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Overview and Objectives
• Identify challenges practitioners face when 

communicating about the risks and harms of 
tobacco. 
– Examine the complicated nature of tobacco 

prevention and education messaging
• Describe tools from communication science 

for effective tobacco prevention and 
education messaging. 
– Explain 4 practices to enhance messaging

• Apply these tools to the development of 
tobacco prevention and education 
communications.
– Walk through messaging case studies



Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns

• Reactance
– Perception that freedom 

is being threatened + 
desire to restore freedom

– Teens particularly 
susceptible to reactance

– May lead teens to 
engage in risky behaviors

– May lead teens to reject 
health messages

Brehm JW. A theory of psychological reactance. 1966. Oxford, England: Academic Press. Dillard, J. P., & Shen, L. (2005). On the nature of reactance and its role 
in persuasive health communication. Communication Monographs, 72(2), 144-168. Image from wikipedia.org.



Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns

• Peer Influence
– Teens particularly 

susceptible to peer 
influence

– Friends’ behavior 
influences behavior 
of a teen

• Via access
• Via actual or 

perceived social 
norms

Brechwald WA, Prinstein MJ. Beyond homophily: A decade of advances in understanding peer influence processes. Journal of Research on 
Adolescence. 2011 Mar;21(1):166-79.



Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns

• Cluttered and 
expansive media 
environment
– Estimates put teen 

media use at 7-9 
hours per day

– Health campaigns 
must compete

– Media exposes teens 
to tobacco use

Top figure: Common Sense Media. The Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and Teens. Bottom figure: Twenge JM, Martin GN, Spitzberg BH. Trends in US 
Adolescents’ media use, 1976–2016: The rise of digital media, the decline of TV, and the (near) demise of print. Psychology of Popular Media Culture. 2018 Aug 20. Rideout, 
V.J., Foher, U.G., Roberts, D.F. (2010). Generation M2: Media in the Lives of 8-18-Year-Olds: A Kaiser Family Foundation Study. Menlo Park, Calif



Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns

Knutzen KE, Moran MB, Soneji S. Combustible and Electronic Tobacco and Marijuana Products in Hip-Hop Music Videos, 2013-2017. JAMA internal 
medicine. 2018 Oct 15. Images from kandypen.com.

• Social exposure to pro-tobacco messages



Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns

• Must compete with 
tobacco advertising
– Youth exposed to 

and receptive to 
tobacco marketing 
more likely to initiate 
use

– Cigarette and 
smokeless tobacco 
companies spent 
~$29m per day on US 
marketing in 2016

Lovato C, Watts A, Stead LF. Impact of tobacco advertising and promotion on increasing adolescent smoking behaviours. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 
2011(10).; Federal Trade Commission Cigarette Report for 2016 Washington: Federal Trade Commission, 2018. Cited in CDC Tobacco Industry Marketing Fact Sheet.; 
Federal Trade Commission Smokeless Tobacco Report for 2016. Washington: Federal Trade Commission, 2018.,Cited in CDC Tobacco Industry Marketing Fact Sheet.



• Youth report tobacco fulfills needs and 
provides gratifications
– Friend/family use
– Curiosity
– Flavors
– Buzz/concentration/energy
– Stress relief
– Social pressures (friends, media, social norms)
– Socialization
– Ability to hide product
– Ease of access

Jannat-Khah, D. P., Dill, L. J., Reynolds, S. A., & Joseph, M. A. (2018). Stress, socializing, and other motivations for smoking among the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer community in New York City. American Journal of Health 
Promotion, 32(5), 1178-1186. ; Tsai, J., Walton, K., Coleman, B. N., Sharapova, S. R., Johnson, S. E., Kennedy, S. M., & Caraballo, R. S. (2018). Reasons for electronic cigarette use among middle and high school students—National Youth Tobacco 
Survey, United States, 2016. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 67(6), 196. ; Case, K. R., Hinds, J. T., Creamer, M. R., Loukas, A., & Perry, C. L. (2020). Who is JUULing and why? An examination of young adult electronic 
nicotine delivery systems users. Journal of Adolescent Health, 66(1), 48-55.; Kong, G., Bold, K. W., Morean, M. E., Bhatti, H., Camenga, D. R., Jackson, A., & Krishnan-Sarin, S. (2019). Appeal of JUUL among adolescents. Drug and alcohol 
dependence, 205, 107691.; Leavens, E. L., Stevens, E. M., Brett, E. I., Hébert, E. T., Villanti, A. C., Pearson, J. L., & Wagener, T. L. (2019). JUUL electronic cigarette use patterns, other tobacco product use, and reasons for use among ever users: results 
from a convenience sample. Addictive Behaviors, 95, 178-183. | Kong, G., Bold, K. W., Simon, P., Camenga, D. R., Cavallo, D. A., & Krishnan-Sarin, S. (2017). Reasons for cigarillo initiation and cigarillo manipulation methods among 
adolescents. Tobacco regulatory science, 3(2), 48-58.; Mead, E. L., Lindstrom Johnson, S., Siddiqui, J., Butler III, J., Kirchner, T., & Feldman, R. H. (2018). Beyond blunts: reasons for cigarette and cigar use among African American young adult dual 
users Addiction research & theory 26(5)  349-360

Challenges with youth-focused tobacco 
prevention and education campaigns



Challenges with youth-focused 
campaigns

Exposure

Attention

Liking

Belief, attitude 
and behavior 

change

Expansive and diverse 
media environment 

makes it difficult to reach 
audience

Heavy media diet 
makes it challenging 

to grab attention

Propensity for reactance and 
prior exposure to tobacco 

marketing increase likelihood of 
message rejection

Peers can be more influential 
than media campaigns; 

Exposure to pro-tobacco media 
can contribute to positive 
attitudes about tobacco; 
Tobacco serves a purpose

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by



Tools for messaging

• Youth autonomy
• Values and identities
• Culture
• Audience segmentation



Respect youth autonomy

• Young people strive for independence, 
individuality and control

• Tobacco companies have marketed 
tobacco as a means to achieve these 
ends

• Prevention and education messages can 
backfire and spark reactance

• Craft messages designed to subvert 
reactant responses



Connect to underlying values 
and identities

• Values and identities are important 
motivators of behavior

• Often, we seek to change beliefs and 
behaviors but neglect to see how 
beliefs and behaviors are integrated 
into value systems or identities

• Ask how your goal connect to existing 
values and identities within your 
community



Remember the role of culture
• Cultures have surface structures and 

deep structures
– Surface structure: “matching intervention 

materials and messages to observable, 
‘superficial’ characteristics”

– Deep structure: “incorporating the cultural, 
social, historical, environmental, and 
psychological forces that influence the target 
health behavior”

• Be mindful of the cultural resonance of your 
messaging

Resnicow K, Soler R, Braithwaite RL, Ahluwalia JS, Butler J. Cultural sensitivity in substance use prevention. Journal of community 
psychology. 2000 May;28(3):271-90.



Use audience segmentation when 
possible

• Audience segmentation – Selecting a 
target audience or breaking up a 
larger population into multiple, similar, 
groups based on 1 or more shared 
characteristics

• Message targeting – designing 
materials to reach, appeal to, and 
persuade a selected audience 
segment



Criteria for audience segmentation

• Accessible
– Similar media use or other ways to reach

• Identifiable
– Who is in segment?

• Homogeneous on key risk factors for behavior
– Beliefs, attitudes, other factors for message to 

target
• Actionable

– Provide guidance on message design
• Substantial

– Large enough to be worth targeting

Slater MD. Theory and method in health audience segmentation. J Health Commun. 1996;1(3):267–283. Wedel M, Kamakura WA. Market segmentation: 
Conceptual and methodological foundations. Springer Science & Business Media; 2012 Dec 6.



CASE STUDY 1: TRUTH 
CAMPAIGN

Moran MB, Walker MW, Alexander TN, Jordan JW, Wagner DE. Why peer crowds matter: Incorporating youth subcultures and values in health education campaigns. 
American journal of public health. 2017 Mar;107(3):389-95. Images from FDA Fresh Empire campaign and Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth Down and Dirty 
campaign.



• Educating youth about tobacco industry’s racist 
practices
– Connects to values of social change and equality
– Taps into youth autonomy, re-directs reactance 

towards tobacco industry



• Collaborations with community 
leaders/influencers
– Taps into culture 
– Fosters sense of identification with the Truth brand



• Creating a social movement against tobacco
– Aligns fighting against big tobacco with activist 

identity



CASE STUDY 2: FDA CENTER FOR 
TOBACCO PRODUCTS FRESH 

EMPIRE AND REAL COST: 
SMOKELESS CAMPAIGNS

Moran MB, Walker MW, Alexander TN, Jordan JW, Wagner DE. Why peer crowds matter: Incorporating youth subcultures and values in health education campaigns. 
American journal of public health. 2017 Mar;107(3):389-95. Images from FDA Fresh Empire campaign and Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth Down and Dirty 
campaign.



• Precise audience segmentation
• Connection to values, culture
• Promotes autonomy



Peer crowds

1. Sussman, Pokhrel, Ashmore, & Brown, 2007

Reputation-based 
subcultures or 

groups with shared 
norms, values, styles 

and behaviors1

1. Sussman, Pokhrel, Ashmore, & Brown, 2007



Peer crowds

1. Sussman, Pokhrel, Ashmore, & Brown, 20071. Sussman, Pokhrel, Ashmore, & Brown, 2007

• Connected across geographies 
by shared values, styles, norms,
preferences

• Confer a sense of belonging 

• Act as behavioral guides



Common Peer Crowds
• Mainstream: Average, normal, regular 

Homebody in YA
• Academic: Smart kids, academics  Young 

professional in YA
• Nerds: Nerds, computer/tech, anime, gamers, 

fandom
• Alternative: Artists, bikers, emo, skaters, hipsters, 

hippies, punk, metalheads, rockers, goth
• Social: Popular, jocks, partiers
• Rebels: Burnouts, stoners, outsiders, rebels
• Country: Country music, outdoorsy
• Hip hop: Hip hop music and values
• LGBTQ+
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% current user of each tobacco 
product – young adults
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% current user of each tobacco 
product – young adults
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Because peer crowds vary on 
tobacco use, values and 

cultural factors, they are ideal to 
inform message design



Summary 

Exposure

Attention

Liking

Belief, attitude 
and behavior 

change

Expansive and diverse 
media environment 

makes it difficult to reach 
audience

Heavy media diet 
makes it challenging 

to grab attention

Propensity for reactance and 
prior exposure to tobacco 

marketing increase likelihood of 
message rejection

Peers can be more 
influential than media 

campaigns; Exposure to 
pro-tobacco media can 

contribute to positive 
attitudes about tobacco 

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by

Challenged 
by

Audience segment’s 
patterned media use 
and activity behaviors 

allow for efficient 
message delivery

Incorporation of 
relevant values and 
cultural cues attracts 

attention

Relevant cues can increase 
liking, promote perceived 

similarity and facilitate trust –
thus subverting reactance

Audience segmentation 
helps identify modifiable 

targets of change; 
Aligning values and identities 

with desired behavior 
facilitates message 

acceptance
Potential to change macro-

level norms

Overcome 
by

Overcome 
by

Overcome 
by

Overcome 
by



Take-home points

• Identify and address triggers of 
reactance

• Identify and integrate key values, 
identities and cultural factors within your 
audience
– But remember to be authentic

• Careful audience segmentation can 
make the first two processes easier
– Even in an un-segmented audience, there 

are likely unifying factors that can be 
leveraged



Thank you!
mmoran22@jhu.edu
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