, 
social network-level, and group-, community- or population-level, offer a useful 
and parsimonious means of categorizing people-based fields of influence.[45]

Individual-level factors that influence health and health behavior have been the 
subject of intense research activity for many decades, particularly in various fields 
of psychology, communication research, and epidemiology. There has been—and 
will continue to be—lively debate regarding which individual-level factors are 
most relevant with regard to influencing health behavior and health.[46] Our 
point here, however, is not to take a position on that debate, but rather simply to 
affirm the importance of individual-level factors as an important field of influence 
on health behavior and health. For purposes of illustration, the literature points to 
the following as relevant individual-level attributes: cognitions (e.g., self-efficacy 
and outcome expectancies),[47] affect (e.g., depression),[48] skills (e.g. contra-
ceptive skills),[49] motivation,[50,51] intentions,[52] biological predispositions 
(e.g., sensation seeking),[53] and demographic factors (e.g., marital status, educa-
tion, income, employment status).[54,55] Most of these attributes are amenable 
to change through external intervention.

Much is also known about the relevant attributes of social networks with re-
gard to health behavior and health.[56] Insights into the influence of social networks 
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come from fields as diverse as sociology, communication, psychology, and busi-
ness and organizational studies. Again, our purpose here is not to promulgate a 
specific theory or definitive list of attributes, but rather to affirm the importance 
of social networks as a field of influence on health behavior and health. The lit-
erature suggests that the relevant attributes of social networks, at a minimum, 
include: size and connectedness of a person’s social network,[57] diversity of ties 
in the social network,[58] the degree to which the various relations in a social net-
work (e.g., parents, friends, teachers and mentors) provide social support[59-62]
and positive modelling,[63] and the presence of positive health opinion leaders in 
the social network.[64-67]

Even though Durkheim’s seminal work over a century ago illustrated the im-
portance of population attributes on health (in particular on suicide rates), the 
relevant attributes of groups, communities and populations with regard to health 
behaviors and health are perhaps the least well understood.[68] Culture and social 
norms are important, well documented attributes of communities and popula-
tions, although it can be argued that these are attributes operate at the individual 
and social network levels as well.[69] A rapidly emerging literature suggests that 
other important attributes of groups, communities and populations include so-
cial capital,[70] social cohesion,[71] and collective efficacy,[72-74] although ad-
ditional work is needed to explicate and operationally define each of these attri-
butes. Additionally, a large and rapidly growing body of literature is elucidating 
how socio-economic disparities—particularly the income gap between the most 
well-off and least well-off members of a community—and racism exert an impor-
tant negative influence on health.[75-78]

Place-Based Fields of Influence

Needless to say, people and places are inextricably linked. Tom Farley and Debo-
rah Cohen open their book Prescription for a Healthy Nation with a trenchant 
quote from Winston Churchill to illustrate this point: “We shape our buildings, 
and thereafter they shape us.”[79] The influence of place—including our homes, 
schools, worksites, roads, food markets and restaurants, neighbourhood, cities, 
and so on—manifests itself on our health behavior, and health, in myriad com-
plex ways. Cohen, Farley and Scribner developed a simple, elegant way to catego-
rize these place-based influences into four factors: [80]

•	 The availability of products and services. Increased availability of health enhancing 
products and services (e.g., primary health care, fresh produce) tends to promote 
population health, while increased availability of health detracting products and 
services (e.g., liquor stores) has a tendency to undermine population health.
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•	 The physical structures in our environment. Structures that as a natural by-product 
of their design encourage healthful actions (e.g., sidewalks, walking paths, eas-
ily accessible stairwells) or discourage unhealthful actions (e.g., reduced serv-
ing sizes) or outcomes (e.g., automobile airbags) tend to promote population 
health. Conversely, structures that as a natural by-product of their design pro-
mote unhealthful actions (e.g., super-sized meals, televisions) or enable actions 
that lead to morbidity or mortality (e.g., poor roadway design) tend to under-
mine population health.

•	 The social structures (i.e., laws and policies) in our communities, and the extent to 
which they are enforced. Laws and policies that require (e.g., seatbelt and child 
safety restraint laws) or encourage (e.g., enhanced access to fruits and vegetables 
in schools) healthful action, and those that discourage unhealthful actions (e.g., 
high tobacco taxes) tend to promote population health. Conversely, laws and 
policies that intentionally or inadvertently enable unhealthful behavior (e.g., 
permissive alcohol sales regulations) tend to undermine population health.

•	 The media and cultural messages in our environment. Media and cultural mes-
sages which model and recommend healthful practices (e.g. advertising which 
promotes fruit and vegetable intake) tend to promote population health, while 
media and cultural messages which model or promote behaviors ill-conducive to 
health (e.g. advertising which promotes intake of foods high in fats and sugars) 
tend to undermine population health.

These place-based factors operate both locally (e.g., within our own home, and 
in our city), and more distally (e.g., from actions taken in our state capital, in our 
nation’s capital, and by multi-national corporations and multi-national govern-
mental organizations).[81,82] Decisions made (or not made) in local places exert 
influence in a variety of pervasive ways over the behavior and health of people 
in that one location.[83] Conversely, the decisions made in distal places—e.g., 
Hollywood, Wall Street, Washington, DC—often have the potential to influence 
people’s behavior and health over large geographic regions. Therefore, our pro-
posed framework differentiates local and distal environments as distinct fields of 
influence.

The remainder of this paper focuses on describing the relevance of communi-
cation and marketing to public health practice through the lens of the People & 
Places Framework.

Definitions of Communication and Marketing

The distinction between communication and marketing is poorly understood 
throughout the field of public health.[84,85] They are often seen as interchangeable.
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[86] We believe, however, that the concepts are distinct and that the distinctions 
are meaningful for public health. Each method offers a different and complemen-
tary approach through which to advance public health objectives.

Finnegan and Viswanth[87]—based on earlier writing by Gerbner[88]—pro-
vide a useful and concise definition of the act of communication as “the produc-
tion and exchange of information and meaning by use of signs and symbols.” 
Healthy People 2010—a publication that presents the current U.S. federal health 
objectives—defined health communication as “the art and technique of inform-
ing, influencing and motivating individual, institutional and public audiences 
about important health issues.”[89] This definition is laudable for its inclusion of 
the full range of audiences implied by an ecological framework. Borrowing from 
the strengths of each definition, we define health communication as “the produc-
tion and exchange of information to inform, influence or motivate individual, 
institutional and public audiences about health issues.”

The American Marketing Association defines marketing as “an organiza-
tional function and a set of processes for creating, communicating, and deliv-
ering value to customers and for managing customer relationships in ways that 
benefit the organization and its stakeholders.”[90] Inherent in this definition 
is the notion of the marketing exchange. The organization delivers value to 
the customer, usually in the form of products or services, in exchange for the 
customer’s resources, usually in the form of money, effort and/or time, and 
which go on to benefit the organization. This definition makes clear that mar-
keting involves the process of communication, but only as integrated function 
focused on creating and delivering value to customers through products and 
services.

Marketing and communication do overlap, both in concept and in how 
they are applied in public health. Marketing communication, or promotion, 
involves the use of communication to support the marketing process. Specifi-
cally, marketing communication is used to inform prospective customers, and 
business partners, about the availability, benefits, and costs associated with 
the organization’s products and services, and to manage relationships with 
those key stakeholders. Moreover, the practice of public health communica-
tion has been greatly influenced by marketing methods, especially the use of 
marketing research and adoption of a consumer-orientation. Despite these ar-
eas of overlap, we believe that marketing and communication are sufficiently 
distinct—with distinctions that are directly relevant to effective public health 
practice—as to necessitate that one activity not be considered a sub-set of the 
other. The definitions above were provided with the specific intent of clarify-
ing confusion in the literature where communication has often been mistaken 
for marketing, and vice versa.
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the relevance of Communication and Marketing in the 
People & Places Framework

One metric by which to gauge the relevance of communication and marketing 
to public health practice is the extent to which they are capable of creating—or 
contributing to—beneficial changes in each of the five fields of influence. Figure 
2 illustrates our contention that communication and marketing each have poten-
tial to contribute to beneficial changes in all five fields of influence, and Figure 3 
identifies the specific uses, or roles, of communication and marketing as they have 
been explored in public health to date. We explore each of these specific uses of 
communication and marketing below.

Figure 2. The Relevance of communication and marketing in the People & Places Framework.

using Communication to Create Change in People-Based 
Fields of Influence

Individuals

Often referred to as “health communication,” the use of communication methods 
to provide individuals with important health information has been a part of public 
health practice for decades, if not centuries. In the early 1700s, for example, Cot-
ton Mather mounted a communication campaign in Boston to promote smallpox 
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inoculation.[91] Informing people about immunizations remains an important 
public health communication priority today.[92-94]

Figure 3. The specific roles of communication and marketing in the People & Places Framework.

A rich set of theories—mostly drawn from the fields of social and cognitive 
psychology—have been used successfully in developing health messages for in-
dividuals.[95,96] These theories include Social Cognitive Theory,[97] Elabora-
tion Likelihood Model,[98] Stages of Change Theory,[99] and Theory of Rea-
soned Action,[100] and Persuasion Theory.[101] More recently, Fischhoff and 
colleague’s “mental models” approach,[102] and other newly developing theories 
based in the emerging findings of neuroscience have provided new insights into 
effective health communication.[103]

The type and availability of communication vehicles that can be used to convey 
public health information to individuals has grown dramatically over time.[104] 
Some of these communication vehicles—e.g., brochures, small group counselling 
sessions, interactive DVDs, email and text messages—are well-suited to providing 
information to individuals on a one-to-one, or a one-to-few, basis. These commu-
nication vehicles can be effectively tailored to respond to individual attributes of 
the person receiving the information.[105] Other communication vehicles—e.g., 
TV, radio, newspapers, movies, websites—are well-suited to providing informa-
tion on a one-to-many, or mass, basis. It is worth noting, however, that when 
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we use communication vehicles on a “one-to-many” basis, we are typically at-
tempting to influence individual-level attributes of people (e.g., self-efficacy) en 
mass, rather than attempting to influence attributes of the population per se (e.g., 
collective efficacy). The latter use of communication, as explained below, is a rela-
tively unexplored opportunity in public health.

The dominant communication question of interest among health research-
ers and practitioners focused on the individual field of influence is: Can we use 
messages to influence people in beneficial ways? The answer to this question ap-
pears to be a qualified “yes.” Case study evidence,[106] meta-analysis,[107] and 
systematic literature reviews[108-110] have each recently concluded that public 
health communication initiatives are, on the whole, effective in changing people’s 
behavior, but usually only modestly so. To succeed, public health communication 
initiatives must be heard and remembered against the din of other competing 
messages in the media.[111] Many health communication campaigns have failed, 
however, because they did not achieve adequate “reach and frequency” and were 
not able to reliably expose members of the target audience to campaign messages.
[112]

That the average public health communication campaign is only modestly 
effective, however, stands to reason when viewed in the context of an ecological 
model of health. Public health efforts to influence a single field of influence—in 
this case, individuals—will, on average, have only limited success because, in most 
cases, the other fields of influence also play significant roles in shaping the relevant 
behaviors and health outcomes. There are clear exceptions to this rule, however. 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) campaigns in various nations around the 
world stand as an example of where communication efforts to create change in 
the individual field of influence (in this case by encouraging parents to place their 
babies to sleep on their backs) have been sufficient to create dramatic behavior 
change and improvements in health outcomes.[113] Presumably, communication 
to individuals in these cases was sufficient to create large-scale and sustained be-
havior change because parents are highly motivated to protect the health of their 
newborns, few social network, group, or environmental barriers stood in the way 
of their behavior change, and the behavior being recommended is quite easy to 
perform. The “truth” youth anti-smoking campaign is another apt exception to 
the rule. [114]

Social Networks

The potential influence of other people—rather than the potential influence of 
messages—has been the dominant question of interest among researchers and 
practitioners focused on the social network field of influence. Diffusion of In-
novation theory[115,116] (as developed over the course of five decades by Everett 
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Rogers and recently launched into popular culture by Malcom Gladwell’s book 
The Tipping Point[117]) has been particularly influential and helpful in high-
lighting for public health audiences the importance of social networks, although 
this research has tended to be explanatory rather than interventional in nature. 
Related areas of research have focused on activating existing relationships with-
in social networks or developing new social networks in ways that enhance the 
provision of useful health information, positive sources of influence, and social 
support. The essential question is: Can we influence social networks so that they 
promote health?

Activating people within existing social networks to serve as agents of be-
havior change has proven to be a productive approach for cultivating health en-
hancement. Popular peers,[118,119] spouses,[120] parents of adolescents,[121] 
lay health workers and health care providers[122] have all been shown to have 
important behavioral influence on others.

Relatively less-studied is the question: Can we use communication to activate 
people to serve as agents of positive health influence within their social networks? 
The largest US health communication campaign to date, the Youth Anti Drug 
Media Campaign, is currently attempting to activate parents to take actions that 
are known to reduce the likelihood that their children will use drugs.[123] The 
initiative thus far has had only limited success in eliciting the recommended par-
enting behaviors.[124] An earlier effort, conducted largely through outreach to 
producers, directors and writers in Hollywood successfully promoted the desig-
nated driver concept as a way to reduce driving under the influence of alcohol.
[125]

Interpersonal influence between peers, family members, and other members 
of social networks (i.e., “word of mouth” influence)—and interventions that at-
tempt to harness this influence—has historically occurred primarily through face-
to-face interaction. The introduction of the telephone in the 20th century added 
a new vehicle through which interpersonal influence could be expressed. Now, 
the internet is creating significant new possibilities for word of mouth influence.
[126] The internet allows people to expand and strengthen their social networks.
[127] Most recently, the growth of “social media” on the internet—places where 
social networks form in a manner not bounded by geographical constraints—
has added a new and rapidly growing dimension to this field of influence. For 
example, MySpace—which lets people meet and interact with others who share 
similar interests and share content they create themselves such as blogs, photos, 
and videos—is currently the most popular destination on the Web.[128] The 
implications for harnessing this growing social influence process to advance the 
public’s health are only now beginning to be considered.[129]
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Groups, Communities and Populations

Understanding the influence of group, community and population attributes on 
health is a rapidly blossoming area of public health inquiry. Research focused on 
identifying viable means to influence these relevant attributes of communities and 
populations, however, is still in early stages of development. Important exceptions 
include the long-standing traditions of community organizing[130] and coalition 
building,[131] and the more recently established community-based participatory 
research model.[132,133]

The question of interest here is: Can we use communication to cultivate the 
attributes of community or population that promote health? Wallack has begun 
to articulate an answer to this question by identifying civic journalism and pho-
tovoice as promising approaches for using the mass media to build social capital 
in communities.[134] Civic journalism is the use of journalism to engage the 
community in the process of civic life.[135] Its methods—involving a variety 
of types of data gathering from, and information presentation to, members of 
the community—are intended to increase community debate and public par-
ticipation in problem solving.[136] The preliminary evidence indicates that these 
methods offer an effective means for engaging community members in addressing 
important problems in their community.[137]

An interesting example of civic journalism was implemented during the most 
recent US presidential primary campaign. Rock the Vote, a national youth vote 
organization, partnered with CNN to sponsor a nationally-televised debate where 
Democratic presidential candidates responded to questions posed directly by 
young citizens. Young viewers of this event experienced greater identification with 
the candidates and enjoyed a heightened level of political efficacy as compared to 
young viewers of a traditional journalist-led debate format.[138] In other words, 
the positive impact of this exercise in political engagement was heightened simply 
by allowing members of a politically disenfranchised group (rather than a paid 
professional) to pose the questions to candidates.

Photovoice is a process that engages members of a community—typically 
members of a marginalized community—in using photography to document a 
public health problem that disproportionately affects them, from their own per-
spective.[139,140] This method seeks to encourage and enable members of the 
community to act on their own behalf. To the extent that it succeeds in doing so, 
this method can have a beneficial impact on important attributes of the commu-
nity field of influence. A second and equally important objective of the method—
engaging policy makers and other community leaders in the issue of concern so 
that they will effect the changes as recommended by members of the afflicted 
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community—is perhaps better thought of as a place-based change strategy (see 
the “Using Communication to Shape the Place-Based Fields” section below).

using Marketing to Create Change in the People-Based Fields 
of Influence

Individuals

Typically called “social marketing,” the use of marketing to elicit health behavior 
change from individuals has been an active area of practice and research for the 
past several decades.[141,142] Much of what is called “social marketing” by prac-
titioners and academics is not marketing, however, because neither products nor 
services are developed, distributed, or promoted. Rather, most of what is referred 
to as social marketing in public health involves exclusively the provision of infor-
mation, and is therefore more correctly characterized as communication.[143]

The question of interest is: Can we develop and deliver products or services 
that will elicit the behavior we seek from members of our target audience? An 
excellent example, cited in a recent review by Grier and Bryant, illustrates how a 
social marketing program can reduce the incidence of driving under the influence 
of alcohol.[144] To address the problem of high rates of alcohol-impaired driv-
ing among young men in rural areas, the Wisconsin Department of Transporta-
tion conducted qualitative research with members of this group. In focus group 
interviews, the young men indicated they would not be dissuaded from drinking 
with their friends in bars after work, but they expressed concern about the risks 
associated with driving themselves home at the end of the evening. In response, 
the Department of Transportation developed a fee-based taxi service—The Road 
Crew—to safely transport people who have been drinking (or plan to drink) so 
that they do not drive themselves. In its first year, the marketing program proved 
popular with members of its target audience (over 17,000 rides were provided), 
and it earned widespread support from the communities where the program is of-
fered, in part, because it reduced alcohol-related crashes by 17%.[145] Other ex-
amples of successful social marketing initiatives include the distribution and sale 
of condoms[146] and other contraceptives,[147] oral rehydration therapy,[148] 
bed nets to families in areas afflicted by high levels of malarial infestations,[149] 
and the distribution of point-of-use safe water products to prevent diarrhoeal 
disease in areas without adequate water sanitation facilities.[150]

Social Networks

A less explored use of social marketing involves developing and delivering prod-
ucts or services that target key members of social networks whose actions can 
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benefit other members of their social network. The question of interest is: Can 
we use marketing to enhance or influence social networks so that they promote 
health? Kelly and colleagues’ Popular Opinion Leader (POL) HIV prevention 
intervention provides an interesting example.[151] POL interventions attempt 
to influence a given geographically-bounded social network or community. The 
methodology involves recruiting approximately 15% of the members of a social 
network over time—specifically, those people who are most popular and trusted 
by others in the social network—into HIV prevention and advocacy training that 
is administered through multiple small-group sessions. When successfully imple-
mented, the program results in significant community-wide rates of HIV risk 
reduction by virtue of the social influence brought to bear by the popular opinion 
leaders in the community.[152,153]

Groups, Communities and Populations

Public health professionals have only recently begun to consider the potential of 
social marketing to influence important attributes of groups, communities and 
populations. In theory, products and services that make it easier for citizens and 
community organizations to successfully come together around a common pur-
pose and engage in community change efforts should promote both collective 
efficacy and social capital.[154-156] The question, therefore, is: Can we develop 
and deliver products or services that promote the community-level attributes that 
enhance health?

The Gatehouse Project in Australia provides an intriguing example.[157] To 
promote greater social inclusion and sense of school connectedness among the en-
tire student population of 12 secondary schools, the project’s personnel provided 
school officials with training and feedback, and a student curriculum, aimed at 
improving the school’s social climate. These activities had a significant positive 
impact. Two years after the completion of the intervention, community-wide 
rates of substance use, anti-social behavior, and sexual intercourse were 25 percent 
lower in intervention schools as compared to control schools.

using Communication to shape the Place-Based Fields of 
Influence

The past several decades have been a time of considerable foment with regard 
to the uses of communication to positively influence environments. Policy ad-
vocacy—often referred to as “media advocacy”—has emerged as an important 
communication-based public health intervention modality. The key question here 
is: Can we use communication to promote beneficial changes in the places that 
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influence peoples’ health? We address this question as it pertains to both local- 
and distal-level places in a single discussion below, because the approaches are 
similar regardless of level of analysis.

Media advocacy has been defined as “the strategic use of mass media in com-
bination with community organizing to advance healthy public policies.”[158] 
Media advocacy involves framing public health issues, and creating news, so that 
members of a community will take notice, and take action, to force policy makers 
to revise the policies that are giving rise to the problem.

There is growing evidence supporting the effectiveness of this approach, espe-
cially at the local level.[159,160] The largest systematic effort to test policy advo-
cacy methods to date—ASSIST (American Stop Smoking Intervention Study), a 
policy change-oriented tobacco control intervention conducted in 17 US states—
demonstrated increased coverage of tobacco control issues in ASSIST states, in-
cluding greater coverage of tobacco policy issues, although the increases in media 
coverage were smaller than was expected.[161]

Policy advocacy methods can also be used to target private sector policy mak-
ers who make myriad important decisions that affect the health of their stakehold-
ers and the public at large (e.g., the CEO of Wal-Mart and other major corpora-
tions). For example, flight attendants and their union played an important role in 
getting smoking banned from airliners, the first ban on smoking in the workplace 
in the US.[162] Northwest Airline responded with a decision to prohibit smoking 
on all North American flights, several years in advance of being required to do so 
by law.[163]

Currently, public health advocacy efforts targeting the soft drink industry ap-
pear to be having positive influence. In recent years both Coca-Cola and Pepsi-
Cola adopted policies to prevent their sodas from being sold in elementary schools 
in the US. More recently, the American Beverage Association (ABA), whose mem-
bers include virtually all soft drink manufacturers, collaborated with American 
Heart Association and the William J. Clinton Foundation to create a voluntary 
set of policies that will, if embraced by ABA members, further limit soda sales in 
schools.[164] ABA’s target is to have the policies honoured by their members in 
100 percent of US schools by the beginning of the 2009–2010 school year.

Using Marketing to Shape the Place-Based Fields of Influence

Organization marketing (which in the literature is frequently referred to as busi-
ness marketing or business-to-business marketing)—the process of marketing to 
potential customers in businesses, government agencies, and non-profit organi-
zations—is an important use of marketing that is distinct both from consumer 
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marketing and from traditional forms of social marketing. Andreasen[165] and 
Maibach and colleagues[166,167] have recently proposed the need for public 
health professionals to embrace organization marketing for its potential to posi-
tively influence environments and create “upstream” (i.e., place-based) changes 
conducive to the public’s health. The key question is: Can we use marketing to 
promote beneficial changes in the places that influence peoples’ health? A number 
of recent examples illustrate the potential.

The Popular Opinion Leader (POL) intervention for HIV prevention, as dis-
cussed above, has proven to be a highly effective in reducing population risk for 
HIV infection.[168] To encourage its broader adoption and use, Kelly and col-
leagues developed a web-based means of marketing the POL intervention to HIV 
prevention organizations in communities around the world. To evaluate this mar-
keting approach, they specifically targeted HIV prevention organizations in 78 
nations.[169] The marketing program was highly successful in that approximately 
70 percent of the organizations that received the marketing offer adopted the 
POL intervention in their communities, or trained other agencies to use it.

To encourage other organizations (e.g., county health departments, school 
districts) to adopt proven disease-prevention programs, rather than use unproven 
programs, several US federal and non-profit health agencies created Cancer Con-
trol PLANET. PLANET is an online marketplace designed to facilitate the selec-
tion of evidence-based cancer prevention programs that are available for adoption 
by other organizations.[170] To enhance PLANET’s value to potential customers, 
these agencies are currently taking active steps to expand their online library of 
proven programs. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s DEBI 
(Diffusing Evidence-Based Interventions) Project is a conceptually similar effort 
to market evidence-based HIV prevention programs.[171]

Another excellent example is a newly-launched organizational marketing ini-
tiative by the New Jersey Health Care Quality Institute which is attempting to 
market evidence-based approaches to health enhancement—programs and modi-
fications to the built environment—to New Jersey’s mayors and municipal health 
task forces. The objective is to enable mayors and municipal task forces to, in 
turn, market the programs to employers, school officials, senior care managers, 
and community-based organizations in their cities. The logic model underlying 
this organization marketing strategy is illustrated in Figure 4.

the importance of Cultivating Change in Multiple Fields of 
Influence

Inherent in the logic of ecological models of health is the premise that, to have the 
largest impact on behavior and health, public health professionals should seek to 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



238 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

create change, as feasible, among multiple levels of influence.[172] Confirmation 
of this premise is nicely illustrated in the context of food micronutrient fortifica-
tion programs.

Figure 4. Distribution channels for the New Jersey Mayors Wellness Campaign.

Food micronutrient fortification strategies have long been the preferred strat-
egy to ensure that people’s diets include an adequate micronutrient levels precisely 
because of the assumption that “fortification requires minimal consumer involve-
ment and little to no change in dietary habits.”[173] A recent review of fortifica-
tion programs, however, concluded that “the primary factor leading to long-term 
sustainability of food fortification is consumer awareness of the nutrient deficien-
cy and consumer demand for and perceived benefits of the fortified food.” This il-
lustrates that the domains of influence reinforce one another, and that cultivating 
change in both people- and place-based fields of influence enhances the odds of 
achieving population-based health gains.

Of course, public health resources are inherently scarce and they must be stew-
arded wisely.[174] Organizations in the public health sector cannot afford to, nor 
would they be wise to, invest indiscriminately in attempting to create change in all 
fields of influence for every public health problem. We believe that public health 
organizations should develop strategic plans that consider and balance the follow-
ing four factors in determining how to focus their efforts. These factors are: (1) the 
organization’s current and potential resources; (2) the relative importance of each 
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field of influence in creating or sustaining the problem being addressed; (3) the 
likely impact (and other potential benefits) associated with various programmatic 
options that the organization is capable of implementing; and (4) the likely costs 
of implementing the various programmatic options under consideration. This ap-
proach is grounded in well-established methods for health promotion program 
planning and management,[175] as well as in more recent thinking about how 
best to focus programmatic efforts against public health challenges with dimen-
sions that are both people- and place-based.[176] Describing various methods for 
considering these factors is beyond the scope of this paper.

Communication and Marketing are assets in dissemination 
of evidence-Based Public Health Programs

Over the past few decades, there has been a growing recognition of the impor-
tance of the dissemination of evidence-based “best practices” in public health 
programs, practices, and policies.[177] Thus far, however, the notion of evidence-
based public health has been more promise than practice. Communication and 
marketing methods offer great potential in helping to bridge the divide between 
the promise and the practice of evidence-based public health.[178]

Conceptually, the challenges are fairly straight-forward: encouraging practi-
tioners and policy makers to factor the evidence-base into their decision-making; 
and making it easy for them to effectively do so.[179] To fully harness the value 
of the evidence-based public health paradigm, however, we must successfully ad-
dress these dissemination challenges with many different types of practitioners 
and decision-makers. Most obviously, this includes the people who shape public 
health and health care programs and policies. But it also includes the people who 
influence programs and policies in a wide variety of other aspects of the public 
sector (including education, housing, transportation, environment, and economic 
development), and in the non-profit and for-profit sectors (e.g., childcare, educa-
tion, elder care). Successfully addressing these dissemination challenges will re-
quire a combination of methods including communication outreach, marketing, 
advocacy, illustrating with successful examples, technical assistance, and enabling 
the adaptation of evidence-based models to new circumstances.[180,181]

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s portfolio of Active Living initiatives 
provides an illustrative example.[182] Together, these programs seek to increase 
routine physical activity by disseminating evidence-based policy and environmen-
tal changes to American communities. Their methods include funding research 
studies to identify environmental factors and policies which influence physical 
activity; stimulating collaboration among professional associations to support 
elected and appointed government officials’ efforts at promoting active living for 
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their constituents; providing technical assistance to community partnerships to 
create and implement demonstration projects); and creating a “blueprint” that 
can be used by multiple organizations, associations and agencies to inform and 
support their change efforts. To highlight the need for change and the potential 
for success, each of the Active Living initiatives also conveys four key dissemina-
tion messages: (1) Physical activity has been engineered out of daily life; (2) As 
a result of inactivity, America is facing an obesity epidemic and related health 
problems; (3) By changing the places were we live and work, we can return physi-
cal activity to daily routines and reverse current health trends; (4) There is public 
support for creating activity-friendly places and this work is underway in some 
communities.[183]

Maximizing the impact of existing Communication and 
Marketing resources

Although they may not think in these terms, most public health organizations 
currently make investments in—and have additional potential resources for—
communication and marketing. Public health organizations should strive to en-
hance the impact of these investments because doing so can improve their agency’s 
overall impact, even within current levels of funding.

With regard to communication, most public health organizations have ac-
tual resources in the form of communication expertise, information content, and 
some capacity to package and deliver that information to a variety of important 
audiences. Some public health organizations are well-positioned to use commu-
nication to target people-based fields of influence—based on their resources and 
capacity to reach people directly affected by health problems—while others are 
not. Conversely, based on their capacity to reach decision-makers at the local 
or distal level with credible information, some organizations are well positioned 
to use communication to target place-based fields of influence. Organizations 
should identify their current communication assets and determine how best to 
focus them.

Public health organizations should conduct a similar self-assessment with re-
gard to marketing. An organization should identify: what products and services 
it currently offers people and other organizations; its capacity to improve those 
products and services—or to develop different products and services—based on 
feedback from current and potential customers; its capacity to deliver or distrib-
ute products and services to new priority populations; and finally, its capacity 
to promote its products or services to the people and organizations it wishes to 
serve.
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Organizations are generally best served by developing programs that build on 
the strengths of their existing resources and core competencies, and by avoiding 
programs that require them to develop and sustain unrelated new resources. Once 
an organization is clear about the programs and information it wishes to deliver 
to its various customers, it can consider how its capacity can be extended through 
partnerships with other organizations. Partnering with other organizations—or-
ganizations that have a compelling reason to collaborate—is an important strat-
egy both for enhancing impact, and for sustaining the initiative. Organizations 
can also build new resources and competencies, but doing so concurrent with 
developing new programs that requires those resources is challenging.

the need for training

The public health workforce worldwide is currently under-trained in the critical 
functions of communication and marketing.[184] Schools of public health and 
other public health institutions must take seriously the need to identify necessary 
competencies in these disciplines, and to develop and deploy training approaches 
that meet the needs of both current and future public health professionals. While 
these training resources are likely to emerge sooner rather than later in nations 
of the developed world, we mustn’t lose sight of the fact that similar training 
resources are even more desperately needed in nations of the developing world. 
International health organizations should rapidly develop and deploy a strategic 
plan to improve the communication and marketing competency of the public 
health workforce worldwide, especially in developing countries. The success or 
failure of public health initiatives often hinges on effective marketing and com-
munication.

summary
•	 Communication and marketing are important tool kits for improving the pub-

lic’s health.

•	 These tool kits are uniquely well suited to advancing health in a manner con-
sistent with an ecological model—as recommended by the Ottawa Charter—
because each has the potential to influence people and places (i.e., environ-
ments).

•	 We suggest a practical framework by which to understand—and harness—the 
potential of communication and marketing to advance public health.
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•	 Public health organizations should strive to enhance their competence in com-
munication and marketing, because doing so can improve their impact even 
within current levels of funding.

•	 The public health workforce worldwide is currently under-trained in these criti-
cal competencies. International health organizations should rapidly develop and 
deploy a strategic plan to improve the communication and marketing compe-
tency of the public health workforce worldwide, especially in developing coun-
tries.
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Mass Media theory, 
Leveraging relationships, 

and reliable strategic 
Communication effects

Colonel John R. Robinson

Words matter. It has never been clearer than in this information age that people 
respond to written and verbal messages in an endless mixture of ways and that the 
ways a sender presents information impacts the emotional response and behavior 
of a receiver. Because words increasingly matter, the United States military’s inter-
est in strategic communication, its potential, effects and limitations, is growing 
as well. There are many definitions for strategic communication, but a recent 
and simple explanation defines it as, “a way of persuading other people to accept 
ones’ ideas, policies, or courses of action.”1 The usual military venues that conduct 
strategic communication are public affairs, information operations and public di-
plomacy. Today’s U.S. military leaders are briefed daily on communication “mes-
sages” that are intended to effectively address whatever the most likely subjects, as 
assessed from mass media, that will be in the public consciousness. These written 
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and verbal messages are critical to ensuring unity among the U.S. military’s public 
communicators They provide a foundation for “one voice” and set conditions for 
a timely response to disinformation and breaking news. 

This emphasis on messaging is nothing new or innovative. Since the dawn 
of modern mass media, national leaders have worked to capture its power and 
employ it to their advantage with large populations. The intense propaganda cam-
paigns of the early 20th century show how past governments and militaries have 
used both truthful and sometimes twisted information in order to vilify enemies 
and mobilize publics in support of a national cause.2 What has always been trou-
bling and frustrating to public communicators, though, is that the effects from 
their “messages” are far from predictable. Regardless of how carefully messages 
are crafted and employed, people respond differently and sometimes, they do 
not seem to respond at all. The problem is not that messages crafted in words do 
not achieve effects, but rather, the effects are sometimes not what was intended, 
difficult to manage and difficult to assess. Partly because of this lack of reliability 
from messaging, one of the primary criticisms of strategic communication is that 
people can rarely guarantee the characteristics or timing of effects. With that in 
mind, areas of strategic communication that seem to have more reliability than 
written or verbal messaging are communication based on relationships. People 
tend to respond more positively to people who are of the same social and cultural 
groups. As examples, families respond to patriarchs and matriarchs, congregations 
respond to pastors, and teens respond to peers. 

This paper will use known mass media and social theories to review how 
strategic communication that is based on relationships is more reliable than ap-
proaches that assume successful effects from messages alone. Figure 1 gives a list of 
referenced mass-media theories to be discussed. For the sake of clarity, “messages” 
or “messaging” in this paper always refers to written or verbal messages, rather 
than communication via action. The first three theories to be discussed all apply 
to message-centric communication. These theories will show how messages do in 
fact achieve effects, but that the effects are unreliable. The next four theories ap-
ply to relationships and will show how relationship-centric communication can 
achieve more reliable effects. In addition, this paper will address two final theories 
to show that there is no such thing as a relationship “magic bullet” that will always 
achieve desired effects. Although there are theories that show how relationship-
centric communication is more reliable than message-centric communication, 
there are also theories that show how publics will only tolerate a limited amount 
of persuasion from mass media. Sometimes publics will use mass media to self-
correct behavior in order to make society seem more “normal.” 

Relationships cannot replace the utility of planned messages for ensuring 
“one voice” among communicators or for minimizing response time to defeat  
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misinformation. Finally, this paper will address how the information battlespace 
can change depending on a message-centric or relationship-centric perspective. 
In the end, words matter because messages in public communication are critical 
for unity of effort and timely response. However, relationships are also very im-
portant and a combination of messages and relationships must be considered to 
achieve successful strategic communication effects.

Figure 1: List of Referenced Theories
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the search for Messaging effects
Interestingly, the U.S. Army learned early on that message-centric public commu-
nication is not very reliable. The U.S. Army began using mass communication on 
an unprecedented scale during World War II and conducted significant research 
projects to determine media effectiveness.3 One of these Army projects was a se-
ries of films called Why We Fight. The purpose of this film series was to enhance 
the motivation of Army recruits during training and orientation. Research on 
the series revealed it was very good at providing factual information, somewhat 
effective in changing specific opinions, but had no effect in motivating people to 
serve or causing them to resent the enemy. When combined with other research, 
the Why We Fight series showed that a mass communication message is unlikely 
to change strongly held attitudes.4 It seems illogical then, that despite what was 
learned in this film series, and after years of communicating strategically, the U.S. 
military seems to remain heavily focused on achieving communication effects 
with messaging. 

An indicator of how the U.S. Army came to its current approach to strategic 
communication occurred in the late 1990’s. During this period, the missions of 
the U.S. military were evolving toward humanitarian and stability operations. 
Fire supporters at this time seemed bereft of opportunities to plan missions for 
lethal munitions. In the absence of lethal missions, they began planning and or-
ganizing public affairs and information operations activities as part of non-lethal 
fires, perhaps because fires-planning was already a well-understood management 
tool.5 In other words, information for general public consumption was sometimes 
controlled in the same manner as non-lethal ordnance, such as smoke artillery 
rounds. There seemed to be assumptions at that time that using carefully prepared 
information alone as part of fires planning could yield timely and reliable effects. 
Information for public release was distilled down to the most critical themes and 
messages with the intent to publish them at planned times via designated media. 
Today, information operations and public affairs are still often categorized as non-
lethal fires.

Even though it may have seemed innovative in the 1990’s, the idea that writ-
ten and verbal messages could be managed and employed like ordnance was not 
new. The “Magic Bullet” theory is an early message-centric communication theo-
ry referenced during World War I and used again in the 1930’s when Paul Joseph 
Goebbels employed intense propaganda and messaging techniques to mobilize 
and maintain German public will in support of Adolf Hitler’s policies. The logic 
behind this theory is that every member of an audience responds to media mes-
sages in a relatively uniform way, and carefully crafted information can produce 
immediate and direct responses.6 Sociologists today tend to regard this theory as 
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“naïve and simple.”7 Basically, the Magic Bullet theory only seems to be effective 
if an audience is already psychologically disposed to either believe the message or 
sincerely trust the source of the information. For example, if the theory were used 
by the U.S. military in Iraq, it would first have to be assumed that the population 
uniformly trusts information from the U.S. government. Given the complexity 
of Arab audiences and their varying suspicions of western motives, it is likely that 
any U.S. effort to employ the Magic Bullet theory in the Middle East would be 
a failure. 

Despite the limitations of the Magic Bullet theory, researchers continue to 
try to find a way to tie reliable effects to messaging, because the idea of achieving 
valuable results with the mass distribution of words alone is just too tempting. 
This may be why the military today seems to employ another message-centric 
approach known as Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy. The Psychodynamic Per-
suasion Strategy hinges on an assumption that the key to persuasion lies in ef-
fective individual learning. Many advertisers and other communicators employ 
this approach as though it were nothing short of common sense. The premise of 
Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy is that carefully employed information from 
a persuader can change the psychological orientation of an individual. This theo-
retical reaction to information might also be described as “learn-feel-do,”8 and 
is illustrated in Figure 2 (next page). Hypothetically, after exposure to carefully 
prepared messages, a person who has a firm suspicion of soldiers will become 
somewhat less suspicious and more cooperative upon learning that only a tiny 
percentage of American soldiers have ever committed crimes. The diagram be-
low shows how Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy is intended to work. Once 
an individual hears a persuasive message, he thinks differently, and subsequently 
changes his behavior.

The problem with Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy is that researchers can 
not make it work reliably. Rather than learning that American soldiers are trust-
worthy, feeling less afraid, and then behaving in a way that is not averse to those 
soldiers, it is impossible to determine how the target person’s suspicions of Ameri-
can soldiers are affected. This may be because, as researchers consistently have de-
termined, unwanted ‘boomerang’ and side-effects occur because of unknown or 
uncontrolled variables in the target audience. These problems significantly impact 
the success of information campaigns, which depend to some degree on messages 
being interpreted in the same way as was intended by the information source. Be-
cause all individuals are different and have varying life-situations and experiences, 
they often react to messages differently.10

One other theoretical approach using messaging that deserves discussion is 
Meaning Construction Persuasion Strategy.11 People experience this strategy every 
day in the form of catchy advertising slogans and symbols that signal memory  
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responses as to the real meaning behind words. One mobile phone company iden-
tifies itself using the term, “fewest dropped calls,” while another asks, “can you 
hear me now?” A credit card company asks, “what’s in your wallet?” and a news 
organization says, “we report, you decide.” The Army is “Army Strong,” and the 
Marine Corps is, “The Few. The Proud.” All of these phrases are at the heart of 
modern branding techniques and they carry meanings beyond the words them-
selves. In effect, the words take on a new meaning, as seen in Figure 3.

Figure 2: Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy (“Learn-Feel-Do”)9

Figure 3: The Meaning Construction Persuasion Strategy12

When these slogans and brands work as intended, the meaning behind the 
words results in positive action, such as buying a cell phone or joining the Army. 
These techniques are clearly useful and effective, explaining the huge sums of 
money spent on advertising yearly. Once again though, and despite the many 
hours that advertisers spend brainstorming for the perfect phrase that will result 
in widespread action or profit, the Meaning Construction Persuasion Strategy is 
not consistently reliable. The effects of branding may be successful for one audi-
ence or culture, but ineffective with another. 
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In roughly the past 100 years, there are reflections of all of these message-
centric communication theories and approaches in the public communication 
efforts of the U.S. military. Because these message-centric techniques have un-
reliable effects on individuals, some information campaigns seem to be based on 
simple hope that broad distribution of messages will achieve intended effects on 
at least some members of an audience. For advocates who would manage messages 
as non-lethal fires, messages are the ultimate area-fire weapon. Still, the effects are 
unpredictable. The question is why do communicators continue to emphasize 
messaging in military planning? The answer already mentioned is the unity of 
message and the timeliness that message planning affords. In addition, it seems 
to be ingrained in western psyche that messages in themselves achieve consistent 
and reliable effects, even though they do not.13 This may be most evident by re-
viewing how the U.S. military tends to view something it calls “the information 
battlespace.” 

Message-Centric information Battlespace
Depending upon the message-centric theories to which military strategic com-
municators subscribe will affect how they view the information battlespace. An 
Internet search of “information battle-space” yields many different ideas about 
the environment of public communication and how that environment is affected. 
Generally, though, the view of the information battlespace that many in the U.S. 
military employ is an ever-changing domain of data that is continuously impacted 
by a large variety of influencers.14 These influencers include the White House and 
other global executive bodies, Congress, other agencies and foreign governments, 
various militaries and related institutions such as the Northern Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, the United Nations, infinite media organizations, bloggers, and so 
on. The way to persuade people in this constantly changing information domain is 
to dominate the news cycle with high-interest events, appealing visuals, and well-
crafted messages in order to achieve a cognitive effect with audiences. The charac-
teristics of an information battlespace that is nebulous and ever-changing include 
effects that last only as long as a subject remains in the mind, or cognitive domain, 
of the media and public. This means there is often constant anxiety among public 
communicators over which influencing agent has managed to dominate the news 
cycle. A videotape of Osama bin Laden that is released by al Qaeda to the general 
public may be considered a significant win for the enemy and the organization 
that first publishes that videotape, perhaps al Jazeera, is suspected as an al Qaeda 
sympathizer. Mass media analysts and researchers conduct endless assessments 
on the number of times specific “messages” are published in the press and these 
numbers are sometimes presented as metrics for success or non-success.
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Because the mass-media theories that have been discussed thus far show that 
messages do not guarantee reliable effects, it is troubling that the U.S. military’s 
strategic communication community views its information battlespace as just the 
opposite, a place that is constantly fluid and changing, but where effects can be 
reliably achieved. It is no wonder there is so much frustration. The U.S. military’s 
constantly changing information battlespace, where messages are not reliable, 
might be akin to fighting the biggest tar baby ever imagined, or worse, trying to 
shape a world made of goo.

theories that Point to relationships
One place to start when researching for mass media theories that are more sophis-
ticated than the Magic Bullet theory, and more reliable than other message-centric 
approaches, is to determine how and why people use media in the first place. The 
Media Systems Dependency theory asserts that people use media because they 
are dependent on it in order to understand their environment. In a sense, people 
establish relationships with their preferred media. Watching news and entertain-
ment on television, listening to the radio, reading newspapers and books, and of 
course surfing the Internet, all contribute to an individual’s complete understand-
ing of the world.15 At the same time, media are dependent on audiences because it 
is each individual who chooses which media are useful and reliable. However, if a 
person ever comes to believe that a media source is no longer a trustworthy source 
of information, he or she will choose a different media system that they perceive 
as more credible. The implications of the Media Systems Dependency theory for 
the military are very serious, because it indicates how public information must 
have long term credibility in order to be strategically effective. Any information 
accredited to the U.S. military that is somehow proven to be fallacious or biased 
can ruin the military’s relationship with an audience for as long as it takes to rees-
tablish trust. Given the pervasiveness of public communication in today’s world, 
the fallout from false information grows exponentially as information is passed 
from media to media.16 Public information that intentionally deceives enemies 
can also deceive allies, all of whom have the potential to choose other sources of 
information once the deception is revealed. As one source explains it, “Everything 
in the realm of strategic communication should be as truthful as human endeavor 
can make it. Tell the truth even though sometimes, for security, you can’t tell the 
whole truth.”17

Because people seem to establish forms of relationships with media, the Me-
dia Systems Dependency theory’s approach to why people choose media has a 
very important connection to another useful theory know as Social Differentia-
tion. The Social Differentiation theory contends that people increasingly choose  
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communities of interest, rather than geographical communities. The result of 
willingly organizing into communities of interest is people separating into virtual 
subcultures based on whether they are liberal, conservative, athletic, academic, 
homosexual, Christian, Islamic, and so on.18 The obvious modern-day medium 
between social differentiation and media is the internet, which has enabled virtual 
subcultures to evolve dynamically according to individual interests. For instance, 
a man with a strong interest in hunting will seek out other people who like hunt-
ing. He might establish new relationships with other hunters using Internet chat 
rooms and newsgroups and these friends will tell him where to find the finest 
hunting equipment, as well as the best places to hunt. Because of shared inter-
ests and lifestyles, this hunter could eventually have more developed relationships 
with his online hunting friends than with his own next door neighbors. Therefore, 
when public communicators seek to be more influential by establishing relation-
ships with audiences, it is important to consider the norms, interests and media of 
various subcultures, and adjust engagement techniques accordingly.

To some degree, by taking steps to communicate with differing audiences 
according to what media is preferred, the U.S. military is already operating in 
the realm of social differentiation. Blogging, podcasting, web communication, 
television, radio, and installation newspapers are all used by the U.S. military to 
reach different subcultures. Still, if the military fails to remain a credible source of 
information using any particular medium it has invested in, the Media Systems 
Dependency theory indicates that the subcultures tied to that medium are poten-
tially lost to the military for an undetermined period of time in lieu of other, more 
credible sources of information. When applied to the Middle East, the implica-
tions for the U.S. military are very severe. If subcultures perceive media that pres-
ent the U.S. military’s information as less credible than an adversary’s media, the 
U.S. military potentially loses those subcultured audiences to media that report 
an enemy’s points of view. 

Critical to the ideas behind Social Differentiation theory, and the possible 
persuasive powers of subcultures, is the importance and influence of individual 
sociocultural relationships. It was mentioned at the beginning of this paper how 
the military sometimes seems to use the approach of Psychodynamic Persuasion 
Strategy in its public communications resulting in a “learn-feel-do” explanation 
for how people are persuaded. Even though this approach seems like common 
sense, researchers have an abundance of evidence to suggest that individuals are 
actually more persuaded by social expectations than by direct messages. Most 
people have heard of “peer pressure” for instance, and its influence on the behav-
ior of teens. So, as an example, in a community where soldiers represent a key 
means of security or income, a person who dislikes and criticizes soldiers in that 
social environment might, in turn, be humiliated or belittled by other members of 
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the local society. In this example, the individual stops criticizing soldiers because 
the group imposes a sort of “learn-conform-or-be-punished” approach, called the 
Sociocultural Persuasion Strategy, rather than a “learn-feel-do” approach.19 As 
seen in the diagram below, when a group responds to information, perhaps from 
a persuasive leader, the values and norms for the group can change. In turn, the 
group imposes revised expectations on individuals, who must then conform to 
acceptable norms of behavior.

Figure 4: Sociocultural Persuasion Strategy (“Learn-Conform-or-Be-Punished”)20

The key difference between this strategy and Psychodynamic Persuasion Strat-
egy is that researchers have more than enough evidence to show that it works. 
Generally, the social groups that people interact in, whether family, schools, 
churches, clubs or cliques, have enormous influence over what is and is not nor-
mal, acceptable and expected behavior.21

Society has endless examples of how group pressure is leveraged to change be-
havior, from the use of Alcoholics Anonymous as an effective means of combating 
drinking, and “Smoke Out” day to discourage cigarette use, to heavy publicizing 
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of the “Run for the Cure” to encourage activism on behalf of breast cancer cures.22 
Simply, the power of social and cultural groups within public communication is 
extraordinarily significant. When applied to how the U.S. military communi-
cates and changes opinions among populations, community relations and civil af-
fairs techniques become very important tools within the Sociocultural Persuasion 
Strategy framework. Events and actions that emphasize well-being and respect 
for groups have the potential to, sequentially, influence the behavior of single 
individuals. 

Because group pressure is so persuasive on the behavior of individuals, the 
challenge for the U.S. military is determining how to establish, reestablish or im-
prove linkages with key audiences or subcultures. The concept of Two-Step Flow 
is a theory that at least provides a starting point to persuading groups. The Two-
Step Flow theory asserts that people are more likely to believe information from 
experts or authority figure persons with whom they have a trusted or perceived 
positive relationship, such as a pastor, parent, trusted journalist, or like-minded 
politician.23 This theory is about engaging and networking with opinion-setters 
who have the capacity to impact the attitudes of secondary audiences. As an exam-
ple, the late Jerry Falwell often used media to inform his Evangelical Christian fol-
lowers. When something appeared in the news that was controversial to Falwell’s 
followers, they might reserve their opinions until hearing what Falwell had to say 
about the subject.24 When the Two-Step Flow is tied to Social Differentiation, it is 
clear that identifying the opinion-leaders for a variety of subcultures is key to im-
pacting the behavior of larger and more general audiences. The Ayatollah Sistani, 
for instance, is a critical opinion-setter that the U.S. military must consider to 
gain a positive relationship with many Shi’ites in Iraq. Likewise, Muktadr al-Sadr 
is another opinion-setter for the Shiite Mehdi Militia subculture in Iraq and the 
U.S. military has already shown that it must decide whether to silence or persuade 
al-Sadr in order to change the behavior of the Mehdi Militia. 

relationship-Centric information Battlespace
The four relationship-centric theories discussed in the section above show that stra-
tegic communication effects derived from relationships tend to be more reliable 
than message-centric effects. It is important to discuss how a relationship-centric 
information battlespace differs from the message-centric information battlespace 
that was discussed earlier. The information battlespace for a communication strat-
egy that is focused specifically on relationships is less fluid. It is not a domain of 
ever-changing data. Rather, the battlespace for relationships is, simply, people. 
As seen in the Sociocultural Persuasion Strategy, people consistently respond to 
the pressures from their associated groups and often conform to the behaviors of 
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a group even if they do not personally believe in that behavior. In a battlespace 
of people, there is less concern over dominating the information domain and a 
more targeted focus on information that can affect the core opinions of groups 
and subcultures. An individual who hears a particular message may never change 
behavior in the way intended by the sender, even if he hears the message repeat-
edly. However, if a group as a whole is persuaded, perhaps through the influence 
of group opinion-leaders, then the individual may be persuaded as well. Research-
ers have determined that, “many longer-term effects of mass media do not involve 
the intentional or immediate audience at all, but are the secondary responses of 
others.”25 Finally, analysis of an information battlespace of people is less about the 
number of times a message appears in the media and more about an assessment 
of cultural norms, behaviors and opinions on issues in response to detailed study, 
surveys, focus groups and other similar types of research. 

relationship-Centric theories that show Limits 
of effects
Despite having more reliable effects, relationship-centric theories do not offer 
any “Magic Bullet” of their own. There are also theories that highlight realistic 
limitations to the potential effects of relationship-centric communication. First, 
related to the Two-Step Flow is the Harmony and Balance theory, which asserts 
that people gravitate toward information they already believe. In other words, 
audiences do not want to be challenged by new information or controversial ways 
of thinking. Audiences instead seek out other people with whom they already 
agree.26 Most Rush Limbaugh listeners, for instance, listen to him because they 
have already decided in favor of the things that he says, not necessarily because 
Rush Limbaugh is autonomously empowered to significantly change the opinions 
of large audiences. The implication behind Harmony and Balance theory for the 
U.S. military is that it cannot be assumed that subculture members who have 
controversial leaders are simple-minded or easily swayed. Rather, it is more likely 
that subculture members have identified with a group and leader that already re-
flect their acceptable norms and beliefs. Referring back to al-Sadr and the Mehdi 
Militia in Iraq, some people might say that al-Sadr can mobilize the Mehdi Mili-
tia because he speaks forcefully for a community that has suffered oppression in 
Iraq. However, Harmony and Balance explains that many Shiites in and around 
Baghdad are sympathetic to al-Sadr’s political and religious opinions because they 
already share similar views. 

A second theory that reveals the limits of effects from relationship-centric 
communication is Structural Functionalism. The concept behind the Structural 
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Functionalism theory is that the organization of society is the source of its stabil-
ity and each category of society’s participants contributes to the attainment of 
social harmony.27 When society begins to seem chaotic, the participants of the 
society will take steps to reestablish social harmony. When applied to mass media, 
Structural Functionalism indicates that audiences that are experiencing chaos will 
prefer media that reflect a return to social harmony. American television pro-
gramming from the 1960’s and 1970’s are possible examples. Television audiences 
might have preferred “The Brady Bunch,” “The Waltons,” and “Happy Days” 
because these shows reflected ideal families with normal behavior. Applied to the 
chaos of current Iraqi society, Structural Functionalism would assert that many 
Iraqis will prefer media that point to a return to an Iraqi view of social harmony. 
In other words, some Iraqis might prefer media that identify with traditional val-
ues and strict interpretations of Islam, reflecting a desire to return to historically 
stable governments in Islamic history. Structural Functionalism’s challenge for the 
U.S. military is how to best present Iraqis with a path to social harmony that does 
not require a return to non-democratic, oppressive forms of Islamic government. 

discussion and recommendations
The first thing that should result from reading this study is realization that 
messages alone are not sufficient for planning and achieving reliable strategic 
communication effects. Messages are critical to unity of intent among various 
communicators, achieving “one voice” and responding quickly in order to ad-
dress breaking news and disinformation. But messaging effects are not reliably 
consistent or controllable. On the other hand, effects from relationship-centric 
communication are much more reliable. Unfortunately, at the same time that 
U.S. military strategic communicators seem heavily focused on gaining effects 
via messaging, there seems to be few mechanisms for harnessing relationships. 
Those that exist appear primarily in the civil affairs and public affairs (commu-
nity relations) arenas, as well as various engagements with military support to 
public diplomacy.28 The community relations parts of public affairs are currently 
very focused on enhancing the U.S. military’s image in U.S. local communities 
through bands, capability demonstrations, speakers bureaus, and similar venues, 
but do not necessarily operate along synchronized paths to achieve strategic ef-
fects. In order to become more effective, the U.S. military’s strategic commu-
nication efforts should evolve in planning and execution to include effects via 
relationships, both personal and public. These identified relationships should 
include government, community, media and opinion leaders that have the ca-
pacity to impact audiences on a local, national and international level. Planning 
should also address the sociocultural norms that drive these audiences, as well as 
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reasonable goals for impacting audience behaviors. Because public affairs is the 
only strategic communication capability that communicates directly to U.S. citi-
zens, the community relations capabilities of U.S. military public affairs should 
be expanded and refined.

The second point the reader should glean from this study is that the U.S. 
military’s information battlespace is much more manageable and understand-
able if viewed from a relationship-centric rather than message-centric perspec-
tive. An information battlespace that is centered on relationships is less fluid 
and enables communication techniques that have more reliable effects. The 
attitudes and beliefs of people evolve over time. Therefore, a people-oriented 
information battlespace does not immediately change or justify panic just 
because a strategic communicator makes a mistake or an enemy proves able 
to publish his message. On the other hand, a message-centric battlespace is 
hardly manageable, precisely because it is ever-changing with new informa-
tion and because the effects from messages intended to change the battlespace 
are themselves unreliable. As a result, the U.S. military should reexamine if its 
current view of the information battlespace is useful and appropriate. Choos-
ing to view the information battlespace from a relationship-centric point of 
view would require communicators to think about strategic communication 
in entirely new ways. One, because relationships require time to evolve, the 
effects and expectations from strategic communication would be less imme-
diate. Two, strategic communicators would have to operate according to in-
formation that goes well beyond what is being “said,” so that decisions are 
also based on what is being “done.” Third, analysts in a relationship-centric 
battlespace would have to focus less on how many times certain information 
appears in the mass media and more on identifying key personalities and in-
fluencers, as well as, their agendas, preferences, characteristics and personal 
interests.

The third point from this paper stimulates the question whether or not 
the U.S. military is adequately prepared to conduct successful strategic com-
munication that is based on relationships. A military that is predominately 
focused on achieving victory through combat may not be correctly postured 
to achieve victory in the information battlespace. This means that the U.S. 
military must critically review its programs for language and cultural training, 
as well as for strategic communication training, to ensure that leaders can suc-
ceed in a non-lethal, relationship-centric information battlespace. Finally, the 
U.S. military must seriously review its own relationship with the U.S. State 
Department, determine precisely what all the military’s role is in diplomacy, 
and enable better linkages between foreign affairs officers and other strategic 
communicators.
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Conclusion
In summary, even though the U.S. Army learned during World War II that mes-
sage-centric public communication is not a reliable means of gaining desired ef-
fects, most of its communication efforts still seem to work from a message-centric 
point of view. The Magic Bullet theory, Psychodynamic Persuasion Strategy, and 
Meaning Construction Persuasion Strategy all demonstrate that written and ver-
bal messages have effects, but that these effects are not reliable. On the other 
hand, communication that harnesses relationship linkages is much more reliable. 
The Sociocultural Persuasion Strategy shows that groups have the power to influ-
ence individual behavior, as seen in families, churches, schools, businesses and 
communities. The Two-Step Flow explains that the leaders of these sociocultural 
groups have the ability to influence the behavior of associated communities and 
subcultures. Once these and the other discussed theories are fully understood, 
the challenge for the U.S. military is determining how to establish, reestablish 
or improve strategic communication with key audiences or subcultures and their 
leaders. Ultimately, strategic communicators have to develop both synchronized 
messaging and savvy management of relationships to achieve unified and reli-
able strategic communication. In his classic guide, How to Win Friends and In-
fluence People, Dale Carnegie suggests that the only way to get anybody to do 
anything without forcing them is by making them want to do it.29 The way to 
make them want to do something is by determining and offering what they need 
or desire. Similarly, the late Speaker of the House of Representatives, Thomas P. 
“Tip” O’Neil, is oft remembered for saying, “All politics is local.” His own success 
indicates he knew that one must demonstrate true concern for the well-being of 
voters in order to gain their support. These classic communicators understood 
that extraordinary powers of persuasion very often result from having a real or 
perceived positive relationship with individuals or larger audiences. Perhaps it is 
time for the United States military to do the same.
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summary
A simulation in the B747-400 was conducted at NASA Ames Research Cen-
ter that compared how crews handled voice and data link air traffic control 
(ATC) messages in a single medium versus a mixed voice and data link ATC 
environment The interval between ATC messages was also varied to examine the  
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influence of time pressure in voice, data link, and mixed ATC environments. For 
messages sent via voice, transaction times were lengthened in the mixed media 
environment for closely spaced messages. The type of environment did not affect 
data link times. However, messages times were lengthened in both single and 
mixed-modality environments under time pressure. Closely spaced messages also 
increased the number of requests for clarification for voice messages in the mixed 
environment and review menu use for data link messages. Results indicated that 
when time pressure is introduced, the mix of voice and data link does not neces-
sarily capitalize on the advantages of both media. These findings emphasize the 
need to develop procedures for managing communication in mixed voice and 
data link environments. 

introduction 
Re-examination of Mixed media Communication: The Impact of Voice, Data 
Link and Mixed Air Traffic Control Environments on the Flight Deck Controller 
Pilot Data Link Communication (CPDLC) is a newly implemented means of 
communication between controllers and pilots using electronic messaging. While 
the concept of data link is not new and has been researched for over two decades, 
Very High Frequency (VHF) radio remains the primary source for the transfer of 
information between the air traffic service provider and the aircraft. A number of 
studies examining incident and accident reports have identified problems arising 
from voice communication, including those associated with frequency conges-
tion and communication errors. (Billings & Cheaney, 1981; Lee & Lozito, 1989; 
Morrow & Rodvold, 1998). 

Furthermore, the increase in aircraft requiring the use of the National Airspace 
System (NAS) continues to exacerbate the problem of already crowded frequen-
cies. These issues have led to a renewed effort by the Federal Aviation Administra-
tion (FAA) and the aviation industry to find relief for the overburdened system. 
Operational use of CPDLC in a limited South Pacific oceanic environment began 
in 1995 and has since expanded into other oceanic regions (FAA, 1999). The Eu-
ropean aviation community began conducting its trials of data link in 1995 and 
continues to broaden its program (Eurocontrol, 2000). The use of data link in 
the domestic en route environment has now been called for to augment conven-
tional radio communication in an effort to help alleviate some of the constraints 
of the current system and to establish the foundation for enabling subsequent  
technologies. 

Because data link will be supplemental to voice communication, a mixed en-
vironment where pilots and controllers will be required to move from radio to 
data link media is anticipated (RTCA, 2000). Voice amendments to data link 
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clearances can also be foreseen due to potential difficulties with pilot-controller 
negotiations via data link communication (Air Transportation Association [ATA], 
1992). Early data link research concentrated on single medium voice or data link 
environments. Research findings have shown an increase in accuracy and consis-
tency for data link at the cost of speed for the transfer of information (see Kerns, 
1991, 1999 for a review). Still other studies have examined a limited mixed voice-
data link environment. For example, when using data link for redundancy of a 
voice message, Talotta et al., (1988) found that the controllers workload increased. 
Hinton and Lohr (1988) examined an environment where specific messages, such 
as heading and altitude clearances, were issued through data link, whereas other 
specific clearances were delivered via voice communication. The participants in 
the study found this mix of voice and data link to be pretty “natural”. Kerns 
(1999) reports in her research summary that a dual-media environment of voice 
and data link requires fewer total transmissions than the all-voice environment. 
While research has indicated a reluctance by pilots to use data link in the busy 
terminal area and for non-routine transmissions (Kerns, 1999), little research ex-
ists that examines how the two media will best coexist. 

There has been relevant research that may illustrate some potential issues 
around a mixed media environment. Morrow and Rodvold (1993) found that the 
time interval between messages impacts both voice and textual data link commu-
nication. Results showed that breaking down long messages into pairs of shorter 
messages with a brief interval in between reduced the overall number of voice clar-
ifications in a voice environment, yet increased the number of voice clarifications 
in the data link environment. No ability to review messages was available for this 
study requiring all clarifications to be handled on the voice channel. The study 
also revealed longer overall acknowledgement times for both voice and data link 
when there was a short interval between messages. Underscoring the importance 
of these findings, researchers (Cardosi, 1993; Morrow, Lee, & Rodvold, 1993) 
have emphasized that in the voice environment, complex messages overtax pilots’ 
working memory and have recommended that controllers reduce the length of 
their messages. Creating shorter messages may increase the number of clearances 
that must be given in a short time period. The mixed data link-voice environment 
that requires the user to switch modalities and communication procedures during 
short intervals may magnify the problems associated with time pressure in air-
ground communication. 

Additionally, voice and data link communication have different procedural 
constraints. One such constraint is the ability to respond to the message. Because 
voice is more temporal and often more salient than the visual modality (Sorkin, 
1987), a voice clearance may draw a more immediate response. In contrast, a 
suggested benefit of data link is its flexible access where the pilot can manage the 
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communication task around other flight duties (Kerns, 1991). Additionally, se-
quential constraints differ for the two different media. For radio communication 
the entry of the clearance data is flexible and can be implemented simultaneously 
while receiving the voice communication. The textual data link environment, in 
contrast, requires a fixed sequence of discrete steps for message handling. How-
ever, the permanent nature of the data link message allows for flexibility of when 
the message is retrieved. 

Voice and data link environments have special characteristics associated with 
them. Combining the two media in a mixed environment may alter the character-
istics in a way that does not maintain the advantages of each medium separately. 
To examine whether there may be an impact of switching between voice and data 
link communication due to the change in modality and communication proce-
dures, McGann, Morrow, Rodvold, and Mackintosh (1998) examined the flight 
deck perspective of voice and data link communication in both single medium 
and mixed media environments. The interval between air traffic control (ATC) 
messages was also varied to look at the influence of time pressure in voice, data 
link, and mixed ATC environments. Results from this part-task simulation in-
dicated that voice transaction times were longer in the mixed than in the single 
medium environment, while data link transaction times were unaffected by the 
environment. Time pressure resulting from short intervals between messages in-
creased data link transaction times in both the pure data link and mixed data link-
voice environments. However, message interval influenced voice communication 
only in the mixed environment and only when a voice clearance closely followed a 
data link message. Closely spaced messages also increased the number of requests 
for clarification for voice messages and review menu use for data link messages. 
Pilots appeared to handle all communication sequentially, closing out a data link 
message prior to attending to the voice message. Because the voice clearance was 
ephemeral, pilots had trouble remembering the voice message and this resulted in 
more clarifications. 

There were some potential weaknesses to the previous study by McGann et. al 
(1998). The testing environment used for the experiment was a part-task simula-
tor. Although the realism for the flight deck environment was good, it did not have 
the full set of tools and displays that would be available on a commercial flight 
deck. In addition, in this experiment the simulator supported single pilot opera-
tions in the earlier investigation. One participant performed all aviation, naviga-
tion, and communication tasks, including data link operations. Thus, workload 
was likely different from what would be expected in an actual commercial aircraft 
with multiple crewmembers. 

The present study was designed to follow up on the part-task study described 
above. Several differences exist between the two experiments. Unlike the earlier 
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investigation, this experiment used two flight crewmembers involved in each ex-
perimental run. In addition, the current study involves a full-mission simulator, 
while the previous study was run in a part-task environment. Finally, the flight 
deck implementation of data link is different between the two studies. The first 
study had a dedicated display of data link, whereas the current study had a data 
link display that was time-shared with the Flight Management System Control 
Display Unit (FMS/CDU). There were also other interface differences associated 
with each of these display differences related to alerting, message access, and re-
sponses available. 

The data link system that is currently envisioned is considerably different from 
what was originally examined in much of the previous research (Aeronautical 
Data Link Integrated Product Team, Human Factors Working Group, 1999). 
Therefore, the goal of this research was to re-examine the issues involved in shift-
ing modalities in a mixed media, domestic, en route environment using a cur-
rent implementation of data link and recommended procedures in a high fidelity 
simulation. Specifically, we were interested in comparing voice, data link, and 
mixed ATC environments under time pressure caused by short intervals between 
messages. Additionally, we hoped to get an early look at how pilots handle more 
urgent messages in the voice, data link, and mixed environments. We expected 
that voice communication would be most impacted by the mixed environment 
and that closely spaced messages would result in more communication problems 
and longer transaction times and clearance entry times. 

Method 
Participants 

Ten airline pilots (all male) were paid to participate as flight crew members in 
this study. All participants were either currently type-certified on the B747-400 
or retired for less than one year. Average total flight time for the participants was 
11,100 hr, ranging from 3,500 to 20,000 hr. Average total flight time on the 
B747-400 was 987 hr, ranging from 405 to 2,000 hr.

simulation Facilities 

Crews flew in the Boeing 747-400 (B747-400) simulator at the Crew-Vehicle 
Systems Research Facility (CVSRF) at NASA Ames Research Center. The NASA 
B747-400 Simulator was built by CAE Electronics and is certified to the FAA 
Level D certification requirements. Advanced avionics on the B747400 simulator 
include two flight management computers (FMCs), three multi-function control 
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display units (MCDUs), Future Air Navigation System (FANS 1/A) data link 
capability, a Ground Proximity Warming System Unit, and an ARINC Com-
munications, Addressing, and Reporting System (ACARS) Management Unit. 
Data collection is available for user interaction with all subsystems, including the 
autopilot system and communication devices. 

In addition, the CVSRF is equipped with an ATC Simulation. The ATC sys-
tem simulated a multi-aircraft, multi-ATC environment. (For a more detailed 
description of the aircraft simulation facility, see Sullivan and Soukup, 1996). 

data Link Functionality 

The simulator was equipped with FANS 1/A data link capability as exists on the 
747-400 today (The Boeing Company, 2000). This is an FMC-integrated data 
link utilizing either of the forward CDUs as an interface. An ATC function key 
on the CDU keyboard allowed both the Captain and the First Officer access to 
the ATC data link information on their respective CDUs. Each of the forward 
CDUs can also be used to interact with the FMC for data input or output (e.g., 
altitude, route, or speed data). Generally, the Pilot-Not-Flying (PNF) would dis-
play the most recent ATC data, while the Pilot-Flying (PF) would remain on an 
FMC function page. 

Upon receipt of a data link message, the visual alert ATC Message was dis-
played on the upper Engine Indicating Crew Alerting System (EICAS) indicating 
the presence of a message in the queue. A single aural chime accompanied the 
alert. The visual alert would disappear once the message was acknowledged by a 
flight crewmember. 

An ATC function key was available to both pilots as a hard key on the CDU 
keyboard. This key was used to access a new message or the ATC Index page if no 
new messages were in the queue. A method of accessing ATC messages through a 
menu structure was also available; however, this method was used less frequently 
since it required, on the average, an extra keystroke by the pilot for message access. 

Once a message was accessed, it was displayed on the CDU/CRT (Figure 1). 
The message page consisted of one or two pages of message content, the text ATC 
UPLINK at the top, a time stamp representing the time a message was sent, and 
a page number over the pages available for the message. In addition, the mes-
sage Acknowledgement options were displayed at the bottom of the message. The 
Acknowledgement options included “ACCEPT,” “REJECT,” and “STANDBY,” 
and once acknowledged a verify prompt appeared and a second button press was 
required to downlink the response to ATC. All of these options were selected by 
using the line select keys closest to the appropriate response. 
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Figure 1. CDU display of a single page data link message. 

For a limited number of clearances, there was also a “load” prompt and an 
“arm” prompt, which would enable the direct entry of the message contents into 
the FMC. Due to a simulator limitation, crews were instructed to ignore the 
“load” and “arm” prompts and to enter all information manually.

Other capabilities included in the data link system were the ability to review 
previous messages and the ability for the pilot to construct and transmit down-
link messages to the controller. The menu used to access all ATC activities was 
titled the ATC Index Menu. This menu page was used to access the ATC Log, 
ATC Request, and ATC report pages. These other data link capabilities required 
input through the ATC menu structures displayed on the right and left sides of 
the display. The ATC Log allowed for an alternative method to access messages 
upon their arrival into the cockpit, and also was used to access messages that had 
been previously viewed. The ATC Request and ATC report pages were also used 
to construct downlink messages to the controller. 

instructions and training 

Participants were given an overview of the experiment and the FAA’s current plans 
for expanding CPDLC in the near future. They were told that the focus of the 
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study was on air-ground communication in the different experimental condi-
tions. They were not briefed on the differences in message interval until after the 
experiment. 

Although all participants were already FANS 1/A qualified, all crews partici-
pated in a short briefing and training on the data link system. Based on the recom-
mendation of the aviation community, crews were asked to follow some general 
procedural guidelines (RTCA, 2000). Specifically, the PNF was asked to handle 
the ATC communication tasks as is done today, but both pilots were requested 
to read ATC uplink clearances directly from the display. Crews were also advised 
as to the relative priority of the different communication media: ATC voice com-
munication was to be handled with the highest priority, followed by ATC data 
link communication, and finally company communication should be considered 
the lowest priority. Crews were also instructed that they should respond to ATC 
messages using the same communication medium (voice or data link) in which 
they were received. Finally, due to a simulator limitation, crews were asked not 
to use the “load” or “arm” prompts and to enter clearance data and create reports 
manually. 

After the briefing, the crews participated in a short 30-minute training scenar-
io, in which the crews flew the simulator and operated data link. The procedural 
guidelines, message alerting, display, and response techniques were explained and 
demonstrated in detail. Also, the ability to review and downlink data link clear-
ances were demonstrated and practiced. 

Figure 2. Target messages. All messages contained two commands and all crews flew a version of both Scenario 
A and Scenario B in pure voice, pure data link, and mixed environments. 
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Figure 3. Mean total transaction times for messages by medium, interval and order with ± 1 SEM bars. 

Procedure

Participants flew a total of six short flights 20–30 min in duration. Each crew flew 
two legs with voice communication, two legs with data link communication, and 
two legs with a mix of voice and data link communication. Crews were initialized 
en route over Salt Lake Center with flight plans to Chicago or San Francisco. Each 
leg was scripted with a different set of clearances with the help of current and for-
mer controllers. Experimenters transmitted the pre-recorded voice and data link 
messages from the ATC control room, and a retired TRACON controller was 
available to respond via radio to any pilot communication. 

Analyses focused on four pairs of messages (a total of eight target messages) 
in each scenario. Each of the target messages under investigation contained two 
commands. The interval between the paired messages was varied: either 5 s or 1 
min after the pilot accessed the data link clearance or after the readback of the 
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voice clearance. Because the previous study by McGann et al. (1998) only found 
problems in the mixed environment when a voice message closely followed data 
link, and because it is recommended that controllers use voice communication for 
urgent amendments (RTCA, 2000), we focused on that sequence only. Thus for 
the mixed environment, data link was always followed by voice. The order of legs, 
communication medium, and interval was counterbalanced.

FANS 1/A formatting was such that two-element data link clearances could 
result in either one- or two-page messages. Therefore, for the data link messages, 
page length (1 vs. 2 pages) was also counterbalanced. Finally, urgency was also 
varied. Although all target messages defined as normal urgency by the RTCA 
Minimum Operational Performance Standards (MOPS) document (1993) (no 
urgent or distress messages were sent), clearances were sent that stopped climbs or 
descents or asked crews to expedite a turn. The context in which these clearances 
were sent added a level of urgency, and these messages were systematically varied 
to allow us to examine the effects of these “urgent” messages on transaction times 
and clearance entry times. Figure 2 demonstrates how the target messages were 
constructed to assess medium, interval, order, urgency, and page length in voice, 
data link, and mixed environments. 

This study was designed to assess the effects of communication medium 
(voice, data link or mixed), message interval (5 s or 1 min), message order (first 
or second), message urgency, and data link message page length on pilot com-
munication. Three primary measures were collected for each message: the total 
transaction time, the time to enter the first clearance directive into the Mode 
Control Panel (MCP), and number of communication problems (clarifications 
and errors). Following the experimental runs, flight crews filled out question-
naires about their experiences using each communication medium in the different 
environments. Additional questions gathered data on pilots’ assessments of the 
data link display, functionality, and associated procedures, as well as the impact of 
data link in light of other flight duties. 

results 
total transaction time and Clearance entry time 

Total data link transaction time included time for the pilot to access the message, 
read it, and acknowledge it to ATC. Total voice transaction time included time 
from the controller onset of the message (i.e., the time the experimenter sent the 
prerecorded message digitally) to the end of the pilot readback including any 
clarification. These data were collected from the videotapes by two coders. Total 
transaction times for both data link and voice messages were extended to include 
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any communication by either crewmember with the air traffic controller about 
the content of the message. These are the operational measures most commonly 
used for transaction time (Cardosi & Boole, 1991; Kerns, 1991; McGann et al., 
1998). 

Clearance entry time was defined as the interval from the onset of the digitized 
ATC message to the time when pilots entered the new clearance data and selected 
the appropriate mode to initiate an aircraft change based on the new input pa-
rameter. This involved entering speed, heading, altitude, or frequency changes 
into their flight systems. Each clearance transmitted contained two elements, but 
because some clearances included a request to report reaching an altitude, only 
the first element entered was used for a comparison across all clearances. For voice 
clearances, pilots could begin dialing values before the end of the digitized ATC 
message. 

Total transaction time and clearance entry time were each analyzed in a 3 (me-
dium: voice only, data link only or mixed) x 2 (interval: long or short) x 2 (order: 
first or second message) repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). The 
analysis for total transaction time revealed a significant three-way medium by 
interval by order interaction, F(2, 8) = 4.80, p < .05. The analysis for clearance 
entry time also revealed a significant three-way interaction of medium, interval, 
and order, F(2, 8) = 11.82, p < .01. See Figures 3 and 4 for means and standard er-
rors for total transaction time and clearance entry times, respectively. Because the 
highest order interactions were found, lower level interactions and main effects 
will not be discussed. To interpret these results, we analyzed the data separately for 
each environment (voice only, data link only and mixed). 

Comparison of Communication Media 

Single Medium Environments 

Based on the previous study, two hypotheses were generated for the single me-
dium environments, both time pressure and message order would interact in the 
data link only environment causing the second message in the short interval con-
dition to be lengthened. However, time pressure and message order would not 
significantly impact message timing variables in the voice only environment. 

For each of the two single-medium environments (voice only and data link 
only), a separate 2 (interval) x 2 (order) repeated measure ANOVA was conducted 
on total transaction time. For messages in the data link only environment, sig-
nificant main effects for interval, F(1, 4) = 26.91, p < .01, ω2

A = .139, and order, 
F(1, 4) = 7.86, p < .05, ω2

A = .041, were identified. Total transaction times for 
data link messages in the short interval pairing (M = 38.05 s, SD = 19.21 s) 
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were significantly longer than those with a longer interval between messages (M = 
24.54 s, SD = 7.58 s). Additionally, messages that were second in the pairing had 
significantly longer Acknowledgement times (M = 34.55 s, SD = 16.50 s) than 
the first message in the pairing (M = 28.04 s, SD = 15.04 s). In the voice only 
environment, no significant interaction or main effects were found. It took crews 
an average of 12.88 s (SD = 4.95 s) to acknowledge a voice message in the pure 
voice environment. 

Similar 2 (interval) x 2 (order) repeated measure ANOVAs for the two single-
medium environments were conducted on clearance entry time. In the data link 
only environment, a significant interval by order interaction was found, F(1, 4) 
= 13.80, p < .05, ω2

A = .063. The central set of bars in Figure 4 shows that the 
clearance entry times for the second data link message in the short interval was 
lengthened, while order had no effect on the long interval messages. In the voice 
only environment, a significant main effect for order was identified, F(1, 4) = 
17.06, p < .05, ω2

A = .091. It took significantly longer to start entering clearance 
elements for the first message in the pairing (M = 11.68 s, SD = 6.20) compared 
to the second messages (M = 9.48 s, SD = 5.29). 

Figure 4. Mean clearance entry times for messages by medium, interval and order with ± 1 SEM bars. 
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Mixed Media Environments

Based on previous research, we hypothesized that the voice messages would be 
lengthened in the mixed environment under conditions of time pressure. For 
the mixed media environment, we analyzed total transaction time and clearance 
entry time in separate 2 (interval) x 2 (order) repeated measures ANOVAs. Recall 
that in the mixed condition, data link was always the first in a pair of messages 
followed by a voice amendment. This sequence was chosen for study based on 
the previous finding that data link followed by voice was the only problematic 
sequence (i.e. not voice followed by a data link message). Thus, the order of the 
messages also distinguishes the clearance medium (data link vs. voice). In the 
analysis for total transaction times, there were main effects for both interval, F(1, 
4) = 45.00, p < .01, ω2

A = .216, and order, F(1, 4) = 20.56, p < .05, ω2
A = .109. 

The data link clearances (first message in each pair) resulted in longer transaction 
times (M = 37.65 s, SD = 18.18 s) compared to the voice clearances (second 
message in the pair; M = 19.15 s, SD = 11.24 s). It seems that pilots interrupted 
the data link clearance to attend to the voice message before closing out the data 
link message. Interval had a large effect on total transaction times (accounting for 
21.6% of the variance, ω2

A = .216), in that a short interval between messages (M 
= 36.04 s, SD = 20.71) significantly lengthened total transaction times compared 
to long intervals between the two messages (M = 20.76 s, SD = 9.15 s). 

The analysis for clearance entry time for messages in the mixed environment 
revealed a significant main effect for interval, F(1, 4) =7.58, p =.05, ω2

A = .040, 
with crews taking significantly longer to enact the first clearance element for the 
messages with a short inter-message interval (M = 17.64 s, SD = 7.49) than for 
the messages with a long inter-message interval (M = 13.35 s, SD = 7.78). In-
terestingly, no main effect for order was found, F(1, 4) = 5.59, p = .08. Unlike 
total transaction time, crews started entering clearance information equally as fast 
independent of whether the message was sent via voice or data link in the mixed 
environment. 

In summary, the modality by which a message was sent from ATC to the flight 
crew affected the time it took crews to acknowledge the message and to begin to 
enact the control instructions. Total transaction times in the voice only environ-
ment were unaffected by time pressure and message order. However, in the data 
link only environment, we found that time pressure and message order each inde-
pendently affected total transaction times, with short intervals between messages 
and subsequent messages having lengthened times. Clearance entry times in the 
voice only environment showed lengthened times for the second message. While 
in the data link only environment, clearance entry times were lengthened for the 
second message in the short interval sequence. When the two message modali-
ties were used in the same flight segment (data link followed by voice), it took 
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crews significantly longer to acknowledge a data link message compared to a voice 
message (order effect). Also, time pressure affected both modalities, with longer 
total transaction times and longer clearance entry times in the short interval se-
quence. 

single-Medium vs. Mixed environments 

To further analyze the impact of the mixed environment on communication, we 
conducted separate analyses to directly compare each medium (voice and data 
link) in the single and mixed environments. Comparing mixed and single-me-
dium conditions once again required matching transactions in terms of message 
order. Since in the mixed environment the data link message was always first in 
the pair of messages, only the first in each pair of messages in the pure data link 
environment was used in this comparison. We analyzed data link total transac-
tion times in a 2 (environment: pure DL vs. DL in mixed) x 2 (interval) x 2 (page 
length: 1 vs. 2-page messages) repeated measures ANOVA. This analysis revealed 
a significant main effect for interval, F(1, 4) = 14.22, p < .05, ω2

A = .076. As was 
found in the previous analyses of the data link messages, total transaction times 
were longer in the short interval pairing (M = 39.38 s, SD = 21.11 s) compared 
to long interval messages (M = 26.32, SD = 8.42 s). No main effects for environ-
ment or page length nor any interactions were found. 

In addition to total transaction time, we analyzed data link clearance entry 
times in a 2 (environment: pure DL vs. DL in mixed) x 2 (interval) x 2 (page 
length: 1 vs. 2-page messages) repeated measures ANOVA. This analysis revealed 
a main effect for page length, F(1, 4) = 83.39, p < .001, ω2

A = .340. Page length 
had a large effect on total transaction times, accounting for 34% of variance. The 
mean clearance entry time for 1-page messages (M = 19.88 s, SD = 5.91 s) was 
significantly longer than for 2-page messages (M = 13.58 s (SD = 5.75 s). No 
main effects for environment or interval nor any interactions were found. 

A similar analysis for transaction times was conducted for the voice messages. 
In this case, voice was always the second in the pair of messages in the mixed 
environment. Therefore, only the second in each pair of messages in the pure 
voice environment were used for this comparison. We analyzed voice transaction 
times in a 2 (environment) x 2 (interval) repeated measures ANOVA. The analy-
sis revealed a significant environment x interval interaction, F(1, 4) = 7.60, p < 
.05, ω2

A = .040. Post-hoc analyses indicated that the voice message following the 
short interval in the mixed-modality environment had a significantly longer total 
transaction time than the other three message types. 

We analyzed voice clearance entry times in a 2 (environment) x 2 (interval) 
repeated measures ANOVA. It took significantly longer to start implementing 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



286 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

clearance information for voice messages in the mixed environment (M = 14.24 s, 
SD = 8.56 s) compared to the pure voice environment (M = 9.48 s, SD = 5.29), 
F(1, 4) = 20.72, p < .01, ω2

A = .110. 
In summary, we found that the type of environment (pure versus mixed mo-

dality) influenced the length of acknowledgement times and time to begin enact-
ing clearance elements for voice messages, but not for data link transactions. For 
messages sent aurally, total transaction times were significantly longer for messag-
es in the mixed environment when under time pressure (short interval in mixed 
environment). Clearance entry times were lengthened in the mixed environment 
compared to the pure voice environment, independent of time pressure. Type of 
environment did not affect data link timing variables. However, we did find that 
data link total transaction times were lengthened under time pressure, and time 
to begin entering clearance information was lengthened for one-page messages 
compared to two-page messages. 

urgent Messages 

As explained earlier, the messages used to convey urgency were not defined 
as urgent or distress by the MOPS message set, but clearances were sent that 
stopped climbs or descents or asked crews to expedite a turn. The messages de-
fined as urgent were always the second in the pair of messages, and thus were 
always voice messages in the mixed environment. This follows the recom-
mended procedure that any non-routine message should be communicated 
via the voice channel (RTCA, 2000). To examine the impact of urgent mes-
sages on total transaction time, we extracted the transaction times for only the 
urgent messages and conducted a 3 (medium) x 2 (interval) repeated measures 
ANOVA. The analysis revealed a significant medium x interval interaction, 
F(2, 8) = 30.05, p < .01. See Figure 5 for mean transaction times. Simple ef-
fects analyses revealed that total transaction times for the second message in 
a short interval sequences were lengthened in the data link only (ω2

A = .417) 
and in the mixed (ω2

A = .057) environments. However, the impact of the 
interval manipulation was much stronger in the pure data link environment 
(accounting for 41.7% of the variance in total transactions times) than in the 
mixed environment (interval accounting for 5.7% of the variance). Unlike the 
other two environments, interval had no effect on total transaction times for 
urgent messages in the voice only condition. 

The same analysis was run for clearance entry time, in which we extracted 
the clearance entry times for the urgent messages and conducted a 3 (medium) x 
2 (interval) repeated measures ANOVA. This analysis also revealed a significant 
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medium x interval interaction, F(2, 8) = 8.39, p = .01. See Figure 6 for means 
and standard errors. Simple effects analyses revealed that a short interval message 
significantly lengthened clearance entry times in the pure voice (ω2

A = .066) and 
pure data link environments (ω2

A = .082). However, interval had no effect in the 
mixed environment. 

In summary, urgent messages (ones that contain an amendment to the pre-
ceding message) sent via data link suffered both lengthened total transaction time 
and clearance entry time under conditions of time pressure. The results for mes-
sages sent via the voice channel are less clear. For total transactions times, voice 
messages were lengthened when they quickly followed (short interval) a data link 
message (mixed environment). However, the clearance entry times for voice mes-
sages were lengthened in the voice only environment combined with a short in-
terval. 

Figure 5. Mean total transaction times for urgent messages by medium and interval with 
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Figure 6. Mean clearance entry times for urgent messages by medium and interval with ± 1 SEM bars. 

Errors and Clarifications 

Communication problems, such as requests for clarification, were also examined. 
We hypothesized that the mixed communication environment and short inter-
message intervals would produce more communication problems. Communica-
tion problems were defined as actions performed by the crew to clarify an ATC 
message. There were two kinds of actions. First, pilots could call ATC to clarify 
a voice or data link message (e.g., by asking for a repeat or confirmation). This 
definition was used in earlier studies of air and ground communication problems 
(Morrow et al., 1993, McGann et al., 1998). Second, for data link only, pilots 
could use the review log to clarify message content. Conceptually, use of the re-
view log is similar to voice clarification because the crew performs an action to 
check or clarify the message. Operationally, they are different because voice clarifi-
cation ties up the radio frequency whereas review log usage involves only the crew 
and not the controller. 
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For this analysis, we wanted to compare the number of voice clarifications 
across all conditions. However, there were no voice clarifications in the data link 
only condition, presumably because pilots had the data link review menu avail-
able to them, and also there were no clarifications in the short interval messages 
in the pure voice condition. Therefore, the voice only environment was dropped 
from the statistical analysis investigating the impact of interval. Overall, there 
were 18 voice clarifications and 41 data link “clarifications” (messages reviewed 
through the review log) in the 240 target messages under investigation. See Table 
1 for frequencies of the clarifications across each medium and interval level. A 2 
(environment: data link only vs. mixed) x 2 (interval) repeated measures ANOVA 
was conducted on the total number of clarifications made by each crew (voice 
clarifications and data link review menu usage). As predicted, a significant main 
effect for interval was found, F(1, 4) = 90.00, p < .001, ω2

A = .681. The short 
interval significantly increased the number of clarifications. 

Table 1. Frequency of message clarificatioon types for each level of medium and interval.

In order to investigate the impact of medium, the number of clarifications 
made per crew were summed across the two levels of the interval manipulation. 
A one-way repeated measure ANOVA was conducted on the number of messages 
clarified in each of the three mediums (voice only, data link only, and mixed). No 
significant effect was found, F(2, 8) = 2.08, p = .187. It is interesting to note that 
only six messages or 10% of all clarifications occurred in the pure voice medium 
(M = 1.2 clarifications per crew, SD = .84). The data link only environment ac-
counted for 46% of the clarifications (M = 5.2 clarifications, SD = 1.48), while 
44% occurred in the mixed environment (M = 5.4 clarifications, SD = 6.07). The 
large amount of variance in the mixed environment may be masking possible dif-
ferences between environments. 

Additionally, we examined the types of voice communication problems since 
they may indicate which cognitive processes are impacted by the mixed media 
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environment and time pressure. Voice clarification type included 1) a request to 
repeat the clearance, 2) a request for confirmation, and 3) incorrect readbacks. 
Of all radio clearance clarifications, 67% of clarifications occurred in the mixed 
environment and 33% occurred in the pure voice environment. (Only once in the 
mixed condition was a data link clearance clarified via the voice frequency.) There 
were no pilot readback errors in this study. In the mixed condition, pilots asked 
the controller for confirmation of a clearance half of the time and the other half of 
the time requested ATC to repeat the clearance. For the pure voice condition, re-
quests for confirmation of a clearance occurred most frequently (83%) and there 
was only one request for a repeat of the clearance (17%). These results suggest that 
crews experienced more difficulty hearing or remembering voice messages in the 
mixed ATC environment than in the voice-only environment. 

Two types of communication errors were coded from the videotapes by two 
coders. We expected that the mixed environment and short inter-message interval 
would produce more errors. First, in four cases, crews missed responding to an en-
tire voice message. All of these missed clearances occurred in the mixed environ-
ment, three with a short inter-message interval and one with a long inter-message 
interval. Experimental procedure was to re-send the entire pre-recorded message. 
In one case, the crew discussed that they would attend to the voice message after 
finishing the data link message they were working on, but in fact they never did 
follow up. 

Second, in seven cases, crews failed to implement one element of a clearance 
message. Four times they failed to report reaching an altitude, twice they failed 
to implement a speed change, and in the final case they failed to engage LNAV, 
the appropriate mode for the heading change they intended to implement. Six 
of these seven errors of omission occurred in the mixed environment and one 
in the pure data link environment. See Table 2 for a breakdown of the errors of  
omission. 

Table 2. Breakdown of Clearance Entry Errors.

Taken as a whole, the results of clarifications and errors analyses suggests that 
voice messages in the mixed environment were most likely to be problematic, 
especially under time pressure. Voice messages in the mixed environment had 
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a clarification rate four times that of voice messages in pure voice environment 
(taking into account that there were half as many messages sent in the mixed en-
vironment). In addition, most of the missed clearances and messages with imple-
mentation errors occurred for voice messages in the mixed environment. Data 
link messages in both environments (data link only and mixed) had equal rates 
of clarifications (via the review log), and both suffered when time pressure was 
present. Crews had by far the fewest problems handling messages in the voice 
only environment. Total clarification rate in the mixed environment was 4.5 times 
higher than the voice only environment and was 4.3 times higher in the data link 
only environment compared to the voice environment. 

Messages acknowledged out of order 

It is interesting to note that time pressure caused by a short interval between mes-
sages sometimes resulted in messages being acknowledged out of order. That is, 
the second message in a short interval sequence was sometimes acknowledged pri-
or to a response for the first message. Messages were acknowledged out of order in 
17 cases (across 240 opportunities). Thirteen of these cases occurred in the mixed 
environment and four of these cases were from the pure data link environment. 

subjective data 

Questionnaire Data 

After the simulation, participants responded to a questionnaire and all questions 
were rated on a five point scale. When asked about the use of data link crews 
indicated feeling that data link improves the effectiveness of air-ground commu-
nication (M = 4.10, SD = .99) and that they would be satisfied with the data 
link system as a safety enhancement in the en route phase of flight (M = 4.70, 
SD = .48). Pilots also felt that while the data link display was pretty easy to read 
(M = 4.10, SD = 1.29), the head-down time required for detecting, reading, and 
responding to a data link message was only moderately acceptable (M = 3.50, 
SD = 1.18). Additionally, pilots indicated that overall the review menu was easy 
to use (M = 4.10, SD = .99). They felt that the review menu was pretty effective 
for providing a reference to clearances during the pure data link scenarios (M = 
4.50, SD = .53), but only moderately useful during the mixed data link and voice 
scenarios (M = 3.30, SD = 1.25). 

When comparing the pure medium environment with the mixed media envi-
ronment, pilots reported that handling voice messages in the mixed environment 
was more difficult than handling voice messages in the pure voice environment 

© 2011 by Apple Academic Press, Inc.

  



292 Mass Communication: Issues, Perspectives and Techniques

(M = 2.80, SD = 1.14). Likewise, crews indicated that data link messages in the 
mixed environment were more difficult to handle than they were in the pure data 
link environment (M = 2.10, SD = .88). 

Finally, pilots were asked about the specific data link procedures used in the 
study and they reported that they were comfortable with the procedures (M = 
4.60, SD = .52) and that the procedures were effective for ensuring complete 
understanding of ATC message content by both crew members (M = 4.50, SD = 
.85). Furthermore, the crews felt that the procedures were effective in promoting 
timely and efficient handling of ATC communication (M = 4.60, SD = .70) and 
that the procedures did not interfere with other crew duties related to normal 
flight operations (M = 1.90, SD = .88). 

In summary, flight crews reported positive attitudes about their ability to use 
this implementation of data link for air-ground communication in the domestic, 
en route phase of flight. They reported that the data link functionality and pro-
cedures used in this study supported safe and efficient communication with air 
traffic control. However, pilots did recognize the diminishing value of the data 
review log and increased difficulty with both types of messages in the mixed en-
vironment. 

discussion 
This study extends a previous study by McGann et al., 1998, to better under-
stand how a mixed voice and data link environment affects crew communication. 
Specifically, the factors of communication modality (voice, data link or mixed), 
message interval (5 s or 1 min), message order (first or second), message urgency, 
and data link message page length on pilot communication were evaluated. The 
principal measures collected were total transaction time, the time to enter the first 
clearance directive into the Mode Control Panel (MCP), and number of commu-
nication clarifications and errors. 

While the former study was run in a part-task simulation, the present study 
allowed us to examine a current data link system (FANS 1/A) in a full-mission 
environment. Also, this experiment considers the use of data link by two crew 
members, whereas the previous study examined only a single crewmember. Some 
differences existed between the data link implementations utilized. The previous 
study evaluated a dedicated display data link, while this experiment investigated 
a data link time-shared with the FMC/CDU. There were also variables studied in 
this research that were not considered in the previous study: message urgency and 
message length. Thus, this was not a direct replication. However, this study was 
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intended to represent a mixture of voice and data link that is a plausible scenario 
for near-term data link implementation. 

Medium 

It was predicted that closely spaced messages would result in more communica-
tion problems and longer crew response times. The results from this study indicate 
that the time pressure present in closely spaced messages differentially impacted 
voice and data link. 

Direct comparison of the single-medium environments in this study allowed 
us to determine a baseline of communication performance for both voice and 
data link. Data link transaction times were significantly longer than voice transac-
tion times. This is partly due to the data link implementation requiring discrete 
procedural steps to open and acknowledge data link clearances. However, despite 
the longer transaction times, it appears that crews usually implement the clear-
ance data prior to acknowledging a data link message. Therefore, data link clear-
ances are often enacted prior to their acknowledgement to ATC. Voice and data 
link transaction times and clearance entry times were also differentially impacted 
by time pressure. A short interval between messages significantly lengthened both 
transaction times and clearance entry times for data link messages, but closely 
spaced messages had no impact on voice transaction times in the single medium 
environment. However, an order effect was present in the clearance entry times in 
the pure voice environment. Thus, the pure voice environment was robust enough 
to handle a short interval between messages with no impact on Acknowledgement 
times, but time pressure does appear to affect clearance entry time in both data 
link and mixed environments. 

The finding that voice and data link transactions were differentially affected 
by time pressure replicates the results from the previous study by McGann et al. 
(1998). Both voice and data link have particular characteristics associated with 
them. When considering Acknowledgement time, voice is the faster and more 
flexible of the two media while data link has the advantage of message perma-
nence, but is slower and more sequential in nature. However, the timing of the 
input of data link clearance elements suffers in short interval messages. Since the 
data indicate that it is the second message in the short interval sequence that is 
lengthened, this finding is possibly due to the lack of time to complete the data 
entry for two messages in rapid succession. 

It is also interesting to note that data link total transaction time was always 
impacted by interval, regardless of whether the data link message was in the pure 
data link environment or the mixed environment. The sequential nature of the 
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textual data link, which requires a variety of visual and manual tasks, seems to be 
incompatible with time pressure when responding to a clearance message. 

environment 

Based on the findings of the previous study, we expected that voice transaction 
times would be lengthened in the mixed environment relative to the pure voice 
environment. Moreover, while we expected that data link messages would be af-
fected by a short inter-message interval, we did not expect the mixed environment 
to impact data link transaction times or clearance entry times. In fact, we found 
that both voice and data link transaction times and clearance entry times were 
lengthened in the mixed environment. 

Pilots in the part-task study handled messages sequentially in the mixed envi-
ronment, completing a data link message before attending to a subsequent voice 
message, whereas crews in the present study seemed to interrupt the data link 
message to attend to the subsequent voice message. Recall that the part-task study 
had a single pilot participant for each of the data collection runs. Despite the dif-
ferent strategies used in the two studies, voice transaction times were lengthened 
in the mixed environment for both simulations. Procedurally, both crew members 
were required to read the data link messages from the display, and this could ex-
plain why in the present study the PNF did not close out the data link clearance 
before attending to the voice message in the mixed environment and why the 
second message in the pure data link environment had longer transaction times 
compared to the first.These data reflect crew comments that it was more difficult 
to handle voice messages, in the mixed environment than in the single medium 
environment. 

With regard to message clarification, there were voice communication prob-
lems in the voice condition, but not in the data link condition. Some examples of 
these include clarification based on the verbal information provided to the crew. 
As was found in the previous simulation, data link reduced the need for verbal 
communication with the controller to resolve problems and misunderstandings, 
largely because messages were permanently stored and available for pilot review. 
When review log usage was taken as a measure of message clarification, there were 
more uses of the review log in data link than there were clarifications in the voice 
environment. This suggests that the textual messages were not easier to remem-
ber, they were simply more available for review. Although frequency congestion 
was reduced in the data link condition relative to the voice condition (6 out of 
40 messages were clarified verbally), pilots clarified via voice more in the mixed 
environment (11 out of 20 voice messages were clarified verbally). Apparently, the 
value of a review log is diminished when voice and data link messages are mixed. 
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Pilots cannot rely on their data link review log for confirmation of the most re-
cent clearance when many clearances are transmitted by voice. In fact pilots com-
mented that the review menu was only moderately useful in the mixed scenarios. 
Hence, one of the primary benefits of data link communication, permanent mes-
sage storage, may be reduced in the mixed environment. In addition, more voice 
clarification may be required for both verbal clearances and those presented over 
data link. 

Finally, the mixed environment also resulted in more errors than either the 
pure voice or pure data link environments. Crews were requested to respond to a 
message in the medium in which it had arrived, so a data link message would ne-
cessitate a data link Acknowledgement while a voice message would be responded 
to in voice. However, the controller was always available during each run, so it was 
possible to respond to a data link message over the voice channel. In four cases, 
crews missed hearing the entire voice message in the mixed environment. Crews 
never missed a voice message in the pure voice environment, even with the time 
pressure caused by closely spaced messages. Additionally, in seven cases, crews 
missed implementing one element of a clearance message. All of these errors of 
omission occurred in messages separated by a short interval. Six of these errors 
were in the mixed environment while one was in the data link environment. 
These errors may have occurred because crews sometimes acknowledged closely 
spaced message out of order. It appears that in switching back and forth between 
messages, some elements were overlooked. 

urgent Messages 

This study also investigated how messages of increased urgency were handled by 
crews in the voice, data link, and mixed ATC environments. For the purposes of 
this study, urgent messages were defined as amendments to a previous message. 
The results indicate that while voice in a pure environment was robust enough to 
handle time pressure, even urgent voice messages took longer to acknowledge and 
implement in the mixed environment under conditions of time pressure. Because 
there was no differential alerting for data link messages, urgent amendments in 
the data link environment were not readily identifiable and therefore took lon-
ger to acknowledge and implement because of the short inter-message interval. 
Procedurally this raises an important issue because it is often suggested by many 
within the aviation community that urgent amendments should be handled via 
voice. However, these data suggest that an urgent voice amendment to a data link 
clearance is not handled in as expedient a manner as an urgent voice amendment 
in a pure voice environment. 
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Page Length 

We found no page-length effect for total transaction time whereas 2-page messag-
es actually resulted in shorter clearance entry times than 1-page messages. Further 
examination revealed that with two-page messages, crews began clearance entry 
with the first element 17 of 20 times, while for one-page messages they began 
with the first clearance element only 12 of 20 times. (These elements were com-
parable in their content.) One explanation for this result may be that the density 
of the one-page data link messages was greater than that of the two-page messages 
causing it to be more difficult to read and leading to longer clearance entry times. 
The one page messages had all elements of a two element clearance on a single 
page, usually resulting in about four lines of text for the clearance instruction. 
Two page messages had those clearance elements split between the two pages. 
In addition, there may have been some crews who moved more quickly through 
the data entry of the first element in the two-page messages in the anticipation 
of the second page. While this may provide a more timely response, it could lead 
to more confusion regarding that first element due to less careful processing. This 
finding needs to be investigated further. 

Conclusion 

Inefficiencies in an overloaded voice radio communication system have galvanized 
the aviation community to advance the use of data link communication between 
controllers and pilots to create additional capacity on the voice channel. The im-
plementation of CPDLC throughout the NAS will involve a mixed environment, 
requiring pilots and controllers initially to switch attention between textual data 
link and voice media. Some research shows that data link can help reduce trans-
fer of information problems including missed or blocked transmissions (Kerns, 
1999). Other studies have shown that a dual-media system requires fewer overall 
transmissions than the single medium voice system (Talotta, Shingledecker, & 
Reynolds, 1990). 

The results of the present study illustrate what may occur when mixing voice 
and data link environments under conditions of time pressure. The simulation re-
vealed longer transaction times and longer clearance entry times in the mixed en-
vironment than in the pure voice environment. Additionally, flight crews missed 
entering more clearance data with mixed voice-data link communication than 
with either of the single medium conditions. Finally, relative to the pure voice en-
vironment, there were more voice clarifications in the mixed environment. When 
comparing the mixed environment to the pure data link environment, however, 
the numbers of clarifications (as measured by review log usage in data link) are 
the same proportionately given that there are more data link messages in the 
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pure data link environment. Again, this seems to be an indication of the added 
difficulties of shifting between the voice and data link media. Clarifying message 
content over voice with the controller contributes to frequency congestion and 
adds workload to the controller. 

However, the use of the review log may be problematic since it may not reflect 
voice amendments and could therefore be inaccurate. In the mixed condition, 
they are using both methods in an apparent attempt to compensate for some of 
the possible confusion. 

Our research findings substantiate the conclusions from the previous part-task 
simulation demonstrating that when time pressure is introduced, the mix of voice 
and data link does not necessarily capitalize on the efficiency of voice and the 
precision of data link. To ensure the development and use of an effective system, 
we need to address the human performance concerns for all users in the complex 
mixed media environment. 
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