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The Effects of Public Communication Prograns

on [fire Prevention: A Review
by Jack B. Haskins

I A, The Problem

- n
i

It has been estimated that over 12,000 persons die from fires

annually ir the United States, and about half the deaths occur in

-

residential fires. Similarly, the property loss from fires an-

nually is about 2% billion dollars, of which about one-third is

" from residential fires.

L reduction in these figureé‘can come about primarily through
two avenués, fire prevention and fire control. Fire prevention is
logically the most desirable approach.

Of the many possible approaches to fire prevention, communi-
cations programs aimed at the general public represent one impor-
tant p0551b1115y. Communications is unders*ood-to embrace all
sorts of communication, education and information act1v1t1es.f

"Public communications“ is a term that can'embrace beth per-

sonal communication and various forms of impersonal communication,

including the mass media.
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i1 2, Purpocse of This Studv

Can public-communications be éffective in fire prevention?
That 1s the basic question to be explored in this review. While
the principal focus will be directed toward prevention of careless
residential fires in urbar areas, some attention will be given to
prevention of other sorts of fires. Arson as a cause is specif-
ically excluced.

1{o original research will be conducted in this exploration.
It will be confined-to a thorough search of existing literature.
Further, only empirically based research evidénce on communications

—

will be reported. VWhile a knowleﬂé; of expert opinions on and
traditional practices of fire prevention communibations can be
very useful in many respects, that is a separate topic beyond the
scope of this report.

Beyond the specific attenticn to fire prevention. communications

programs, evidence will also be sought from other safety communi-

cations fields (e.g., traffic safety), from mass communications

used for advertising and non-commercial promotional campaigns, and

from general'principlgs and theories of communication from basie
non;applied research in the fiela. | .

hile the search will be geﬁeral, a keen eye will be cocked
towafd finding solutions to the following hypotheses which have
been broacﬁed by authorities in the fire preventioﬁ fieid.

"lost fires occur because of public apathy."

“Greater public awareness is thelsinglé activity with greatest

potential for reducing losses."

-
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“Public education and communication programs can have an
AP . )
gilect.

iThere is need for more public education programs."

"Careless residential fires are more of a problem in large
urban areas than in smaller and non-urban areas.’

“The public is ignorant of fire prevention procedures."

_ "The public is ignorant of the necessary action to take when
. fire occurs, including the location of the nearest fire alarm box.”

. "Public communication campaigns will appeal'primarily to
those who are already aware and knowledgeable.'

" %Public communication can be effective only for short
periods.’

‘People are so satiated with fire prevention and other
safety messages that they will tune out if exposed.” ‘

, “The people most in need of fire prevention education are
/ o those of low-education and low-income levels, who will also be
the least responsive group."

(» - “The effects of fire prevention campaigns can only be deter-
——  mined over a long period of time, say 5-10 years.”

"Public education is only one of many needed countermeasures."

"Public communication is more .cost effective than prevention
‘through personal contact and other means."

, "Public communication campaigns should create .awareness, pro-
vide specific. instructions, change attitudes, and te sustained
over long periods of time."

“The public is complacent’ toward the rising trend of fire
losses and has no active desire for improved fire cafety.”

A new fictitious character, like Smokey the Bear, could pre-
- vent hcme fires." ‘

“Zecause of the nature of the problem of fire, the use of
fearsome and threatening messages on the dangers of fire are
logically indicated.”

These are only a few of the many possible opinions on the

effectiveness of [fire prevention communications campaigns.

i p
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. Procedure aznd Sources Consulted

]
=

4 thorough and. systematic search of existing literature iu
periodicéals, Books and other sources was conducted to locate
pertinent evidence,

Keywords and topic descriptors used in varying combinations

in the search included: fire, safety, preventicn, public, sccial,
community, education, communications, information, problems,

attitudes, persuasion, and other related words.

IndexesL_Bibliographies and Lists Searched:

University of Tennessee Graluate Library main index fiiles

Danizlson and Wilhoit, Computerized Eibliography of liass
Communications Research.

Hansen and Parsons, liass Communications: A Research Zib-
liography

Journalism Quarterly Cumulative Index (1924-1963) and
arnual indexes

Putlic Opinion Quarterly Cumulative Index (Vol. 1-1967)
and annual indexes

Research in Education (ERIC) Cumulative Index

Abstracting and Review Journals:

Psychological Abstracts (1927-August 1972)

Sociological Abstracts (1953-June 1972, with exception
of 1971 volume unavailable)

Dissertation Abstracts (1962-69)

Directorzypf Tire Research in the U.S. (6 volumes, through
1972 -

Fire Hesearch Abstracts and ieviews (1959-1971)

Primary Journals:

Journal of Safety Research {all issues)

Journal of Communications (all issue indexes)

Journalism Quarterly -

Ta number of other journals were browsed and then ignored)

Other Sources:

Educational Research Information Clearinghouse (ERIC)
National)Safety"Council research library (search performed by
NSC :
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The intensive literature search previously described resulted
in Twelve 'finds’ bearing at least some tenuous claim to being
research on fire prevention communications campaigns aimed at the

ight were concerned with housshold fire

The term “cormmunications” is used broadly here to include
personal contact as well is impersonal media messages.

1, ‘licusehold Fire Prevention Campaigns

re and after a fire

. False alarm statistics were examined befo
o perceptible change

prevention campalgn in Leicester, England. No
was observed (Chambers, 1969).

The research design: before-and-after measurement of i
behavior, no control group.

. In apparently the same Leicester campaign, home fire
statistics were compared before and after the campaign. DBoth the
frequency and severity of home fires appeared to be lower after the
campaign (Chambers, 1570).

THe research design: before-and-after measurement of o
behavior, no control group.

. A study to determine the effectiveness of fire demonstrations
was conducted in Tennessee in 1964-65 (Hopkins, 1967). Fire
demonstrations by public health personnel were accompanied by
before-and-after measures of knowledge, attitudes and safety prac-
tices in the home. Favorable changes in knowledge and attitudes
occurred, but no changesin actual houe safety practices were noted.

The research design: before-and-after measurement of verbal
and behavioral measures, no-control group.

. Firemen in Lancashire County, England, visited about 500
households’ and inventoried home fire hazards on a checklist. A
eturn visit was made three months later, at which time it was
found that over nhalf the hazards had been remedied (Daxon, 1970).

The research design: before-and-after measurement of
behavior, no control group. -9 ' '

3AL1
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. tnree U,S, studies zre toucked on in a recent overview
of fire prevention (Hughes, 1G72). 4 program in lidssouri involved
three years of total communications effort to the general public of .
six counties. A reduction of L3% in fire deaths over the three year
rericd was noted.

The research design: apparently a befcre-and-after measuremen
of behavior, presence of a =ontrol group and other details indeterm-
inate without reference to primary report (unavailable).

. 4n Arkansas progran aimed at the general public of one
county, and lateg the state, over a period of five years reportedly
resulted in a 50% reduction in severe burns.,

~ The researcn design: largely indeterminate without reference
to primary report (unavailable) but apparently a before-and-after
acasurement of behavior with no control group (Hughes, 1972).

. Passing reference is made to a program in Newport lews, Va.,
but no details were available at the time of this report (Hughes,
1972).

. An analysis of fire prevention slogans written by the pub-
lic, and ¢f fire prevention literature, indicated that the public
was largely ignorant of preventive measures (Nash, 1968).

The research désign: content analysis.

2. Other (non-home) Fire Prevention

Three research reports were found dealing with fire prevention
communications efforts not aimed primarily at household fire preé
vention. One additional unsupported reference was found.

4 doctoral dissertation (Griessman, 1966) reports a study on
the perception and retention of forest fire prevention information.
Surveys were conducted in a high-fire-rate community and a low-fire-
rate communitb, and comparisons were made on the basis of residents:
knowledge, media exposure, attitudes and other verbally expressed
measures. llo conclusions on communications effects are possible.
A study of the efrectiveness of a.wall_poster among British

'school children was conducted by the Joint Fire Research Organi-

zation (Chambers, 1966). Details ofvthe research design” and

\

10

1
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findings were missing from the secondary report available.



and a cormunity-wide educational program was reportedly undsrway

for ths purgese of reducing burn injuries. Iio details of the cam-

An industrizl fire safety leaflet--dealing with “chip pan”
safety practices--was alstributed, with a reported reduction in
fire frequency 12 ménphs afcear ths leaflet (Chambers, 3/70).

“esearch design: before-and-after measure of behavior, no

Several other references to Iire prevention communications
nnt accompanied by research were found in the literature search.
These are almost entirely statements of opinion or reviews of
existing practices and they will not be reported here. 'Opiﬁions
and practices are useful as idea-starters, bﬁt with no evidenée as .
to effectiveness they can only be regarded as hypotheses for furiher
reséarch. | | | )

"3, Conclusions

“he few reported reseérch stgdies on home fire' prevention
communications campaigns lead to the following conclusions:

1. A few public communications campaigns of various sorts-=-
invclving both personal contact and mass media--have been con-
ducted in the U.5. and England. Some of them have been‘accompanied
"by favorable changes on such behavioral indices as home fire ‘
severity and {requency, hazardous home conaiti@ns, deaths, safety
- practices and burns. ] 1; |
o LTI e
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practices, in the one study which obtained both vertal and tenavicre
J -
davca. -

3 ‘yet;“,em the Dmarm T ~rocaa ~ + 5 * d JUE SN l"

. vl ner Tne Zgvoratle cnanges opservea are e envirely,

cts of other fdctors and pinpoint communications ef-
fects., In short, while favorable changes were. observed, the ef-

o

facts die to communicatiorns cannot te determined fror the avail-

This review of the literaturs makes it clear that there have
been very few household fire prevention comnunicatlons campaigns,
relative to other campaigns. such as traffic safety. There has been

oven less research on effects of fire campaigns. Such research as

has been reported 1is iﬁconclusive on communications effectivenéss,
si%ce the research designs used did ndt allow for the separation,bf
other faciors operaling simultaneously.

ethodelecgicelly, the few available research studies are
conmendabvle in using behavioral measures rather than relying en-

: . N .
tirelv on verbal resnonses (as has been the nora in much communi-
J t )

cations rescarch in other fields).- 1n future studies, the addition

of control groups would make 1t possible to determine the effects

of the communications factor apart from other factors always

.

present.
Finally, public communications programs aimed at household

e
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fire prevention appear to be virtually a virgin field for communi-
cations and communications research.
, ,
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III‘b.\.The Effects of Other

{non-fire) Safety Communications Campaigns

For years, the public has been exposed to a barrage of safety

and health communications campaigr . on ¢ ety of problems.  Some ;

/
of the campaigns, to name a few, have . - with traffic safety,
drug and alcohol abuse, anti-polio vaccine, smoking, fluoridation,
mental health, conservation and ecolcgy,’home‘accident preventicn
and hany other problems. | o

As noted earlier, public communications campaigns aimed at home
fire prevention have been relatively sparse. Even more sparse is any

real evidence on the effects of home fire preventlon campaigns.

Therefore, one must look furfher afield for evidence on possible
cOmmunfcations effects.

VVA»;;“ irafflc and driving safety has been selected as probably the
s1ngle most fruitful area of safety communlcatlons campalgns and
research on effects. Ly analogy, one may derive some hypotheses
“which may'be useful in the problem of home fire prevention.

‘Two sources will be referred to in this context.
" Kaskins (1969, 1970) undertook an extensive review of traffic.
.-safety research llterature and came to a number of conclusions re-
garding campaign effects " and the sho tcomlngs of the research
methodology empioyed in measnrlng effects. |
The other source is the Denver synposium on mass communications

o - research for traffic safety (1964). This symposium and related

activity was an intensive effort byfieaders in the field tc_summarize

and make recommendations in the~fieldﬂof traffic safety

14




communications campaigns.

l. Effects of Séfety Campaigns

Haskins (1969) undertook an intensive search of published

literature to determiné what was gnown about the effects of mass

Il

. communication on drinking/driving in particular and safety in

general, This was in c¢ .ction with a £120,000 project for the
Injury Control Prog 4 :lop and test a communications campaign
aimed at reducing drinkaii, driving accidents, for which he was
principal inveétigator.. ﬂ |

The: general conclﬁsion was that, while nuUmerous campaigns had
been'Conducted; there had been relatively little research on their

effects. Further, most of the research that had been done was in~

- adequate and consequently no one knows whether the campaigns had

been effective or not..

It is worth noting the lonely two -studies on effects that were
conclusive. A British study by Laner and Sell (1960) found that
safety posters in éteel plants had a significant beﬁeficial effect
on safety practices. An Oregon study (Kaestner et al, 1967) deter-
mined that persoﬁal letters td traffic offenders, properly worded, - - .
redﬁced subsequent violations. This study is notable in several
respectsp-iﬁ was the only truly conclusive field'expériment un-
covered, it demqnétrated that.a single safety message can pbsitively~
affect safety practices; and'that the behavioral effegts of communi-
cations can be measured: |

' Haskins' cou;iusions ended on ah.optimistic ngté: Despite the.
paucity of adequately deéigned.research, there is'evidence.that mass
communications campaigns can work. This doesn't meén that jusf-any

campaign will work, however. The greatest likelihood of success is

3B2
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in those campaigns where systematic use 1s made of known communi-
cations principles, accompanied by appropriate pre-testing research

of messages at various stages of the development process.

2., Traffic Safetv Symposium

Of a more general"nature are the conclusions from the Denver
Synposium on llass Communications Research for Traffic Safety
(5lumenthal  ° symposium and its :lated activities was
an intensive v..ort Ly leaders in the field over several months to
summarize what was already known that might be useful in traffic
safety comhdnications campaigns.

Here, in capsule@form,'are>some of their conclusions? findinge
and reeommendations. ,(Theee'are all stated firmly here, but it

must be kept in mind that the evidence is far from conclusive.)

. There zre no 31mp1e formulae for coman*:atlng to mass
audiences 2f7:=-tively.

. How g+ le react *¢ c-—munications dep © upon a variety
of physical, pnysiologic.l, - s;ychological and ~al factors--i.e.,
each situati - is unique.

. In m ~ situations, mass communications .une cannot ac-
compllsh pe: suasion, and must be supplemented . . personal influence,

" Personal 1nf1uences can be made more effective when sup-

‘ plemented -7 mass communications.
\ .

. The uze of several media combined is more tffeCulVe than any
single medii.n alone.

B

¢

\

. vhat a communlcator p-ts into a message is rot\necessarlly

the same =7 ...at the audienc= gets out of it. \,

. ...~ ° =2 message produces different reat:ionS/in different
kinds 22 p=op . : : ' |

. Peop. tend to avoid messages that are unlnterestlng or
threatening . disagreeable. Wwhen forced exposure to such messages

occurs, they interpret it according to their own 'taste.
. The mass media can demonstrably increase awareness and know-

.ledge, but their effects on attitudes and behavior are considerably
less. ' : e » :

ERIC e 16
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" least two factors

) . Persuasicn takes place most readily when the message content
is new and when the topic is of low importance to the audience.

. In persuading audiences to adopt innovations, both mass and
personal communications techniques are called for.

. Innovation attemgts are most effective when specific messages
are aimed first at small groups of known innovators, who serve as
models for larger groups.

. Mass adoption of an innovation takes a long time.

. Innovation is most rapid when the new practice is simple and
where people are alreacdv .edisposed toward it.

. General theories and mcdels of mass communication may be use-
ful, but due to the special nature of safety campaigns, more speci fi.
theories and models for safety campaigns are called for.

. A speciiic safety communications model must be based upon-at
(a) assumptions about the -causes of ‘the non-safe
condition, anc {b$ assumptions about mass persuasion.

. A tente ive traffic saZety campaign theory is advanced,

_called the Sut ~-ive,/Probabilistic/Functional theory. This theory
{not yet verif: -z} states that when the objective probability of an
accident is gr=zter .nan the subjective probability, accid:nts are

“more -1likely tc .:-ur. In such cases, the rurpose o5f mass .communi-

“cations is to br_nug subjective probabilities into ‘line with the

objective probab li--<s..

. Isolatei cns shot, subjectively determined campaigns should

be discouragec¢ ¢ ~ vor of an integrated- long-range program that
combines resee . Janning, coordination plus creative and admin-
istrative tale . B .
.- The best . fcr improving traffic safety communications
lies in campail,:.: and research based on hipotheses from the
. ‘'subjective pr 11ity" theory, until’iz can be verified or re-

futed or modif: {.

New ide :s fo: campaigns: should nct e discouraged, cut

. should be test  tefore‘being.put into ope: stion.

. It is urrzalistic to assume that accidents can be reduced to
zero, Some minimur ~aseline rate should be established as a goal -

“toward which effor® will be directeds

. In additi - - influencing'attiﬁudes and behavior of the
primary public i - .ved in accidents,. influence should be attempted
with officials, . -lation and enforcement, engineering and deslgn,
and licensing ar.. t::ining. :

. As earlx _ossible, baseline measures shbuld be obtained ov.

17
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the public's awareness, knowledge, understanding, attitudes and -
behavior regarding the safety problem. Subsequent changes, 1f any,
can then be measured against these benchmarks.

. Mass communications is no substitute for but only a supple-
ment to such measures as legislation, enforcement, engineering,
design and training., o

. While there are many unanswered questlons about the causes
and preantlon of accidents, there is a great deal already known

. that is not being used.

. . There is_ very ‘little reliable ev1dence on the effectiveness
oR mass media in reducing traffic accident rates.

. There is little p01nt in conductlng campalgns unless ac-
companled by measurement of the effects of the campaigns. Every
campaign should contain prov1slons for evaluative research as an
1uLLgra1 part. :

Communications campaign directors. can be provided with a

'checlllst of guidelines that can improve the chances of success.

This checklist includes- items on: explication of the problemn;
'selecting program priorities; setting. the number, duration and type
of goals; determining sources of opposition; determining message
content; selectlon of media; evaluation- of program effects.

“



1IT ¢C. ‘i-.e Effects of General

(non-safety’ Communications Campaigns

Since nothing is known for sure about the effects of fire

prevention communications campaigns, and very little more is known

|

about other safety communications campaigns, the topic is nand s

here to include all other sorts of communications campaigns.
Lo 4 . ’ ‘\“‘

In a monograph entitled How to Evaluate Mass Communications,
f ) \,

Haskins (1968) reviewed a number of Qommunigatibns field\§xperimenta
conducted under real iife conilitions which appeared to fulfill

scientific_criteria for determining effects. It is worth noting

/

that while there are uncounted thousands of communications campalgns

on various topics, and hundreds of published research studies on

communications, only were located which were considered. to be

. adequate measurements f the real effects of mass communications on
™ : ;

real tehavior in the real world--i.e., controlled fisld experiments.

1. ‘Non-commercial Campaigns
' “n non-commercial situations approximating public service.

P

campaigns, the following findingsﬂgepefbbtained;
. A direct-mail campaign incr asedurégistrations and voting
turnout for local elections but had no effect on turnout for the
-national election. . _ . ’
. An ‘emotional® .political leaflet was mcre effective than a
“ratioral" leaflet in getting votes in a local_pol;piCal campaign.
.. A soft-sell personal létter to traffic offenders reduced
subse _.znt violations, while a form letter\Qadvno effect.

. A toilet-training pam hlet increased mothers' knowledge
about toilet-training but -effects on behavior were unknown.

. A direct mail campaign to peréﬁade emplqyers to hire blind
workers had no effect on their atzitudes. :

o - 19
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. A professional academic journal tried four different cam-
. paign thenes to increase subscriptions among educators. The most
'successful theme (to professional status) was ten times as effective
as the least successful theme (on economy).

. A community college campaign to increase enrollment found
that some persuasion strategies based on laboratory communications
experiments were verified in a real-lifc¢ field experiment.

. The Agency for International Development found that eit! °v

radio or audio-visual communications wr~re ¢ ctive in
getting Ecuador peasants to adopt new praciices sucii as building
Ta . rinem, o nation, and so forth. ' ‘ '

. In a 'campaign to get the public to use sodium fluoride for
dental health, a prrson-to-person campaign achieved more action whil
a mass mecie campaign prciuced more - -knowledge gains. '

. A rmuiti-media Unit:=d Mations information program aimed at
community leaders and nevwspaper editors had absolutely no effect
either on community leaders' knowledge, attitudes, interest or
behavicr regarding the UL, nor on the kind and amount of UN news
printed in rewspapers. ' '

« A multi-~ medla cartaizn to get people to eat more eggs had an
1mmed1¢te effect, which :sulsequently diminiched.

+ A —est of newspdper =diting practlces found that some of the
tradit:onzl practices were _neffective in obtaining readershlp of
news 1 ams, while some cthers were verified.

A

. A popular theory of *ommunlcatlon, the "two-step flow” of
information was refuted .n ‘an experiment which showed that news-
paper arti-les had more effact on the attitudes of followers than
on opﬂnlol leaders. llostly, however, the articles had no effect at
all.- ' : - :

: 2. Commercial Campaigns:
| ‘lost 2f the valid research on communlcatlons effects has becn _
‘conducted Ly aivertisers and other commer01al organlzatlons. Very
!\»little of =he erldence is publlcly avallable. However, Hasklns
\Obtéined-—lro: voth private and public sources——advertlslng studles
\with the follc::ing conclusions: ) /
Some te_evision commercials can change.behéviér.ﬁ H&wevér,
chanzzs in =znc-:ledge and attitudes from commsrcials have little or
no rs_ationshi- to behavicr charce. :

. ilore ap—les wer:t ¢ .- using a "utility  theme than a "health"

20
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, .« A high-spending utensil advertising campaign increased
utensil sales, while a low-spending campaign did not.

. In an experiment ou five souvp advertising themes, the best
prles 1.
theme produced considerably greater sales than *!'" worst theme.

. Newspaper ads with one-cec® »r produced ¢  ~re = . ‘tha
black-and-white ad.

. Neither large nor small newspaper ads had ary effect in
attracting viewers to a special telegram program.

. In an experiment wit.: newspaper zzs, it was found that for
one product advertistng had =z nagative e fect on sales and no effect
on awareness. Another product obtained —ncreased sales and aware-
ness but no improvemént in knowledge or attitudes. :

A tuo-sidéd non-competitive soft-sell direct mail advertise-
ment sold significantly ‘more cars than'a traditional one-sided
advertisement, this Werifying quaboratery~establishedjprinciple.

. A direct—méil campaign to physiciaﬁs resulted in signifi-
cant_y more prescription sales of a new drug. ©

‘ . A 3-letter direct-mail campaign resulted in an increase in
egg sales, while a one-letter campaign had no effect.

. In-a test of the relative effectiveness of four different
media on florists sales, one medium produced high sales, another
- produced moderate sales; and two media apparently brought about a

reduction in. sales. ‘ -

. A test of three different media on apple sales showed in-
creased sales from each, but one was more effective than the other
two., : : '

. S s

. A million-dollar advertising experiment in four media showed -
that. sales increased with advertisingtl,toa;mint, then levelled off,
and finally at extremely high levels of spending sales decreased
(i.e., had a negative efféct).

. A milk advertising campaign showed that an increase in adver-
tising above normal levels produced additional sales, however a’
moderate increase was more cost efficient than a high increase.

A : - .

. ‘A multi-media public relations campaign a2imec at physicians.
resulted in improved attitudes and behavior tow:zrd the sponsoring
company <ven though no congcious identificaticw: of sponsor with
advertising was apparent. : : -

. Three differcat methczs of cantalope in-store promotion
display were tested, and non=2 of them had any effect on sales.

. Loud music caused shoroers to spend less time in supermarkets:
trkzn soft music, but had no efect on sales or satisfaction.
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3. General Conclu~inanc on Mass Commun’ ‘*ions Effects

From the 4 field experir 21 masoe cowe dnications,
. N

conducted'in real-iii - ¢ :uwal-1ife behavior iﬁ the real world,
one may derive some general conclusions.

1. Single messages generally produce little if any change
in behavior. | “ |

2., Changes in awareness, knowledge or attitude are generallyl
unrelated to changes in behavior. |

3. Some of.the laboratory-established communications prin4 ‘
c1ples work in real llfe, others don't. |

4. lMass communications can have negatlve effects,'or no effect.
or positive effects. |

5. A particqlaf mass medium may be suitable for cne_"product,“
not for another. Different media\reach different audiences and "
serve different.fpnccions.

6., liessage content—-what you say ané how you say it--can make
or break a communicécions campaign.; A subjectively;based Visay
anytqlng but say it loud" campalgn can have a boomerang effect.:

7. Too much communlcatlon can produce a boomer;ng effect. \
Too’little'communlcatlon can do the same.

8. OSome traditional communications pfactices and theories are
harmful to ths intenced purpose. Some chmmon-senseﬁ“communicaticqs
practices can have boomerang effects. o

' 9, Immediate favorable effects of a communications cémpaigni

diminish over time.
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I1I D. General Principles of Persuasion by Communication

A greav deal of basic research in human communication has been
criducted in the social and behavioral sciences, most of 1t since
World \ar’II "A great deal" is exemplified by a recent bibliogra-
paiy on human communication by this writer which contains almost 100
pages of single-spaced references (about two lines per reference).‘

Each'of these»hundreds of references concerns a separate
scientific investigation into some aspect of human communication.
Most of them are controlled laboratory experiments into some;small
part of the communications process. .

.'Since it is obviously impossible, and undesirabie, in an ovﬁr-
view of this sort, to report the detailed findings from’ all of .
these studies, one must use hroader strokes of the brush So far,
Ittere ‘has been no s1ng1e synthes1s of all these findings into one
~un=quivocal set of,principles or a coherent theory. However,
several communications researchers haue.summarized detailed findings
inzo what appear to be somerreasonahly,valid principles.

Some of the-more~usefu1 summaries are in Abelson's Persuasion

(Z239); Berelson and Steiner's Human Behavior (1963); Cohen's

Attitude%tnangeAand Social Influence (1964); Hovland's Communication

ard Persuasion .(1953); Bettinghaus' Persuasive Communication (1968) y

logers' The Diffusion of Innovation (1962).
~these are only a few. ‘
Az th: potential research user can see, even the summaries.grow-
in- > a for-idable list. |

'There:ore, the attached list ofi“principles“--realiy consisting



. o >

of empirically—verified hypotheses of varying degrees:of verifi-
cation--can only be suggestive of the great bulk of existing know-
ledge about how to communicate effectively for fire prevention.

These principles are in-general form—-that is, they have not
been translated into acgion principles for any Specific purpose such
astcommunication for fire prevention.

The user must have already decided on two things, his criterion

objective or goal (i.e., what it is he wants to accomplish) and his-:

target audience (i e., the group he wishes to influence)

Two more steps remain to be accomplished by the potential user

y

of these findings--(1) a translation from the general principle to
the speCific message(s) of his own purpose, and (2) a pre-test of

the specific message(s) or themes.

For example, take this general principle:

) A two-sided communication. is likely to be more effective
2 thHan a cne-sided communication when trying to convert some-
one with an opposing point of view to your own point of
view. A one-sided communication will be more effective
among’' those who are. unfamiliar with either-side or those
who are already favorably disposed to your own side.

That is not - a complete statement on the various aspects of

/ - N
using a two-sided and one -sided message, but it will suffi‘ce for
this example. The person wishing to use this principle for fire

prevention must go through/a translation process.

lhe translation staze by’ someone who is familiar With the sit-

‘uation he is trying-to correct or change ispabsolutelv essential to

the effective usageﬁof general principles. There are quite a few

situations which need correcting, involving quite a few target .
audiences of differing characteristics, and there are many general

principles of communication which can be adapted. This means that

3D2
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systematic plahning of.Comhuhications based on scientific pr&nciples
(and it certaihlyvshouidn't be done any other way) is not a matter
to,beidecided-in one'afterhooh. Extensive thouéht and discussion
on proper usage hf the principles, hy persons who are“familiar with
the problems, is neeessary. |

How sure‘can one be that\these principles of communication will
work? They are a_great deal better than simply “winging it‘ or
making intuitive decisidns without, benefit -of -any empirical evidence
It is a safe statement to make: that they will increase markedly the
~ probability of successful communication but they will not guarantee
it. And it is certainly better to choose a communicatlons approach
i that has some ev1dence to back it up--even on a different audlence
or in a dlfferent s1tuatlon——than to ignore the ev1dence or act
contrary to it. R o | . } ' R

-

1. Selected General Principles

This overview of a few of the generally aCceptedacOnclusions;

~

flndlngs and pr1ﬂ01ples oi communlcatlon by no means. exhausts the

\

existing research ev1dence on effectlve human communlcatlon. These
! t
few are taken from some of the prev1ous1y mentloned sources.
A separate 'and mére detailed follow1ng sectlon will be devoted

to fearsome- threatenlnz messages,.due to'the relevanoe and impor-

tance of th1s t0p1c 1n flre preventlon.. ¢

. People tend to see and hear communlcatlons that are favorable
or congenial to their predispositions; they ar€ more likely to see
and hear congenlal communications*than neutral or hostile ones.
And the more-interestedithey are 1n the SubJeCt, the-more 11ke1y\1SM
such selectlve attentlon. C . \

. Neutrals on an issue or toplc are unlikely to pay nuch atten-_
- tion to communications on that issue or topic, except when the cdm—
1munnoat10ns are, ‘highly avallable. _

: /
. Under a monopoly of mass communlcatlons, many members: of the

14



audience- can be brought to changc the1r Oplnlons in the. des1red
direction--but even here there are. important quallflcatlons (a) by~
To means can all the members be brought to change their positions;
(b) the process takes time; and (c) the monopoly must be complete or
nearly complete; if it is not, enough communications will, flﬁter

- through to prov1de social support for the views of sizable numbers

of people previously convinced of positions opposed to the monOpo-
11st's position.

. Since audience attention is self-selective, exposure to com-
mun1catlons in different media tends to be supplementary, not comple-
mentary; that is, those who read about a topic also tend to listen,
and those who pay attentlon at one t1me also tend to pay attention
at another.

+ The use, and perhaps the effectlveness, of different media
varies with the educational level of the audience--the higher the
education, the greater .the reliance on print; the lower the edu-
cation, the greater the reliance on aural and picture media. The
better educated are more likely thari others to pay attention to
serious communications dealing w1th aesthetic or moral or educatlona.
issues.

17

People tend to misperceive and misinterpret persuasiveé com-

_munlcatlons in accordance with their own predlsposltlons, by evadlng'

the message or by cdistorting it 1n a favorable d1rect10n."

. The more trustworthy, credible, or prestigious the communi -
cator is perceived to be, the less manipulative his intent-is con-.

"sidered to be and the greater the. 1mmed1ate tendency to.accept his
conclusions. :

. The nature of the source is eéspecially effective in the case -
of ambiguous or.unstructured topics--i.e., those topics on which '
the content itself is not sufficiently’ dominant, so that non-content
factors can take hold. And vice versa: a firm attitude toward the -
content w111 affect attitude toward an' ambiguous or neutral source.

C e People respond to persuas1ve communlcatlons in line w1th
.the1r predispositions, and ‘they change or resist change accordingly. .
Communications will be most effective--that is, will secure the
response most in line with the intention of the communicator--when’
they are in accord with audience’ predispositions; when they tell
people what they most) want to be told

o Communlcatlons are most 11ke1y to reinforce €existing position:
then to activate latent positions, and least likely to change or

. counter existing or latent pos1tlons (i. €. to convert)

.+ The fuller the pre- ex1st1ng informatibn or 1nterest, or the
‘more firmly held the prior att1tudes, then the more receptive the

" audience will be to congenial communications and the more resistant

to uncongenial. Similarly, the’ greater the audience's involvément

~and interest, the greater will -be its acquisition of information

and SklllS. ) 6
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. The communication of facts is typically ineffective in
changing opinions in desired directions against the force of
audience predispositions: the stronger the predispositions, the less
effective the communication of facts.

. Particularly during an intensive political campaign or a
crisis of publlC events, exposure to the media of communication in-
Creases people s interest in the matter and raises the relevance of
the issue for the audience.

. The relative effectiveness of different media depends to a
_crltlcal extent on what and for whom (so that generalizations are
difficult).

. People with low self-esteem are more likely to be influenced
© persuasive communications than are those with high self-esteem;
those with acute neurotic symptoms (i.e., neurotic anxiety or
oL. ssional reactions) are more likely to be resistant.

. Active participation in the communicating itself--e.g.,
passing on the message to someone else, making 4 speech about it,
or simply putting it in one's own words--is more effective for
retaining information and for persuadlng than is passive reception
of" the communication. '

. The mass media exercise an important indirect influence
through '"opinion leaders''--those trusted and informed people who
exist in virtually all primary groups, who are the "models' for
opinion within their group, who listen and read in the media, and
who then pass on information and influence to their .circle of
relatlves, friends, and acquaintances.

. Word-of-mouth or personal communication from an 1mmed1ate
and trusted source is typically more influential than media com-
munication from a remote and trusted source, despite the prestige
of the latter. »

Message/Content Variables

. When the audience is generally friendly, or when your
position is the only one that will be presented, or when you.want
immediate though temporary opinion change, present one side of the
argument.

. When the audience starts out disagreeing with you, or when
it is probable that the audience.will hear the other side from
someone else, present both sides »f the argument.-\

. There will_probably sinion change in the direction
you want if you explicitly .Lca r cc slusions than if you let
the audience draw their own.

. Sometimes emotional appeals are more influential, som.times
~ factual ones. It all depends on the kind of message and kind of
~audience. Y
b

~
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. In time the effects of a persuasive communication tend to
wear off. iiepeating a communication tends to prolong its influence.
. The people you may want most in your audience are often
least likely tc be there,

The level of intelligence of an audience determines the
effectiveness of some kinds of appeals.

. There will be more opinion change in the desired direction
if the ccmmunicator has high credibility than if he has low credi-
bility.

. A communicator's effe-:tiveness is increased if he expresSes
some views that are also hel " by his audience.

Adoption of Innovations and . ocial Change

. Impersonal informatics sources are most important at the
awareness stage, and personal sources are most important at the
evaluation stage in the adoption process.

. There is little evidence that lack of knowledge about inno-
vations actually delays their adoption.

v;Awareness occurs at a more rapid rate than does adoption.

. The awareness-to-trial period is longer than the trial-to-
adoption period. '

. A crisis emphasizes the relative advantage of an innovation
and affects its rate of adoption.

. The complexity and the divisibility of an innovation affect
thg rate of adoption, :

. The communicability of an innovation affects its rate of
adoption.

. Characteristics of early adopters: (a) younger; (b) higher
social status; (c) more favorable financial position;.(d) more
specialized operations; (e) utilize information sources that are
in closer contact with the origin of new ideas; (f) utilize a
greater number of information sources; {g) more cosmopolite
(participate in non-local groups); (hj more opinion leadership.

. Personal influence from peers is (a) most important at the
evaluation stage, (b) more important for late adopters, and (c)
more important in uncertain situations.

" Sbcial'changes, owr  lare~ t-at are desired by the people
involved can be assim’ . social disruption. Changes
that are not desire ¢ Swal. ones, can be put into effect
only at considerab. o .a. .4 personal cost,-

3D6



\\7\\ ~

‘ . the more s change thr:atens or appears -0 threaten
ne raditional . the sociewy, the greater th: resistance

.2t change - reater its attendant cost in -ocial and

mal discrs .

. Sccial more likely to occur in hetex . zenous

aties than r=neous ones.

. Witnhin x _ - social chanze is likely to occur more
. juertly <r an: 1ly: (a) in tl.e material aspects of the
- Ture (e.g.. i 7) than in the nonmaterial (e.g., values});
_ in the less zss emotionally charged, less sacred,

e 1psprument§ nical aspects (e.g., tools, tactics,
cumpetitive goal | sonal means) than in the opposite (e.g.,
primary group r: territorial and religious stability,
sistems cf pres ©) in the simple elements of the society
tran in the con :; {d) in the nonsymbolic elements of the
sucisty than in nlic ones; (e) in form than in substance;
() in periods - and stress than in normal or quiescent
periods; (g) via ‘ies than via the countryside.

. The lesader: ajor soc¢ial changes in a society are unlikely
toc come from the ¢ traditionally in control; they are more ept
to come from devis arginal, disaffected groups.

. Innovators 1 a society are more likely to be rounger
than the resister anange, of higher social stz us, and more
oriented to th= ¢ world; moreover, they tak: less time to
adopt the new d ractice and they discontinu less often,

2, Fearsome an-. I ~ening liessages
Many comm: 1 = 5 campaigns (but by no mean:z all) are aimed
~at the prevent. desirable consequences, and a relatively
large number < °h studies have been concerned with the
effects of fea: _ threatening messages on such topics.
tecause of ~slevance of such '"threat-appeal® research to

fire prevention comaunications, a review of the pertinent research

is appropriate here.

4

Some of the conclusions by Higbee (1969) in reviewing 27

threat-appeal studies are presented Eg%pw, along with qualifying

o

comments by this writer. , Ve
+1. The ef” zhreat~appeals vary in different_situations
Some studies si.. ' no-threat is more effective, others thsa
3D7
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moder - ¢.% is mor: effe:tive, otaers - 1t high-threzt is mcre

effe - " ore experiments have found hig  threat suzer.or t. 7w
tnre:z —0~:.reat ths "= re-erse,

T .3e  :e1lts, hc ceer, .7e bas d prin: .- on laboratory
exberiN,_;s ‘h may r.ot be : - z2rali able t ° . self-sslective
volunt .r . ation situatic. innerent in ree ife mass comauni-
catizy L+ ddition, the results deal mainl: _:h ver zzlly =xpres-
sad I » attitude r=t’ r than tchavior |

~2 qualifying c. --umstances agbov: .. 7e addi:ioﬁal con-
cl._. .3 = be drawn frcm :xisting research |

T-. .atening messages are more effect:ve if recommendz:ions
for i¢ - the canger are includec.

they are specific,

!.J
[

< - -ommer.dstions are more persuasive

cas ~  ment. &and demone: rably effective.

.. some messages arc more effective among somz kinds of
20} ‘2 =mong others, Hig ~threat is mors :ffective among
pe. ::-nr it igh self-esteer:, low-threat more so among those with

lov =2i -=z ser. Results also vary according to sex, age and ed-

uc: . or
_ch-threat messages are more effective when the source
is e = ighly credible, low-threzt messages more so with an
an T ncn~-crediole source.
5. ... -“-threat messages may be more eZfective on unfamiliar

topi:s, A low-threat may b= more effective on familiar topics.

5. : +threat message.: may be more z“fective on highly
o tar: s (e.g., canc=~' while low- 1reat messages may be
~ore ef. - far less-impo: - "t t i~s c., tooth decay).
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IV, Summery and Zonclusicns

An intensive review of zll available pual. '~ :. repcrts was

conductec to dstermine the possible effects 2 =ewminications

programs aimed at the general pubiic for the p v -: of preventing
- hcusenold firss. The term “éommunications” “Ias wzrpresed broadiy
to include personal contacts, thbugh the priz:.; rhasis ié on .

) communications-education-information. campaizms @ :iss mediz. The

-the> =zources,

Fob)

search included hundreds of research journa.-.
in the fields.of communications; safety, fir 7 bz2hevicral
research, . -

The principal conclusicns are as fdllowﬂ

(1) Relatively few household fire prev -1 ' cocmmunications
campaigns have been reported, rzlative to cuuezr @ pics such as

traffic safety.

(2) There has been even less research :~ ~ze sffects of fire
prevention campaigné:
(3) Such research as has been reported . inconclusive on

communications effectiveness. In short, no :rrorcus svidence is

available 23 to whether public communications :-amraizms can affect

housenold fire prevention.

(4) TL2garding the possible effectivenes of =zuch campaigns,
one can only Speculate basedron analogéus comxuni:ationsireéearch_
froﬁ other fields--prafficvsafety, masé\adﬁertisizgr non-commercial

'promotional'efforﬁs, and basic research on co—murZcztions. -
. . . : b ,

(5) Even in the case of the many traffi: and ctner safety

communications campéigns,‘there.is little rig:zrour research on
. -
Q ‘ : '
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e .+ 35 cormunicz.. - . hzs nha. deucnstra Tz -oraple
efs - s - me cases, . var. r.ac¢r. has been .er - fcr the
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Ce .omunicatlons L opalgts ha ve had z : .si : =2 fect on
ternayi = -uch az sales, = ing. .calni practicess == loption of
new pract_ces. thers haw- 2z . ©.omerangh oo L =T-VE effect.
St211 sthevz hav- had 1o - o .

(7) A numoer of zener.l -~rirciples of cecmmw £710nS have
bezn empirically derivad frcm srevious resear .o oo OLnTT areas.-
Trzse principle: can b= use-u- 1L p-anning firs - szrnion campalgne
an< i crease ths probabilit;- c. -succsess, parcic ‘1> 1f accom-
panie” by pra-testing research a-d evaluation —er - :-n 2n effects.

%)  IFe use of threat-app=els in fire prevezzic” ~ampaigns
has n-< been scientifically “ested., F%om use on -r:ir sopics,
hcwevsr, somr guidelines are zvailable for the use ¢ @ :n-use .of
fezr:s ‘me znd threate ing messazes. These shoul h= thoroughly
test -4 befor: actual usage..

(¢) i -eneral . -nclusic . cn the possibi:z if=-cTliness £
put_ : CCﬁm:nications campaiz  aimed at hous ol firs prevsern _on
is - srcéer. (This rust neces -Ily be an op. wior, finmca ther Is
no - -.derce except &z availatl _rom otker fi:lds. Swonocan. ain

can t o7 “-ctive if poops.lr @ _eaned bassd on 2T o nowl:

_ancd .. = -ompanied by promer ~2sez~ch to determize .~ li¢ttiver .

1)
3

Use - =2 knowledge arnd procsI.Ie3 gained frc: ~he  —arienc '3 o

other can optimize the orobatl 2ty of success i~ fi "2 nrevemti.
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72 O, 44 ’)—"YIYL" '
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~ Zeck 3, Ieskins--Biogrerhical resume . (Ccteoer, 1972)
‘Present positiom (1371~ ) 615-97L-5155)
‘Professor of Communicetions. ené (mazairmen of “veaduzwe Studiss and Resesarcch
"Cclleze of Ccrmunicetions, Tniversitr of Tennezsee, Knoxville, Tzan. 37516
(1355-71) Jchn Sea Snow Sesearch Professor (en endoved one mill'cn collar cheir),

- School of Jourczliszr, Svrecuse Undversity

(1653-6€) I.DIANA UNIVERSITY: Cheirmen, Ph.D. Frcgrem in Mess Communicestion;

) » Prgfessor of Jourmzlizr: Directer, 3Suremu of Media and Crinion Research

{1261-63) FORD DIVISION, FORD MITDR CO.: Menag=r of Advertisins Hesearch

(1956-61) CURTIS PUELISEIEG CC.: Senicr Research Zxec'ative

(1851-56) U, IV. OF IMIMNESOTA: Ins=ructor, and issistamt Researsh Dirsctor, Journelism

(1952-5L) wvU.c. 7AW (military leswve): Naval Avietor; Public Informetior Officer

(1550-51) FEORY UTIVZRSITY, Atlents: Gradu=te ressarch assistant

{19L9-50) EAINESVILIE (Ga.) TIWS LD RADIC STATTON WLTI: News editor: AP&UP

corresoondent

(1946-49) CIIV. OF GZORGIA: S<wudenw, School of Jrurnelism; —ziio annourccer

(1943 56) U.E. lAVY: Yevel A~lzzor '

Zducation o '

‘Ph.D., Univ. of Minnencta (125%)
2M.A., Emory Univ. (1651)
'A#.2., Univ. of Georria, Phi Ee=a Kopme (29UC) ~ _

Professional, honors, etc.

Vho's Yho in America

American Men of Science

Founder and member, Coumcil =n Ile “parer Research =nd Develcpler- (coRmap) 1967-

Editorial board, Journzl of Safe- Reszexzch

Orranization rmembershin N

‘Association for Fducetion ir Journ. . isc (AZZ

Arer. Assn. for Public Opinion Res arch (AAPIE: X

Arericarn Psycrtologicel Association 'APa) '

Arerican !arketing Aszocizticn (AM:)

Vetioral Safety Counci_, Public “nZ~rnatioc Toritsee ]

Publications Surmary

L monographs; 22 articies professicnal Journzls; L chapters in tooiis;

27 erticles-columns as Journalism Fesearch columnist Tor Editor anc Publisher,

49 research project revsrits (ur-ubliished puhliclv, proprietery »=wearch for FORD,
CURTIS),

Numerous consultent o g-r7 ;) I .meTous Speechss vrcfessional #rQL 53 :

(orn-research articl~r =.- feztur -3 in Saturcay Fvening Fost . A= Constitution,
Atlanta Journs - _sher's Auwriliary. Mwaciuvdu Advortiser zolalu Ster-
Bulletin, U.l. =~ morazines an: TeWSTIDETS! Aszooiated Fress  Lnited Presg)

. Ccnsultant on reseg;éﬁ—§p§<commwnication te: ! : '
U.S. Department of Health, Zducetion and Veliare; Irjury “atrol Progran,

U.S. Environmental Contrsl MAdmirnistration: Fational Cormi:ssicm on Causes and
Prevention of Violence (~zzhington); Popule:ion Coumcil cZ Torth Carolina
(Chapel Hill}, U.S. Infcrmation Agency (Washington); Watioazl Academy of
Sciences/llational Research Couneil (Vaskingwon); Natiomel Szfety Council
{Chicago); Cernepie Foundatica for Internationel Peece (7<w York); Computer
Marketing Corp. (Syrmcuse, 1.Y.); A.J. Wood Research Corp- {Philadelphia);
American Oil Company. (“hice:c); Ford Mazor Jompeny (Deartornm, Mich.); ' :
Anheuser-Busch, Inc. !3t. Louis); Bristal-lyers, Inc. (ltew York); Benton and ‘
Bowles, Inc. (llew Yorik}; Ogilvy-Matker. Ltd. (Toronto): DuFont of .Canada, Ltd. :
4 (Montreal) ; Mfulti-Mecia, Inc. (Monteom==Ty, Ala.); azZ miscelleneous individual
o mass medie : '
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