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15.10 Effective delivery and positive messages
work for school-based media campaigns

Findings A rare finding of substantially reduced youth substance
use following a media campaign demonstrates the value of well
tailored content and an effective, manageable delivery mechanism.

The campaign included print materials such as posters and promo-
tional items such as book covers, tray liners, T-shirts, water bottles,
rulers and lanyards, intended to associate drug-free lives with early
teen aspirations for autonomy (“Be Under Your Own Influence” was
the campaign’s identifier). Over two years school staff distributed the
materials to secondary school pupils while community leaders
involved in drug prevention worked with project staff to devise
broader campaigns intended to reinforce the school-based measures.

16 communities across the United States were randomly allocated to
mount these campaigns or to act as controls. Parental permission was
received for 4216 first year pupils (average age 12) to participate in
the study. They were surveyed before the interventions and then
three more times, the last time after they had ended. The key ques-
tion was whether growth in substance use was retarded in the media
campaign communities. The answer was yes, most clearly for drinking
and cannabis use and less clearly (but still substantially) for smoking.
In the two sets of communities, at the
start roughly the same proportions of
pupils had tried these substances.
Over the next two years, half as many
pupils in the campaign communities
started to use each of the three 
chart. An earlier analysis suggested
that the school campaign had worked
by fostering the perception that
substance use was incompatible with
the pupils’ aspirations.

In context Its inexpensive strategy meant the project could afford
repeated exposure in a way that would not have been possible with
mass media ads. It also gave teachers and school counsellors (who
often distributed the materials) a chance to amplify the effects
through interaction with the pupils and for pupils to discuss the
campaign among themselves. Possibly relevant too were the
marketing and PR backgrounds of the leading researcher and
campaign strategist, who co-opted strategies used by companies
seeking to sell to young people.

Effects were much larger than the norm,
probably because the study incorporated principles of effective media
campaigns including tailoring to the community, preparatory research
with the intended audience, a theoretical foundation, targeting to
relevant sub-groups (in this case, youngsters largely yet to try drugs),
novel and appealing messages, and effective delivery channels.
However, a third of the pupils did not participate in the study (among
whom are likely to have been those most prone to substance use) and
larger conurbations were excluded. Nor we do not know whether
frequent use was also retarded, though this seems likely.

Practice implications An expertly planned and adequately
resourced media campaign systematically focused on preventing
substance use in young people can make a difference. Localities
which want to achieve this will need to maintain focus on this
objective rather than the many others campaigns can explicitly or
implicitly serve. Upbeat messages about the advantages of not using
seem to have more effect and less potential to backfire than negative
warnings. Despite the emergence of important principles (  In
context), there is no formula which guarantees success. Especially
since there are also no demonstrably successful UK examples, any
campaign should be evaluated against its objectives or a close proxy.
If they will cooperate, schools are an effective and inexpensive
delivery mechanism, but such activities are not an alternative to drug
education lessons or pastoral interventions for high-risk pupils.

Featured studies Slater M.D. et al. “Combining in-school and community-based
media efforts: reducing marijuana and alcohol uptake among younger adolescents.”
Health Education Research: 2006, 21(1), p. 157–167 DS

Contacts Michael Slater, School of Communication, Ohio State University, 3022
Derby Hall, 154 North Oval Mall, Columbus, OH 43210, USA, slater.59@osu.edu.

Thanks to Neil McKeganey of the Centre for Drug Misuse Research at the University
of Glasgow for his comments.
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Failure of a Scottish national scheme aiming to link released prison-
ers to services shows how intensive and systematic such attempts
must be to overcome logistical barriers and motivate offenders.

From 2001, the Transitional Care Initiative targeted problem drug
users not already subject to mandatory post-release supervision and
sought to link them to community services. Prisoners nearing release
were assessed and if those with a drug problem consented, prison-
based staff planned for their release and transferred them to sub-
contracted staff outside, who met them up to three times over 12
weeks to help implement the plan. Researchers aimed to track about
700 who had agreed to transitional care in prison, but four months
after their release only a quarter could be interviewed, and at seven
months a third returned a postal survey.  Routine monitoring data
was also available and staff involved in the initiative were interviewed.

Just 28% of offenders attended a post-release appointment. Around 4
in 10 said they simply had not received notification. ‘No fixed abode’
prisoners were harder to contact and far fewer attended. When of-
fenders who had attended an appointment were compared with those
who had not, only slightly more (51% v. 42%) had contacted relevant
services. Seven months after release, those who had received transi-
tional care were no less likely to have unresolved needs, nor were
there any differences in health, substance use, injecting behaviour,
housing, employability or crime.

Scotland’s initiative suffered from logistical barriers (such as transfer
between prisons, re-arrest for prior offences, and unexpected re-
lease) which it did not have authority or resources to overcome. It was
also argued that three meetings over 12 weeks was often insufficient
and that there was not enough scope for proactively reaching out and
engaging prisoners. Researchers have shown that a more rigorous –
but also more resource-intensive – follow-up system could have
reached many more.  It is, for example, important to check the valid-
ity of post-release contact information before the prisoner is released.

The initiative has now been replaced by a prison ‘in-reach’ service run
by local authorities which will work with prisoners six weeks before
release and at least six after. It focuses on high drug use areas and
priority prisoners, including those most committed to treatment in
prison, a ‘cherry picking’ strategy which may aid retention.

 MacRae R. et al. Evaluation of the Scottish Prison Service
Transitional Care Initiative. Scottish Executive, 2006. Copies:
www.drugmisuse.isdscotland.org/smrt/smrt.htm.

 Scott C.K. “A replicable model for achieving over 90% follow-up rates in
longitudinal studies of substance abusers.” Drug and Alcohol Dependence:
2004, 74(1), p. 21–36 DS

Thanks to Russell Webster, consultant in substance misuse and crime, for his
comments.
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Knowing the Score
Learning from the Positive

Futures Case Study Research Project
A two-day conference on a unique  sports-based social

inclusion programme

VENUE Sheffield United Football Club, Bramall Lane, Sheffield

DATE Tuesday 7th and Wednesday 8th November 2006.
Fees: £159 for both days or £99 for one including conference
materials, lunch and refreshments

THEME The conference launches the final report from the
researchers investigating the progress made by a selection of
innovative projects funded under Positive Futures

AGENDA Updates on the Conference Consortium web site
www.conferenceconsortium.org

DETAILS AND REGISTRATION FORM Michelle Vatin,
conference.consortium@rugbyhouse.org.uk,
0207 272 6902 ORGANISED

BY THE
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