Public Pleas for Health
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When Kellie Furman looked into the lens of the camera for the Wyoming Quit Tobacco Program commercials, all she saw was her father’s eyes.

Hundred of miles away in Britton, S.D., the tears that welled up in Furman’s eyes were being watched by her father, Skip.

“Dad, I’m going to miss picking up the phone and talking about the weather. I’m going to miss hearing about how things are going at work. I’m going to miss giving you a hug when I finally get to see you,” Furman said with tears in her eyes. “I’m really just going to miss you.”

The personal plea that was featured as part of the Wyoming Department of Health’s Quit Tobacco commercials was only 30 seconds. But to Furman, in that moment when she stared into the camera, she felt what it would be like to live a lifetime without her father.

Just one plea

The Department of Health Smoking Cessation commercials have graced the television screens of Wyoming lately. Just 30 seconds, just one person and just one plea.

The commercials use real Wyoming citizens to tell their struggles of the loved ones and their battles with smoking. Each plea features what the person may miss if a loved one died because of smoking.

“Every time someone dies from smoking, they leave behind someone who really misses them. So, if you won’t quit for you, quit for them,” the commercials say.

The Health Department has released six commercials from residents in Casper, Gillette, Torrington and other communities in Wyoming.

Daniel Junge of Sheridan directed the series. Sukle Advertising and Design of Denver is producing the current campaign, which also features radio and billboard advertising.
It wasn’t an easy process, said Mike Sukle, owner of Sukle Avertising and Design. The commercials took months of planning, narrowing in on a mission and finding the right people to tell the story.

Wyoming especially had an interesting story to tell, he said.

About 20 percent of Wyoming residents smoke, according to health officials. Getting the message across isn’t always easy from an advertising point of view, Sukle said.

“The last thing people want is an advertising agency coming in and telling them how to run their lives,” Sukle said.

The companies decided to use real Wyoming citizens to authenticate and drive home the message, said Department of Health spokeswoman Kim Deti. But it was really Wyoming citizens who made that choice, Sukle said.

Wyoming residents have a strong sense of right and wrong when it comes to substance abuse, Sukle said. That’s why the company felt the effects of smoking would come better from Wyoming residents. The campaign, Secondhand Harm, has residents explain in their own words how smoking by a loved one affects them.

“Everyone knows smoking is bad for your health, it can cause cancer and you can die from it, but sometimes we forget the harm that it causes other people,” Sukle said.

The commercials were designed as part of the department’s Wyoming Quit Tobacco Program, which offers financial help for medications such as patches or other prescription choices to help Wyoming smokers quit. See the commercials and call the quit line — that was the department’s plan.

It’s working, too. It may have been the commercials or New Year’s resolutions, but the department had a huge increase in the number of calls to its quit-tobacco hotline in January, Deti said.

Dad, I’m going to miss you

Furman’s father has smoked cigarettes for more than 40 years, since he was a teenager, she said. It’s all Furman has ever known.

That isn’t the reason why she is the project coordinator of the Substance Abuse Advisory Council in Campbell County, but it certainly didn’t hurt.

“Knowing a lot of the statistics I do, how many deaths there are each year because of smoking, I can’t help but think about them every time I see him,” she said. “But I just try to be as supportive as I can.”

It wasn’t the first time the quitting conversation has come up.

Her father has tried to quit three or four times, Furman said. But it was the first time Furman believed her message was truly delivered, along with hundreds of viewers watching her plea.

“It was really hard for me to open that door, but I hope it could help somebody else to tell their loved one how important they are,” Furman said. “I wanted to tell my dad (this is) how important you are, how much I love you, how much I want you in my life.”

That’s why Furman couldn’t help but get emotional.

“I wanted to tell him ‘I love you this much and there’s this thing, smoking, and it’s hurting you and I don’t want to take that chance and lose you,’” Furman said.

Furman said the commercial was only 30 seconds, but she and other participants like her talked for about an hour to Wyoming Department of Health employees. It wasn’t until the end of the session, when she was asked what she would miss about her dad, that Furman began to cry.

“The tears just started to flow,” she said. “Even just thinking about it makes me emotional and takes me back to that moment.”

The commercials were difficult and Furman identifies with the others who “went through the same emotional journey,” she said.

She can only hope she made a difference in someone else’s life, she added.

Kick the habit

Furman’s dad watched the commercial that was posted on youtube.com with his wife. She waited anxiously on the phone.

Her dad wasn’t mad, he wasn’t upset, he was just understanding, Furman said.

“I never want to bang the information over his head, but I do want to support him,” she said.

Her father hasn’t quit yet, but he is trying.

Having the conversation with hundreds of viewers strengthened their relationship. Furman said it took a while, but the conversation between them is finally flowing.

“It forced me to talk about something I may not have been as candid and honest about otherwise,” Furman said.

The two will take it a day at a time, but now with a helpful reminder, she said.

“This could kill my dad. It’s not an easy thing to talk about,” she said. “But it is an important one.”

Want to see the others?

- Log onto www.health.wyo.gov. to see Milt, Tiana, Kellie, Darren, Sarah and Leah’s plea

Want to quit?

- The Wyoming Quit Tobacco Program offers financial help for medications such as patches or other prescription choices

- It offers free support from trained coaches.

- Interested residents can call 1-800-QUIT-NOW or log on to http://wy.quitnet.com to enroll.

Who are they?

- Milt of Lusk speaks to his dad

- Tiana of Casper talks to her brother, Josh

- Darren of Torrington talks to his mother, Lulu

- Sarah of Casper talks to Katie

- Leah of Casper talks to her mom
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