Blood and Gore on the

Information Campaign Trail
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Many Extension professionals look to public service information
campaigns as a major method of message dissemination. This author
says that discouraging results may occur through the heavy reliance
on public service campaigns for changing knowledge, attitudes, and
behavior of the intended audience. He provides evidence to show that
a variety of channels are more useful than public service mass media
alone for effecting behavioral change.

Literature on information-
campaigns reveals that: (1) rela-
tively few information campaigns
nave been evaluated and (2) when
svstematic tests of the effective-
ness of information campaigns
nhave been run, the results have
oeen discouraging to the cam-
paigners.1

For example, the principal
conclusion about traffic safety
-ampaigns is that no one knows
whether they had any effect or
not. Haskins cites the “Buckle
Up for Safety” and “Watch Out
for the Other Guy” campaigns as
=xamples of inconclusive cam-
paigns. As of October 1966, an
estimated $40 million in advertis-
ing space and unknown amount
of creative and administrative
effort has been devoted to that
campaign. Yet, according to

published reports, no systematic
research on the effects of it has
been done and no one will ever
know its effects, if any.2

In addition, failure charac-
terizes many information cam-
paigns that have been evaluated.
For example, a massive campaign
to bombard Cincinnati with in-
formation about the United Na-
tions produced no increase in the
level of citizen knowledge, ac-
cording to a survey by the
National Opinion Research
Center.3

In a national effort to pro-
duce a change in public under-
standing of the function of war
bonds in the wartime economy,
an expensive two-year campaign
using all media produced no
change in the public’s knowledge
that war bonds were intended to



curb inflation, and not to ‘‘raise
money for the war.”4

A week-long intensive ef-
fort to change attitudes toward
the use of oil (vs. gas) in the
home produced a 13 percent
conversion from pro-gas to pro-
oil sentiment—but a 9 percent
“boomerang” (from pro-oil to
pro-gas).2

An Extension information
campaign in Virginia on pesticide
use, using television and radio
spots, newspapers, and an Exten-
sion publication was “not effec-
tive in producing the desired
change in the urban audience.”6

In Illinois, an Extension in-
formation campaign on consumer
education, using television and
radio spots and newspaper ads
also failed.7

The magazine Advertising

Age stated that The Insurance
Institute for Highway Safety re-
leased the results of anine-month
test which concluded that even
prize-winning TV spots urging
the use of safety belts ‘“had no
effects whatsoever.”8

Successes Are Few
and Far Between

Relatively few mass media
information campaigns have met
with a high degree of success.
The most widely cited instance
of success in persuasion through
the mass media was Kate Smith’s
marathon talk over the radio that
sold millions of dollars worth

0

of war bonds during the Second
World War.9

Analyses of Kate Smith’s
success credit the marathon na-
ture of her speech, the cause
(patriotism) she espoused, and
the psychological as well as phys-
ical monopolization of the med-
ium that she had. Today’s cam-
paigners don’t normally have the
advantages Kate Smith had.

Other successful campaign-
ers include Douglas, Westley, and
Chaffee, who were able to
change community attitudes to-
ward mental retardation,10 and
Salcedo, and others, who were
able to increase audience know-
ledge and strengthen attitudes to-
ward pesticide safety and the
pesticide label. 11

Sarbaugh reports that more
farmers in a target community
tested soil during the month fol-
lowing a soil testing program
than during any previous
month.12

These sporadic successes in
mass persuasion are a far cry
from the early notions of the
“all-powerful” media.

At a general level, many rea-
sons have been presented to ex-
plain why information campaigns
fail. Typically, these explanations
invoke audience-bound factors
such as personality traits and
the selectivity processes (selec-
tive exposure, selective percep-
tion, and selective retention) as
they influence the communica-
tion behavior of individuals. Other
explanations cite the nature of
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mass media and interpersonal com-
munication channels, usually in
terms of what each channel can
or cannot do.

Another explanation usually
given is that information alone
doesn’t necessarily change atti-
tudes in a predictable direction.
Douglas states that knowledge
and attitudes should be highly
correlated for topics where “in-
formed people are unlikely to
differ.”14 Other authors stress
the importance of certain cues in
the message to ‘“motivate’ the
audience.15

The Study

This article presents an al-
ternative explanation to informa-
tion campaigns that failed. It fo-
cuses on a fundamental principle
in communication: the message
must reach the intended audience
before any “campaign effects”
can be expected. This principle
seems obvious, according to
Cartwright, but readership stud-
ies show that this prerequisite
isn’t always met, even after the
“message’”’ has been printed or
broadcast.16

Specifically, this article dis-
cusses the disadvantages of the
public service approach to infor-
mation campaigns, using the re-
sults of four campaigns in Ex-
tension to illustrate the points.

The Cooperative Extension
Service conducts many informa-
tion campaigns through the mass
media to reach a large segment of
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the out-of-school audience. For
example, these campaigns may
encourage wider participation in
urban 4-H activities, milk testing
and record keeping for herd im-
provement among dairy farmers,
soil conservation and tillage, or
farm safety.

However, evaluation of
many information campaigns in
Extension are either nonexistent
or inconclusive. First, many Ex-
tension information campaigns
aren’t evaluated.

Second, some communica-
tors evaluate their campaigns by
merely reporting how many
times their campaign materials
were used by the mass media and
converting this free time into
dollar equivalents. This practice
seems to imply that the more
money spent on the campaign,
the more successful the campaign.

Third, many campaign eval-
uations fail to include a “control™
group, so, we don’t know what
could have happened if the infor-
mation campaign hadn’t been
conducted at all.

The studies to be presented
here were originally reported by
Gruenhagen;17  Douglas and
others;18 Salcedo and others;19
and Salcedo, Scherer, and Ali-
son.20 These studies were se-
lected because:

1. Each campaign was evalu-
ated in terms of changes
(knowledge, attitudes, or
behavioral intentions) in
the intended audience.
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2. Bach evaluation used pre-
test and post-test data from
experimental and control
groups.

3.In varying degrees, each
campaign used public ser-
vice outlets to disseminate
messages.

4, Two of these campaigns
represent successful efforts,

the other two failures, and

5. The studies represent a fair-
ly wide range of campaign
topics.

Table 1 summarizes the 4
campaigns in terms of topic,
channels used, intended audience,
and their results. None of the
studies measured behavior
change, partly due to methodo-
logical considerations. Gruen-
hagen and Salcedo (1972, 1973)
measured message exposure by
asking the respondents if they
had heard, read, and/or seen the
campaign message in the media.
If the respondents said “yes,”
they were asked to state the mes-
sage (message recall). Then, Sal-
cedo and others (1972, 1973)
asked the respondents how they
used or intended to wuse the
message in the information cam-
paign (behavioral intention).

The following related points
are evident from Table 1: (1) suc-
cessful campaigns used more
channels of communication than
the campaigns that failed, (2) suc-
cessful campaigns used both mass
and interpersonal channels to dis-
seminate their messages, while

2

the campaigns that failed relied
purely on the mass media, and
(8) the campaigns that relied
heavily on public service outlets
to disseminate their messages
failed.

Public Service Approach

It’s the thesis here that the
public service approach to infor-
mation campaigns, when used
alone, isn’t adequate.

In its classic form, the pub-
lic service campaigner produces
his message and sends the mes-
sage (tapes, films, newspaper ads,
etc.) to the media. In a separate
letter, he may describe the con-
tents, the target audience, and
the purpose of the message. The
media people are supposed to do
the rest.

Therefore, a typical public
service campaign depends on the
willingness of the individual radio
announcer or public service direc-
tor to disseminate the message
when he wants to or when he
finds the time. Thus, if they’re
aired at all, many public service
announcements are aired at a
time when very few of the in-
tended audience are tuned in.

Table 2 presents the number
of times the public service mes-
sages were disseminated in the 4
campaigns. Gruenhagen reported
that the use of his messages by
the mass media (radio, television,
and newspaper) in the treatment
community during his campaign
was “inadequate.” Even the time
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Table 2. Summary table comparing frequency of dissemination of public

service messages by the mass media in four information campaigns.
e e e e s e e e =

Medium Gruenhagen (1969) Douglas, Westley, Salcedo and Salcedo and
and Chaffee (1970) others (1972) others (1973)

7 4O [euinor

JUoIsualx.

p/61 “48wuwng

A. Television Spols

1. No. given to 10 spots
each station 7 programs Didn’t use 4 spots 3 spots
2. Frequency of
broadecast “Inadequate” 3 times a day for Less than 1 spot a
(all spots) 1 spot a day Not applicable 1 month day for 2 months
3. Time of day
aired 5:00 a.m.—7:00 a.m. Not applicable “Some prime time”’ Not ascertained

B. Radio Spots

1. No. given to
each station

2. Frequency of

4 spots

Not reported

4 spots

3 spots

broadecast “Number A total of 5 times 5 times a day

(all spots) Not reported of times™ a day for 1 month for 2 months
3. Time of day

aired 6:00 a.m.—6:45 a.m.  Not reported Not ascertained Not ascertained

C. Newspaper article/ads

1. No. written for

each paper

2. No. actually
printed
(all papers)

4 stories

1 story in 1 month

Not reported

20 stories in 6 months

5 feature articles in
6 months
1 ad in 6 months

5 ads

5 ads in 1 month

3 ads

6 ads in 2 months




of day when the television and
radio spots were broadcast left
much to be desired—5:00 a.m. to
7:00 a.m., when very few people
were even listening. Furthermore,
only one newspaper article was
printed during the one-month
campaign. The campaign failed.
In a postmortem analysis, Gruen-
hagen strongly recommended con-
sidering buying media time and
space to disseminate Extension’s
messages.

Douglas and others claimed
that their radio spots were broad-
cast a “number of times,”
although the time of day the
spots were aired wasn’t specified.

For the print media, Douglas
and others were more definite.
They reported that 20 news stor-
ies, 5 feature articles, and 1 news-
paper ad were printed during a 6-
month period. No audience expo-
sure or message recall rates were
reported by them. It may be fair
to say that the campaign succeed-
ed partly because a variety of
other channels were also used to
reach the intended audience.

In another campaign that
succeeded, Salcedo and others
(1972) sought and got the coop-
eration of the mass media in the
target community at least two
months before the campaign. The
media personnel were shown,
during a meeting, the campaign
message and were told its purpose
and its target audience.

Thus, this method could be
seen as an ‘‘idealized” approach
to public service campaigns. Note
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that they (1972) also used other
channels of communications in
reaching their intended audience.

For example, four sets of mail
pieces were sent to all households

in the target community at one-
week intervals.

Salcedo and others (1972)
reported that their television
spots were used three times a day
for one month; some spots were
broadcast for prime time. Their
radio spots were broadcast five
times a day for one month; time
of day wasn’t detemmined. Finally,
five ads were printed in the city
newspaper in one month.

The findings of Gruenhagen
(1969), Douglas and others
(1970), and Salcedo and others
(1972) raised the question, “What
would happen if we use only pub-
lic service outlets to disseminate
campaign information?”

To find the answer, Salcedo
and others (1973) wused the
“classic” approach to public ser-
vice campaigns, and received very
little cooperation from the mass
media. The television spots were
aired less than once a day for two
months; the radio spots were aired
five times a day for two months,
and only a total of six ads were
printed in one city newspaper in
two months. Neither of the two
newspapers in the other treatment
community cooperated with the
campaign. The campaign failed.

Furthermore, Salcedo and
others (1973) reported that their
information campaign was ‘“‘con-
taminated.” Compared to the 6
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newspaper ads that were printed
in the newspapers during the cam-
paign, a total of 174 similar ar-
ticles from other sources were
printed in the same papers during
the campaign. This was a ratio of
1:29, in favor of the other sources.

In summary, both studies
that reported a relatively inten-
sive use of campaign materials by
the media also reported success-
ful campaigns. On the other hand,
both studies that reported inad-
equate media use of the public
service message also reported that
the campaigns failed. Other alter-
native explanations, for example,
variations in the source and the
message, seem unlikely.

Note that all four campaigns
just reviewed were launched by
universities through their respec-
tive Extension programs. Also, all
four topics were relatively “‘safe”
topics—noncontroversial—with
the possible exception perhaps of
Gruenhagen’s campaign, in which
he intermingled the concepts
“pesticide use” with “pesticide
safety.” Salcedo and others(1972)
recognized this possible trap.
During the pretests of their instru-
ment, they found that many
people held intense attitudes
against the use of pesticides.
In turn, the people seemed to be
against the safe use of pesticides.
This problem was met by forcing
the respondents to react to these
two concepts separately—first to
pesticide use, then to safe use.21

The data presented suggest
that the public service approach

16

to information campaigns, when
used alone, isn’t sufficient to gen-
erate the type of message dissem-
ination and audience exposure
basic to information campaigns.
Woods describes how the mass
media treat public service spots:

.. .stations look at public service
spots only as a means to fill blanks
left from unsold commercial time.
One can see indications . . . that
public service s&aots do not receive
top priority.2

Further, public service cam-
paigners often have to compete
for media time and space with
other campaigners from nonpro-
fit organizations. As a result, the
mass media are deluged with more
requests for public service time
and space than they can possibly
accommodate. For example,
Efron complains about the “‘give-
me” attitude of information cam-
paigners who smother the mass
media with these requests:

Interlaced throughout our
TV entertainment, a legion of
voices is telling us: to cross at
the corner, to use litter baskets,
to leave our eyes to the blind, to
restrict the number of our chil-
dren, to get abortions, to adopt
orphans . ...

And this is just a sparse
sampling of what we are being
told.

Efron concludes that the
competitive push for air time by
public service organizations has
raced out of control. She won-
ders whether the barrage of pub-
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lic service announcements is too
much of a good thing.

Previous research shows that
under ideal conditions of message
dissemination, that is, prime time,
television will reach an average of
20 percent of its potential audi-
ence with any given message.
Radio will reach about five per-
cent of its potential audience
with any given message. The print
media, because they can be re-
ferred back to, will reach at least
45 percent of their audience in 2
weeks.24 Generally, public ser-
vice spots normally reach fewer
people than other messages broad-
cast at prime time.

This isn’t to say that one
shouldn’t use public service out-
lets as a method of disseminating
messages to the public. Certainly
public service spots are a cheap
method of disseminating informa-
tion. The point is: considering
the conditions under which pub-
lic service spots are disseminated,
one shouldn’t expect spectacular
successes from public service cam-
paigns. The odds against this hap-
pening are too great.

Points to Ponder

First, under conditions of
intense competition for free me-
dia time and space, a communica-
tor who relies heavily on public
service outlets to disseminate his
message is likely to get discour-
aging results if his purpose is per-
suasion—changes in knowledge,
attitudes, and behavior among his

Salcedo: Information Campaign Trail

intended audience. In the public
service approach, the crucial ele-
ment of control over the timing
and frequency of message dissem-
ination isn’t in the hands of the
communicator. It’s no accident
that advertisers and politicians
buy prime time and space to
reach their audience.

Secondly, in general, the
number of people who would ex-
hibit changes in knowledge or be-
havior or attitudes is almost al-
ways less than the number of peo-
ple actually exposed to a cam-
paign message. Hence, low expo-
sure rates (resulting from poor
message dissemination) often lead
to “no effect” ininformation cam-
paigns (see footnote in Table 1).

Thirdly, the more channels
used in an information campaign,
the greater the chances that a giv-
en message will reach the audi-
ence. The campaign that uses a
combination of mass and inter-
personal communication has a
greater chance of success than
another that uses either type of
channel alone. Information cam-
paigners should use other chan-
nels (for example, direct mail,
posters, interpersonal mediation
through small groups, etc.) vis-a-
vis the public service approach so
that the message can have a
greater chance of reaching the in-
tended audience. An alternative,
of course, is to buy prime timeand
space in the mass media, as sug-
gested by Gruenhagen.

A fourth point is that public
service campaigners should recog-

17



nize and appreciate the tremen-
dous pressure on the mass media
for free time and space by public
service organizations to dissem-
inate similar and/or related mes-
sages. Organizations with similar
messages should consolidate their
efforts and requests for free time
and space in the mass media. Con-
solidation of effort does not
mean that the message would be
the same for all target commu-
nities. It means coordinating what
messages to give, when, to whom,
and how.

It seems that the Coopera-
tive Extension Service in each
state is physically equipped for
this approach. Extension advisers
in many parts of each state
could serve as ‘“‘coordinators” for
information campaigns. This ap-
proach would be a major step
in increasing the efficiency of
public service campaigns.

These principles, when fol-
lowed, won’t insure the success
of information campaigns. They
only increase the probability that
the intended audience would have
a chance to receive and react to
the message. Any measurement
of “campaign effect” must begin
from there.
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