Tobacco Message Framing

Framing Example: Same Question, Different Answers 

Before you talk to a reporter, you should define your goal and how you hope to accomplish it. Do you want to generate publicity for your organization? Are you trying to advance a specific policy? Are you trying to focus media attention on the role of tobacco companies? 

Consider this common question: 

Why do teens smoke? 

Tobacco companies suggest that smoking is normative with this typical answer: “Peer pressure. Teens smoke because they want to fit in with their friends.” 

Through this response, the tobacco companies are trying to divert attention from their well-financed marketing programs and draw resources away from prevention programs that really do work. This question has many better answers. Each answer brings a slightly different focus to the problem or the solution. 
Answer: Teens smoke because we make it easy for them to get cigarettes. Therefore, we need to keep cigarettes out of the hands of our children. 
Focus: Youth access laws 
Answer: Teens smoke because the tobacco industry needs them to replace dying older smokers. No one knows how to market to a target audience more effectively than this industry. 
Focus: Industry behavior 
Answer: Actually, teens aren’t smoking as much as they were several years ago. We’re doing a much better job of keeping teens away from tobacco. 
Focus: The effectiveness of your tobacco control program 
Answer: Not all teens are smoking more. African American teens, for example, smoke at a much lower rate than whites or Asians. We need to put our resources into the areas that need the most help. 
Focus: Disparities 
Answer: Teens experiment with a lot of things. They continue to smoke for the same reason that adults do—nicotine is highly addictive. We need to give teens the same kinds of cessation services that we give to adults. 
Focus: Youth cessation 

Even though the reporter is asking the questions, your answers have the power to influence the story and how it’s framed. By answering strategically, you can help increase the chances that they get the story right. 
