








Tob Control: first published as 10.1136/tc.5.2.142 on 1 June 1996. Downloaded from http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/ on March 23, 2023 by guest. Protected by copyright.



146

mentioned that “smoking is the leading cause
of preventable deaths in the United States” and
is “responsible for about one-fifth of all the
deaths,” but it did not say how many deaths
that entailed (CE, 15-19 March 1993).

It is also interesting to note that Surgeons
General Antonia Novello and Joycelyn Elders
were never quoted after the takeover. Rather
than these outspoken health authorities, the
newspaper instead cited wvaguely defined
specialists such as “health experts” (CE, 3-7
January 1994) or “health groups” (CE, 6-10
December 1993). Also noteworthy is that CE
failed to do a story on the 1994 Surgeon Gen-
eral’s report on preventing tobacco use among
young people.’

In a fascinating “sidebar” to one article, the
Puritans were said to consider tobacco “a dan-
gerous, addictive drug” (CE, 15-19 March
1993). During the 1500s, doctors used tobacco
as a medicine “to help nervous people relax.”
“It wasn’t until the 1960s,” the sidebar
concluded, “that modern researchers found
that the Puritans, after all, were right!”

What is behind this declaration? Consider a
1994 USA Today editorial by Tobacco Institute
Vice President Brennan M Dawson: “Stop
picking on smokers.”" “Puritanism,” Dawson
wrote, “is based on the impulse that
punishment is the only recourse against those
who have the capacity for happiness.
Puritanism, it seems, by the steady and loud
drumbeat against smokers and smoking, is
alive and well in the United States.” Is it just
coincidence that CE chose to tell its teenage
readers that the Puritans were the ultimate
health authorities?

DANGERS OF ALCOHOL VERSUS TOBACCO

After the takeover, CE tried to create the
impression that alcohol is a more worrisome
drug than tobacco. For example, in an article
on predictions for 1993, the following
statement appeared: “Alcohol, the most
dangerous drug according to many experts,
remained a major U.S. problem” (CE, 8-12
February 1993). Who these “experts” are is
unclear, but public health professionals are
well aware that tobacco-related deaths are esti-
mated at more than 400 000 per year,” whereas
alcohol-related deaths are about a quarter of
that level."”

Graphs were also presented to deliver this
message about the lesser dangers of tobacco.
Before the takeover, in an article on President
Bush’s attendance at a “drug summit” in
Colombia, CE published a chart on drug abuse
in the US that included cigarettes and smoke-
less tobacco (CE, 9 February 1990).
contrast, in an article published after the
takeover, a graph showed the percentage of
Americans aged 18-25 who used alcohol,
marijuana, cocaine, and hallucinogens during
the past year (CE, 4 October 1991). Notably
absent from the chart was tobacco.

Discussion
To understand the changes in CE, we first need
to review why some teenagers choose to

DefFong

smoke. In moving from childhood to
adulthood, teenagers are in the process of
developing an identity distinct from their—
parents. They therefore seek independence andS
autonomy, which is often manifested in a rejec-Q 2
tion of parental values and a thwarting of2
authority and conventional society. At the sameo
time, they want to appear grown-up and w111;'~
imitate what adults do. In this society, the act of &
smoking can satisfy both sets of needs for some &
young people, because it is seen as more%
“acceptable” for adults but is generally prohib-2
ited for minors.’

Image advertising by the tobacco industrym
exploits the need that many teenagers have to5
be their own person. The “Marlboro Man,” forH
example, is portrayed as a man of% @
inner-strength — self-confident, tough stra1ght-
forward, and independent. He is, in essence, t"
the embodiment of American md1v1duahsm
and potency. Because these themes resonateh
with adolescents, it is not surprising that Marl- o
boro is the most popular brand among under-
age smokers.’ =

Maintaining meamngful connections with a 3
peer group or clique is also a key element 1n|-‘
this developmental process. Because being®
accepted by the group is of utmost importance, -
peers can be a powerful motivator of behaviour §
and a prlmary influence on the self- deﬁnmong
of the group’s members. For many young peo-3
ple, tobacco use is a shared activity that2 8
strengthens group bonds and contributes to_h
group members’ common definition of self, a ©
dynamic that can overwhelm any concerns
about long-term health risks.’ Tobacco =
advertlslng also exploits this need, by assomat—
ing smoking with personal popularity and O
group acceptance. This has been a common & g
theme used in advertising for Camel, which8
features the cartoon character “Old Joe 8
Camel.”

Do these advertising messages appeal to :
every teenager? Of course not—but these mes-
sages do resonate with a large market segment 8
of high-risk teenagers. Such teenagers begin 3
smoking at a rate of 3000 new smokers per day o
in the US,” a level sufficient to make the >
tobacco business among the nation’s most D
profitable commercial enterprises. S

Hence, if we wanted to use a student- N
oriented newspaper to increase the likelihood -
that high-risk teenagers would take up
smoking, we would do so by reinforcing the w
central messages used in the industry’s<Z
carefully crafted image advertising. To begin, € =
we would emphasise facts and themes that 3 0
threaten high-risk teenagers’ sense of personal -
autonomy. First, we would inform high-risk 5 S
teenagers that adults in positions of authority @ @
are busily 1mplement1ng policies to prevent @
young people in particular from smoking. Sec- &
ond, we would declare that these authorities
are motivated by the idea that teenagers are S
vulnerable and need special protection.

Simultaneously, we would let high-risk teen-
agers know that the authorities are inconsistent
about preventing teenages from smoking,
which is made clear by the fact that laws to
prohibit tobacco sales to minors are so seldom
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enforced. We would also tell high-risk
teenagers that those young people who are
intent on smoking will do so, no matter what
adults try to do about it.

Finally, we would remind high-risk teenagers
that smoking can be a highly pleasurable and
relaxing activity, one that is enjoyed by many
teenagers despite any long-term health
consequences there might be. Whenever possi-
ble, we would try to create the impression that
vast numbers of teenagers, perhaps even the
majority, are smokers.

Unfortunately, these are the very messages
that Current Events, after its acquisition by
KKR, seemed to be delivering to its
pre-teenage and teenage readers.

The content of Current Events after the KKR
takeover is a classic example of what
communications experts call “strategic ambi-
guity,” a presentation of information that is
expected to mean different things to different
audiences (or market segments) (Atkin CK,
DeJong W. Private service: a critique of public
service advertising by the alcohol and tobacco
industries. Unpublished manuscript, Michigan
State University, 1994). For many teenagers,
the fact that adults disapprove of smoking
because of its health consequences is an
important reason for them to refrain. But for
high-risk teenagers who might see tobacco use
as a way of asserting their independence or
connecting with a peer group, CE’s stories may
have served to increase the lure of tobacco
rather than to discourage its use.

In its statement of editorial policy, Current
Events declares that its mission since its found-
ing is “to connect students to the world” (CE,
Teacher’s Guide, 16 September 1988). To this
end, the newspaper seeks to “provide sufficient
background for students to understand the
critical issues and events in the news” (CE,
Teacher’s Guide, 15 September 1989). When
KKR took over control of the newspaper, it
failed to live up to that promise.

Did the shift in the newspaper’s content
actually increase tobacco’s appeal to high-risk
youth? There is no easy way to test this, for
without special training in media literacy,
young people are not especially astute in
recognising propaganda or judging the true
impact of advertising on their motivations."
What is critical to note here is that this shift in
content is consistent with the themes of
tobacco industry advertising, which leads to
the recruitment in the US of about 3000 new
smokers per day.’

Appendix
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As noted above, KKR engineered a stock
swap with Bordens in early 1995 and no longer
directly owns RJR Nabisco stock. Hag this ush-
ered in a new era of editorial indepegdence for
staff at the Weekly Reader Corporgtion? Will
this mean a return to the way in whih Current
Events covered tobacco before 1991§Time will
tell.

This case study underscores th& need for
public health advocates to be watcBful of the
tobacco industry’s efforts to confol public

0 .
access to news about tobacco. It hagbeen said
that “freedom of the press is guaranteed only to
those who own one.” That statdhnent is a
pointed reminder of a basic fact ofSAmerican
life: our access to accurate irformation
depends very much on who owns printing
press.
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LIST OF CURRENT EVENTS ARTICLES THAT MENTION TOBACCO, SEPTEMBER 1988-MAY 199@3

Before K-III acquisition

1 Vol 88, No 16, 27 Jan 1989. The most deadly habit: new government report sags smoking

caused 390,000 US deaths in 1987.

2 Vol 88, No 18, February 17, 1989. Should cigarette ads be banned?

1u6u

3 Vol 89, No 9, November 10, 1989. Congress broadens law against airline smoking’
4 Vol 89, No 23, March 23, 1990. Athletes urged to shun tobacco “blood money.”

After K-III acquisition

5 Vol 90, No 20, March 1, 1991. Anti-smoking campaign targets teens.
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6 Vol 91, No 1, September 13, 1991. Teenage smoking: should laws be tougher?

7 Vol 92, No 7, October 19-23, 1992. In the news this week: a warning on secondhand smoke.
8 Vol 92, No 16, January 18-22, 1993. Also in the news: secondhand smoke danger.
9 Vol 92, No 18, February 8-12, 1993. Crime and drugs.

10 Vol 92, No 22, March 15-19, 1993. Smoking: on its way out?

11 Vol 92, No 25, April 19-23, 1993. Also in the news: smoking increases.

12 Vol 93, No 13, December 6-10, 1993: Cigarette advertising: does it target teens?
13 Vol 93, No 14, January 3-7, 1994. Also in the news: smoking comeback.

14 Vol 93, No 19, February 14-18, 1994. Also in the news: more marijuana.

15 Vol 93, No 21, March 14-18, 1994. Cigarettes branded as drug.

16 Vol 93, No 23, April 4-8, 1994. Also in the news: school smoking ban.
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