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Abstract 
 

  Although alcohol over-consumption is a serious health and safety issue, college 

students mock anti-binge drinking campaigns, dismiss the threats, and declare heavy 

drinking a major aspect of the college experience. In light of recent theorizing, this paper 

implicates conversation as a primary mechanism influencing the success or failure of 

health campaigns, particularly those embedded within college environments. Two 

research designs help test conditions that facilitate the spread of negative campaign 

commentary, how such commentary influences message evaluation, and pinpoints 

relevant sub-groups likely to play a role in the process. Using a between-subjects post-

only experimental design, the first study explores how exposure to positive versus 

negative (or no) social commentary located on a blog influences peers’ message 

evaluations and campaign reactions. The second study uses a post-campaign field 

evaluation to examine individual differences in the amount and type of campaign 

commentary, and the aggregate effects of peer discussions on message acceptance. 

Results indicated students have favorable evaluations of the campaign, and a majority 

talked about the campaign with friends. Both studies support the reciprocal causation of 

inner dispositions and social situations on influencing the type (supportive or derisive) 

and frequency of campaign discussions. Individual differences in self-monitoring and 

sensation seeking are discussed as important considerations when examining the social 

diffusion of campaign influence. Theoretical and practical implications for the design and 

evaluation of anti-binge drinking campaigns are discussed.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Alcohol over-consumption is a serious health and safety issue plaguing college 

campuses nationwide. The rate of binge drinking, or “high-risk” drinking (defined as 

consuming five or more alcoholic drinks in a row over the past two weeks) has remained 

prevalent and stable across time (Wechsler et al., 2002). According to the Substance 

Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2009), 61 percent of full-time college 

students drink alcohol, and 40.5% binge drink. Prevalence of high-risk drinking on The 

University of Minnesota Twin Cities campus mirrors national-level data. In 2010, about 

three quarters (73.1%) of students reported using alcohol in the past 30 days, and one 

quarter binge drank (33.5%) (College Student Health Survey). High-risk drinking is 

associated with a host of consequences – from unplanned sexual activity to physical 

injury, failing grades and even death (Wechsler et al., 2002).  

Health professionals, government organizations, and collegiate institutions are 

now struggling to identify the most effective strategies to curb alcohol rates on campus. 

Colleges adopt a variety of environmental-based policies, including restricting alcohol 

use, or increasing the price of alcohol (see Toomey, Lenk, & Wagenaar, 2007 for a 

review). Media-based campaigns also permeate the college environment offering 

potential to communicate healthy drinking behaviors to a large university audience. A 

particular type of strategy, social norms campaigns, is infiltrating campuses. In 1999, one 

fifth of colleges nationwide employed social norms marketing campaigns (Wechsler et 

al., 2000). In 2003, nearly half (49%) of all institutions reported using this approach 

(Wechsler, Seibring, Liu, & Ahl, 2004). 
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Research consistently shows students harbor inflated descriptive norms, that is, 

they tend to over-estimate the amount of alcohol consumed by peers (e.g., Perkins, 

Haines, & Rice, 2005). A strong link exists between perception of drinking norms and 

amount of alcohol consumed; elevated descriptive norms leads to higher consumption 

patters, even after controlling for other demographic influences (e.g., Neighbors, Lee, 

Lewis, Fossos, & Larimer, 2007). Social norms campaigns are then founded on reducing 

student’s exaggerated perceptions about prevalence of consumption, hoping this will lead 

to decreased drinking behaviors.  

While a few researchers have laid claims to the efficacy of norms campaigns 

(Perkins, 2002; Perkins & Craig, 2006), many researchers either fail to find effects, or 

find iatrogenic effects (e.g., Thombs, Dotterer, Olds, Sharp, & Raub, 2004; Wechsler et 

al., 2003; Werch et al., 2000). A number of explanations for the lack of effects have been 

proposed. Blame is placed on conventional pitfalls of underfunded, understaffed 

campaign initiatives, including insufficient message exposure, or poor evaluative design 

(Toomey et al., 2007; Wechsler et al., 2003; Werch et al., 2000). Yet, other researchers 

point to more serious possibilities that descriptive norms are not credible among at-risk 

populations (Thombs et al., 2004), since messages focus on the “typical” student and 

wrongfully conclude there is one general social norm for a whole university (Keeling, 

2000; Werch et al, 2000; Yanovitzky, Stewart & Lederman, 2006). More generally, meta-

analyses across a variety of health topics show campaigns do have small, yet significant 

effect on health behaviors, but the likelihood and strength of effects varies across health 

topics, the execution of the message and an array of other factors (Snyder, 2001).  
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As Hornik and Yanovitzky (2003) argue, some campaigns may not detect success 

because the evaluation design fails to account for the full range of paths for which a 

campaign exerts influence. Here, an important distinction must be drawn between failing 

to find effects (due to improper evaluation design and measurement), and finding effects 

in the opposite direction than intended. For obvious reasons, the latter has important 

consequences for public health. To understand and prevent unintended effects, 

researchers are now addressing reasons why campaigns fail (Cho & Salmon, 2007; 

David, Cappella, & Fishbein, 2006), and how to prevent it (Fishbein, Hall-Jamieson, 

Zimmer, Von Haeften, & Nabi, 2002). For now, one outcome is clear: health campaigns 

are often mocked, as students continue to dismiss the threats and make binge drinking a 

major aspect of the college experience.  

 
A New Approach: The Other Hangover 
 

In 2008 a non-profit alcohol organization, the Century Council, sponsored a 

competition charging undergraduate students to develop an anti-binge drinking campaign 

targeted to their peers. Over 150 schools participated in the National Student Advertising 

Competition (NSAC) (Century Council, 2010); among them was the University of 

Minnesota. Advertising students conducted extensive research, including interviews, 

focus groups, collages, photo diaries, and a national survey that reached over 90 

campuses nationwide in attempts to generate a powerful message strategy. Upon 

completing extensive formative research, the team developed The Other Hangover 

campaign.  
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The Other Hangover represents the regrettable social consequences of over-

consumption such as embarrassment, regret or humiliation. Campaign messages highlight 

negative consequences of drinking on students’ reputation, friendships, and self-image by 

showcasing familiar, regrettable behavior that results in The Other Hangover. The call to 

action is straightforward and realistic: don’t over do it. (Appendix A).  

The Century Council, which sponsored the National Student Advertising 

Competition, is a major player in funding social responsibility campaigns. In a survey of 

747 4-year universities, nearly a quarter of schools reported receiving campaign funding 

from alcohol industry sources, with The Century Council representing 21% of the 

funding (Wechsler et al., 2004). The Century Council also helped fund The Other 

Hangover on the U of M campus during the fall 2010 semester.  

Promotional messages saturated the campus environment, appearing at football 

games, in bars and restaurants, residence halls, newspapers, on a billboard, bus shelters, 

and university sidewalks. The campaign also leveraged online Facebook advertising and 

Facebook-related applications. Activities generated sufficient exposure. Recognition 

levels peaked at 96% among students living on campus. 

 
Turning Focus to Interpersonal Conversation 
 

As a campaign advisor, I monitored the success of the campaign, tracking the 

number of Facebook fans, news reports, and relevant media environment. During this 

process, I uncovered 12 online blogs stories featuring discussion threads about The Other 

Hangover. The type and credibility of blog hosts varied greatly – from national 

advertising agencies, news blogs, special topics sites, and many personal blogs from 

professors, administration, and local U of M students.  
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A few blogs framed the campaign negatively and generated significant discussion 

surrounding the campaign’s efficacy. Of the 597 comments found, a majority were 

located on the negatively framed blogs: Jezebel.com (n = 305) and TheFisky.com (n = 

80). Some commenters supported the campaign, while others sneered at its focus, 

strategy, or basic objective in attempting to curb such highly entrenched behaviors. Many 

respondents on the discussion threads were not the target audience, yet six did explicitly 

self-identify as University students. Putting salt on wounds, a University male emailed 

the campaign account just to say the following message:  

 
“I like your campaign. The only problem is, 1995 called — they want their ‘hip’ 
grunge youth-oriented PSA campaign back. Haha. 

 
Sincerely, 
Amused U of M design student” 

 
 
Similar comments — both supportive and deleterious to the campaign — also 

extended to social media, and certainly occurred in face-to-face contexts; these events 

underscore the need to understand the role of conversation in campaign outcomes.   

Affecting the normative culture of binge drinking implicates conversation as a 

mechanism influencing the campaign’s success or failure. It is certainly the case that 

interpersonal influence will play a major role in student’s acceptance of the campaign; 

conversations with peers shape a student’s perception of the advertisement, making it 

more or less likely they accept the promoted behavior (Hornik & Yanovitzky, 2003). 

Recent scholarship strays away from the direct effects model of campaign influence (e.g., 

exposure leads to message effects), noting that campaigns operate in a complex social 
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environment and we should examine the possibility of conversational mechanisms 

driving the impact (David et al., 2006; Southwell & Yzer, 2007).  

In fact, the college environment likely heightens the importance of understanding 

how conversation affects campaign outcomes. According to Rimal and Real (2003), 

college is a time when students experience heightened ambiguity, and they turn to the 

social environment to learn new rituals and modes of conduct. Heightened awareness of 

the social community leads one to more easily conform to expectations of the group. 

After all, students’ lives revolve around forging new relationships, and it is this process 

of socialization often found to drive alcohol consumption (Borsari & Carey, 2001, 2003).  

Second, college students are primary users of social media (Lenhart, Purcell, 

Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Campaign-related conversations can and do arise in social 

media settings, and the expressed opinions are quickly diffused to friends’ news feeds. 

Online interactions may heighten the diffusion and impact of conversation on the 

aggregate-level acceptance (or rejection) of campaign messages. Consider, for example, 

the whopping 597 online blog comments generated about The Other Hangover. The sheer 

prevalence of comments cogently illustrates the need to assess the confluence of direct 

and mediated campaign talk on message acceptance.  

The present research was inspired by the commentary surrounding The Other 

Hangover campaign, and a need to understand the relative influence of such social 

communication on campaign evaluations and impact. More specifically, it seeks to 

examine the conditions that facilitate the spread of negative campaign commentary, and 

pinpoint relevant sub-groups likely to play a role in the process. In doing so, this paper 

uses two research designs: a controlled experiment and a field study. Throughout, we 
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examine the interaction of individual-level differences and the social environment 

(exposure to peers’ campaign comments) on campaign evaluations and reactions.  

First, a controlled experiment was undertaken to help illuminate the more nuanced 

interpersonal influences often difficult to examine in field evaluations. Using a between-

subjects post-only experimental design, the first study explores how exposure to positive 

versus negative (or no) social commentary located on a blog impacts campaign reactions. 

Constructing different normative environments affords control over the immediate social 

environment, allowing more precise interpretations. Who is most likely to have inferior 

evaluations of the campaign? How can the environment facilitate or hinder the 

dissemination of supportive or derisive campaign commentary? And who will be most 

influenced by (and likely to pass on) negative campaign sentiments expressed by their 

peers?  

Second, a post-campaign field evaluation was undertaken using a large 

undergraduate sample (n = 606) to examine individual differences in the amount and type 

of campaign commentary in the wake of the anti-binge drinking campaign. Moreover, the 

aggregate effects of peer discussions on attitudinal acceptance of the message are 

explored.  

 
 

 

 

 

 



	   8 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The role of interpersonal communication in mass media effects has recently 

received renewed interest, as researchers believe talk is a pivotal means by which 

campaign activity influences an individual’s perceptions and behavior (Dunlop, 2011; 

Dunlop, Wakefield, & Kashima, 2010; Hornik & Yanovitzky, 2003; Hwang, 2010; 

Helme et el., 2011; Southwell & Yzer, 2007, 2009; Rimal & Real, 2005). Early theorists 

acknowledged the potential for conversation in the dissemination of messages and spread 

of information (e.g., Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Rogers, 1962), but until recently, scant 

research examined intricacies and nuances of who is most likely to talk about health 

campaigns, either positively or negatively, and how these opinions influence message 

acceptance (or rejection) and facilitate (or inhibit) health behavior change within a social 

environment.  

  Generating conversation is often a primary goal for product advertising. We 

want consumers to talk with friends about their experiences, with hopes they serve as 

brand advocates in spreading positive messages to peers. Companies such as Davanni’s 

Pizza chain even address the role of conversation in its tagline: “If you like it, tell others. 

If you don’t, tell us.”  

  The impact of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) on brand attitudes and 

purchase decisions has recently received increased attention within the marketing 

literature. Marketers are examining ways to capitalize on eWOM (e.g., Chen & Xie, 

2008), because literature confirms consumers actively seek out user-generated product 

reviews, place trust in others’ opinions, and act on that information when making 

purchasing decisions (Cheong & Morrison, 2008; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006).  
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Similarly, a primary function of direct-to-consumer (DTC) prescription drug 

advertising is to ‘ask your doctor if this drug is right for you.’ In testing the behavioral 

actions taken post-exposure to DTC ads, DeLorme, Huh, and Reid (2006) found such ads 

did facilitate conversations; younger people tend to discuss the ads with friends and 

family, mature adults discuss with their doctor, and older adults tend to start 

conversations with their pharmacists. In an FDA report, about one third of patients 

indicated a DTC ad sparked questions for their doctor (Aikin, Swasy, & Braman, 2004). 

Consistent with other product categories, DTC ads can stimulate conversations, and 

campaign-generated talk influences, at least to some extent, doctor’s prescribing 

behaviors (Aikin et al., 2004), and more generally, consumers purchase behaviors 

(Cheong & Morrison, 2008; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006).  

It is clear conversations play a pivotal role in message effects for a wide variety of 

products. Nonetheless, it is particularly important for public health campaign planners to 

successfully reach out to at-risk individuals, capitalize on factors likely to facilitate 

message acceptance, and defend against factors leading to message rejection and 

unintended health effects. Conversation is likely to play a significant role in this process 

(Southwell & Yzer, 2007, 2009).  

It may be critical to understand how messages can persuade an individual, but as 

this paper argues, it is then necessary to examine how message interpretation influences 

the type of conversation produced, and how those conversations may impact campaign 

outcomes. In this account, it is an intermingling of the social environment and individual 

difference factors that motivates an individual to disseminate supportive or deleterious 

comments.  
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Lewin’s (1951) field theory can serve as a useful framework in examining how 

forces acting within and around an individual shape attitudes and behavior. In his 

construction of Field Theory, Lewin proposed behavior is not only a function of 

properties of the individual, but also the field in which the person is embedded (Lewin, 

1951), expressed by the equation B = f (P, E). More formally, the properties of the person 

(P) interact with properties of the environment (E) to influence behavior (B). The 

individual and the environment are considered interdependent systems, whereby a change 

in one system induces a change in the other. In this view, studying behavior means 

examining both one’s personal characteristics (individual-level variables), as well as 

assessing the environment (both social and physical) in which the person is located.  

Lewin also believed a person’s behavior is purposeful, and motives for engaging 

in behavior were thus goal-directed. To fully examine the effects of health messages 

means both understanding psychological theories about how an individual interprets the 

persuasive message (as a function of message relevance or individual differences), and 

understanding how the environment influences the type of campaign topics and 

supportiveness likely to characterize those discussions.  

To do so, we draw from intrapersonal-level theories of social cognitive models of 

persuasion, and interpersonal-level theories of social influence and social identity. In all 

respects, behavior is a function of: (1) the person: including message perception, 

interpretations, and predispositions to act in a particular way. Determinants of message 

strength, relevance and individual differences are discussed as important factors 

influencing judgments about the advertising; (2) the environment: including the type and 

strength of social norms operating in a particular setting. Here, we examine how exposure 
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to peers’ opinions can amplify or dampen an individual’s likelihood of discussing 

negative campaign comments. This paper argues the need to consider two individual 

difference variables – self-monitoring and sensation seeking – in affecting social 

diffusion of campaign message acceptance, and ultimately, behavioral influence.   

 
Intrapersonal Models of Persuasion  
 

Social cognitive models of persuasion help explain the general process of 

message reception, attitude change, and resulting behavioral change or action as a result 

of exposure to an information-based message. The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) 

and Heuristic Systematic Model (HSM) are exemplar of dual-process models widely used 

in communication literature (ELM: Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; HSM: Chaiken,1980). Both 

models state that the degree to which message receivers cognitively elaborate on the 

message will impact the potential for persuasion. In turn, message persuasion can occur 

through two different processing routes: the central and peripheral (ELM), also known as 

systematic and heuristic (HSM).  

According to these models, when a person is motivated and capable of processing 

information, a central/systematic route is used (as opposed to peripheral/heuristic) where 

they engage in extensive message processing and systematically evaluate the strength of 

the persuasive message to arrive at a judgment of message acceptance or rejection (Eagly 

& Chaiken, 1993).  Among other determinants, both message strength and the presence 

or absence of biased message processing are crucial factors affecting an individual’s 

likelihood of cognitively processing the message and resulting in positive versus negative 

thoughts about the campaign (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). We turn there next.  
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Message content. Strength of the message is a key determinant of whether 

central/systematic processing will lead to positive or negative attitudinal evaluations 

(Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). Campaign messages can be considered strong or weak, 

depending on a host of factors including how the message is framed, what types of 

arguments are used, or the creativity of design (Austin, Pinkleton, & Fujuoka, 1999; 

Fishbein, Ajzen, & McArdle, 1980; Fishbein et al., 2002).  

Developing a strong message requires an undertaking of formative research 

(Atkin & Freimuth, 2001); absence of this research opens possibilities for boomerang 

effects (Fishbein et al., 2002). Five months of pre-production research concerning college 

students’ alcohol-related perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors preceded 

development of The Other Hangover campaign. Once designed, message pre-tests 

captured students’ reactions and feedback prior to final production. NSAC research 

showed The Other Hangover messages were clear, easy to understand, and contained a 

cogent argument. In fact, 91 percent of students surveyed agree (n = 101) the messages 

are more relatable than other “drink responsibly” ads.  

According to the ELM, strong arguments are especially important when receivers 

engage in systematic message processing. Weak messages will be quickly discounted, but 

strong messages can affect the attitude of the receiver (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). To be 

sure, by definition, a strong message should produce more favorable than unfavorable 

thoughts about the campaign (Petty & Cacioppo, 1984): 

 
H1: Absent exposure to peer comments about the campaign, people will list more 
positive than negative thoughts about campaign messages.  

 
(In other words, people in the control group will list more positive thoughts than 
negative thoughts when shown campaign ads). 
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Relevance & biased processing. Message relevance influences the degree to 

which individuals are motivated and willing to elaborate on message arguments (high 

relevance) or rely on simple message cues (low relevance) when processing persuasive 

arguments (e.g, Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981).  

When a message is personally relevant, an individual will engage in more extensive 

processing and exhibit increased scrutiny in assessing argument quality (Eagly & 

Chaiken, 1993). However, a strong message coupled with elaborate processing does not 

necessarily lead to intended effects. Rather, bias processing may occur if an individual 

recognizes the message is relevant, and contradicts their prior attitudes.  

As the HSM posits, personal relevance can inhibit objective message processing 

and instead lead to bias processing when an individual attempts to defend against 

information deemed threatening to the self-concept. Under these circumstances, messages 

are evaluated more negatively as a function of message relevance (Liberman & Chaiken, 

1992). Or, put another way, a cogent argument will fall on deaf ears if it runs counter to 

an individual’s strong attitudes or beliefs.  

Liberman and Chaiken (1992) demonstrate the impact of relevance on message 

persuasion. They created messages that argued a link between high caffeine consumption 

and fibrocystic disease. Compared to non-caffeine drinkers, (low relevance), high 

relevance individuals were more critical of the message linking the behavior with the 

threat (caffeine consumption and disease) and less critical of the portions of the message 

that cast doubt on the link. Liberman and Chaiken (1992) concluded participants who 
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drank the most caffeine engaged in “defensive systematic processing.” Individuals 

counter-argued the message to produce bias in favor of their original position.  

Health communication research also supports this contention; target audiences 

(high relevance) are least likely to be receptive to such messages. For instance, Southwell 

(2001) exposed 342 youth to anti-heroine PSAs and subsequently asked them to report 

evaluations of the ads. Message relevance (measured by past drug use) predicted a 

decrease in positive evaluations of the PSAs, even after controlling for attitude toward the 

drug and other confounding variables. Southwell’s (2001) results support the idea that a 

personally relevant and threatening health message can bias message processing and lead 

to negative evaluations of the health message. 

Pretend, for example, as a student stumbles home from the bar they come across a 

bus shelter ad that reads “reputations aren’t drunk-proof.” Given sufficient sober capacity 

to focus, they may attend to the ad and analyze the message, because it bears relevance to 

their current drunken state. They may even identify with the photo in the ad. Even so, a 

motivation to defend drinking attitudes and behaviors will ensue. Critically thinking 

about why their reputation is indeed drunk-proof reduces any dissonance otherwise 

experienced from seeing a message counter to their set of beliefs.  

Driving home this point, during the campaign a few of these specific ads (in the 

form of sidewalk clings and posters) were vandalized to read “reputations are drunk-

proof.” Furthermore, most of the sidewalk clings were stolen – a cost of over $12,000. 

Undergraduate campaign members reported seeing the signs – and hearing about people 

having them – at different parties and social gatherings. Most of the signs were not only 

intact but also appeared to be stolen as badges of honor, hanging on walls in apartments 
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and residence halls around campus. These actions only add to the complexity of 

understanding message effectiveness. Did they steal and then hang the messages as a 

form of irony? Or, did they just like the visuals and creative verbiage of the messages?  

The relevant audience: Sensation-seekers. We may never know why the 

messages were stolen, but we can theorize an individual-difference characteristic often 

associated which this type of risky behavior: sensation-seekers. A good body of literature 

suggests the trait, sensation seeking, is a strong predictor of heavy alcohol consumption, 

and more generally, thrill-seeking, risky behaviors.  

Zuckerman (1994) conceptualized sensation seeking as “a trait defined by the 

seeking of varied, novel, complex, and intense sensations and experiences, and the 

willingness to take physical, social, legal, and financial risks for the sake of such 

experience’’ (p. 27). An individual’s drive for thrill and sensation can partly be explained 

by genetic and biological factors. Sensation-seekers pursue activities to increase felt 

arousal. High sensation seekers tend to have low levels of dopamine (a chemical reward 

in the brain for positive emotional experience) and engage in exhilarating and thrill-

seeking behaviors to boost dopamine (Zuckerman, Ball, & Black, 1990).  

A quest for new, arousing experiences, often propels sensation-seekers to engage 

in risky behaviors. These individuals are willing to take more risks for the sake of 

adventure, and potential punishments for engaging in the behavior are often negated by 

the excitement obtained from the experience (Zuckerman, 1994). Thus, we see sensation 

seeking as related to a host of risky activities including sexual behaviors (Noar, 

Palmgreen, Zimmerman, Lustriab, & Luc, 2010; Zimmerman et al., 2007), tobacco use 

(Zuckerman, 1994), drug use (David et al., 2006; Palmgreen, Donohew, Lorch, Hoyle, & 
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Stephenson, 2001; Stephenson & Palmgreen, 2001; Yanovitzky, 2005) and alcohol use 

(McAdams & Donnellan, 2009; Yanovitzky, 2006; Zuckerman, 1994).  

Sensation seeking is a robust predictor of heavy alcohol consumption, and 

drinking-related problems (such as getting into a fight, or passing out). McAdams and 

Donnellan (2009) examined the link between sensation seeking, Big Five personality 

faucets and alcohol use among college students. Results show sensation seeking and 

impulse control is the best predictors of drinking and drinking-related problems. 

Sensation-seekers are not just moderate drinkers; they are the binge drinkers.  

The same motivational tendencies driving sensation-seekers to engage in risky 

activities can also be applied to their preferences for media content, including what type 

of messages they attend to, and how they process the information. According to The 

Activation Model of Information Exposure (Donohew, Palmgreen, & Duncan, 1980), an 

individual will be attracted, and attend to media messages if the arousal generated by the 

content is consistent with the needed arousal of the individual. For example, high 

sensation-seekers have a higher optimal level of arousal than low SS; therefore, ads that 

provide high levels of simulation are more effective with high sensation-seekers than low 

sensation-seekers (Stephenson, 2003). Accordingly, when there is a match between 

desired and generated arousal, an individual experiences positive affect and continues 

engaging in the media content. However, if the arousal is either too high, or too low, the 

individual will not pay attention to the stimuli.  

Palmgreen and colleagues (2001) developed the construct Message Sensation 

Value (MSV) to describe the types of video-based message features likely to capture 

optimal arousal of sensation-seekers, and thus, provide sensation-seekers needed arousal 
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of stimulation. More formally, it describes “the degree to which formal and content 

audio-visual features of a message elicit sensory, affective, and arousal responses” 

(Palmgreen et al., 1991, p. 219). Messages high in MSV feature intense video, audio, and 

content features, such as quick camera cuts and highly novel or unexpected message 

formats. MSV describes objective message features, but an individual’s reactions to the 

media content are referred as perceived message sensation value (PMSV), which 

incorporates measurements of novelty, emotional arousal and impact.  

Stephenson and Palmgreen (2001) investigated the relationship between the 

PMSV of anti-marijuana PSAs and the amount and valence of message processing among 

high vs. low SS. They measured three categories of processing: cognitive, narrative, and 

sensory. High SS tend to display more attention to, deeper processing of, and greater 

attitude change in response to seeing a message perceived to be high in MSV compared 

to low MSV (Stephenson & Palmgreen, 2001). When evaluating the perceived message 

effectiveness of a mass media safer sex campaign, Noar and colleagues (2010) found 

PMSV and personal message utility were the strongest predictors of perceived message 

effectiveness among sensation-seekers, even after controlling for confounding variables. 

Based on aforementioned premises, researchers outline a media strategy – 

SENTAR (sensation-seeking targeting) – to effectively reach sensation-seekers with 

media messages. SENTAR campaigns are grounded in a 4-pronged strategy: (1) employ 

the SS traits as a targeting variable; (2) design messages high in sensation value; (3) 

conduct formative research among sensation-seekers to gauge message reaction; and (4) 

embed messages in media and programs likely to be watched by high sensation-seekers 

(Stephenson, 2003). Efficacy of the SENTAR approach provides promising results. 
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Using a controlled, interrupted time series design with a comparison community, 

SENTAR campaigns are demonstrated to reduce marijuana use, for example, (e.g., 

Palmgreen, et al., 2001), and increase condom use (Zimmerman et al., 2007).  

It is clear sensation-seekers are a relevant audience for health messages, yet in 

light of the SENTAR approach, is should be obvious sensation-seekers display lower 

evaluations of most PSAs (Walther, DeAndrea, Kim, & Anthony, 2010; Stephenson & 

Palmgreen, 2001), especially those that do not evoke high arousal.  

Taking all of this into consideration, at the individual level, changing at-risk 

individuals’ behaviors could be exceptionally difficult. People process information in a 

biased fashion, especially when the information threatens the self-concept. In this case, 

The Other Hangover messages highlight how over-consumption threatens what students 

value most: their reputations. Based on theoretical accounts and past research, it is 

evident at-risk individuals, particularly sensation-seekers, will have unfavorable 

campaign reactions, both as a function of message relevance, and because The Other 

Hangover messages were not specifically designed to appeal to their need for sensation.  

We must also remember behavior is influenced by the situational context. 

Persuasion must be examined from a wider view as message receivers indeed seek to 

confirm if relevant others believe over-consumption affects reputations. This gives rise to 

examining the more indirect environmental forms of influence.  
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The Social Environment  
 

Literature tends to place an over-emphasis on intrapersonal explanations of 

message acceptance or rejection. Understanding who will process a message favorably, 

and how the message can persuade is important. However, social situations also 

profoundly influence behaviors, and it is worth examining how these forces interact to 

shape campaign outcomes. Lewin (1951) laid the groundwork for social influence 

theories and was among the first psychologists to posit that the behavior of an individual 

is contingent upon the dynamics of the surrounding context. That is, the context – our 

social situation – exerts a powerful impact on behavior. According to Lewin (1951), cues 

from the campus environment (combined with individual differences) will facilitate or 

inhibit heavy alcohol consumption, and the likelihood of stimulating either supportive or 

derisive campaign discussion. Here, behavior is a function of the types of influences 

pushing an individual to engage in a particular behavior, and those propelling them away.  

At the community level, policies governing “where, when, and how” alcohol is 

sold and distributed affects prevalence of high-risk drinking (Toomey et al., 2007). For 

example, low price and easy access to alcohol facilitate the uptake of drinking, while 

living on a substance-free campus serves as a protective factor (Weitzman, Nelson, & 

Wechsler, 2003).  

  Pivotal to this research, social contexts of the college environment also exert a 

potent influence on shaping student’s alcohol attitudes and behaviors (Borsari & Carey, 

2001), and ultimately likelihood of spreading supportive or derisive commentary (David 

et al., 2006). Comprehensive reviews on the types of social forces exerting influence on 

drinking behaviors are available (e.g., Borsari & Carey, 2001), but it is useful to provide 
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brief examples of this line of work to illustrate the strength of social interactions on 

college student drinking behavior. According to Borsari and Carey (2001), two indirect 

peer influences - modeling and perceived social norms - have potent effects on drinking 

behaviors and attitudes.  

Modeling occurs when a student’s behavior corresponds to the behaviors seen 

by their referent group. Bandura (1977) proposed the idea that individuals may learn new 

behaviors through observation of others. Modeling refers to a temporary, and concurrent 

imitation of another’s behavior; therefore, what an individual would model varies with 

the social climate. For example, in a large group, students model the rate of drinking 

exhibited by group majority (DeRicco, 1978); students even model the beverage selection 

(alcoholic or non-alcoholic) of near peers (Corcoran, 1995).  

Perceived social drinking norms also exert influence in guiding behaviors. 

Research has demonstrated social norms are among the best predictors of alcohol 

consumption (Neighbors et al., 2007), and students’ perceptions of drinking norms 

closely mirrors their own alcohol intake (Perkins et al., 2005). Perceived norms are 

powerful, yet sometimes inaccurate. For example, light and moderate drinkers falsely 

assume ordinary college students drink in higher quantities than they actually do 

(pluralistic ignorance), and heavy drinkers believe most students consume as much as 

they drink (false consensus) (Wechsler et al., 2003). Students who believe most of their 

friends drink are more likely to start drinking, and affiliations with particular peer groups 

(e.g., Greeks), is also associated with increased drinking (Wechsler et al., 2003; 

Weitzman et al., 2003).  
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This line of research underscores the point that behavior is a function of the 

particular environment the student is embedded in during a given night of partying. 

Similarly, this environment affects to what avail an individual will discuss a public health 

campaign. A quick review of these ideas points to the importance of examining how 

forces in the direct environment actually exert influence on an individual.  

Social norms. It is well accepted that health-related communication and 

behaviors can be guided by individuals’ perceptions of other’s beliefs (Ajzen & Fishbein, 

1980) and behaviors (Asch, 1956; Deutch & Gerard, 1955). This influence can be 

described as subjective norms (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), social norms (Perkins, 2002) or 

social influence (Asch, 1956). Here, norms can be defined as “group identity-based codes 

of conduct that are understood and disseminated through social interaction” (Rimal & 

Reel, 2003 pg 185). Social norms help clarify and guide behavior for an individual in a 

given situation (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Norms are not written 

rules of conduct, but rather perceptions of how others act, and in turn, want us to act in a 

situation. Norms are not always accurately perceived, evidenced by effects of pluralistic 

ignorance and false consensus. We know attending to the social environment helps an 

individual understand what is right and what is expected of them in a given situation. 

Less clear is the actual processes through which normative influence is exerted.  

Yanovitzky and Rimal (2006) describe the social norms literature as fragmented 

at best. Different sets of norms (descriptive/injunctive vs. collective/perceived), 

motivations to explain their effects (desire to avoid punishment/need for self-validation), 

processes of influence (normative/informational) and potential influence outcomes 

(compliance/internalization) divide the literature. Referent informational influence, 
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founded on social identity theories, is regarded as a potential explanation for linking 

aforementioned inter-related concepts and providing one coherent account for which 

social norms may operate through either direct or mediated communication (Hogg & 

Reid, 2006; Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006).  

Referent Informational Influence. More generally, social identity theories 

provide a solid basis for understanding when and why individuals display group 

behavior. Social identity theories regard people as maintaining more than one “personal 

self.” That is, different social contexts may trigger an individual to think, feel, or behave 

on the basis of a personal, family, or national “level of self” (Turner, 1987). In addition to 

the self-concept, an individual also maintain multiple “social identities,” best described 

by an individual-based perception of what drives the feeling of “us” in any internalized 

group membership. Social identity theories assert that group membership processes 

create in-group/categorization, which leads to in-group favoritism (e.g. Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). For example, the mere act of categorizing oneself with a particular group (e.g., I 

am a U of M college student) has been found to generate in-group favoritism (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986).  

Grounded in social identity theory, referent informational influence claims we 

experience social influence when, psychologically, we feel a part of a group, and, 

therefore, group norms become relevant for our behavior (Hogg & Reid, 2006). People 

conform to a norm when group membership is psychologically salient; we attempt to 

define ourselves in terms of the group, assessing the current social context to infer the 

normative group attitudes and behaviors. An individual does not conform to particular 



	   23 

people, per se, but rather to a group norm communicated implicitly, through behaviors, or 

explicitly, through verbal or written communication by other social referents.  

As we engage in self-categorization, (Turner, 1987) we experience a feeling of 

belongingness to the group. This leads to depersonalization of our own self-concept as we 

assimilate feelings and behaviors and conform to the group prototype exhibited in the 

current social environment (Hogg & Reid, 2006). Processes of depersonalization and 

assimilation thus produce in-group normative behavior in that particular context.  

To what extent are we still influenced when group members are more abstract and 

not physically present? For example, online blogs provide more visual anonymity than 

typical face-to-face interactions; people communicate as part of a larger abstract group, 

maintain anonymity by using unique identifiers, and peers are not physically present 

when comments are posted. Processes of depersonalizations are shown to amplify, and 

we identify with others on the basis of assumed similarity because we lack individuating 

information (Walther et al., 2010). Put simply, visual anonymity facilitates the adoption 

of social norms and accentuates social influence. Empirical evidence supports the idea 

that individuals easily identify with, and are influenced by anonymous online 

commenters (Alvaro, Crano, Siegel, Grandpre, & Miller, 2008; Edwards, Edwards, 

Quing, & Wahl, 2007; Walther et al., 2010). 

According to the social identity perspective, conformity represents an “internal 

cognitive change in a given context” (Hogg & Reid, 2006, p 13), rather than a pure form 

of social sanction-based compliance (e.g., individual does not believe in the expressed 

opinion) as theorists like Asch (1956) and Deutsch and Gerard, (1955) earlier proposed. 

Instead, an individual may display prototypical group behavior in attempts to identify 



	   24 

with a group, and, in that moment of time, internalize those beliefs. Although much 

debate exists in how to conceptualize normative influences, scholars agree on one central 

tenant: “norms are formed, reformed, and maintained through human communication” 

(Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006, p 2). Next, we outline recent scholarship in the link between 

interpersonal communication and mass media effects, with a particular emphasis on 

examining factors likely to facilitate or inhibit campaign discussions.  

Interpersonal communication in campaign effects. When attempting to define 

interpersonal communication, Southwell and Yzer (2007) describe it as goal-directed, 

socially consequential behavior and an “instrument people can use to fulfill their needs” 

(Southwell & Yzer, 2009, p 3). In fact, a variety of motivations likely drive an 

individuals’ decision to chat with others’ about media campaigns. In a review of 

literature, Southwell and Yzer (2009) identify four main motivations: (1) because 

campaign events are prominent; (2) they feel a need to verify opinions on the issue; (3) 

others in the social network are available to talk; and (4) message execution stimulated 

thinking. Of course, more motivational drivers also likely exist, but as Southwell & Yzer 

(2009) explain, personal message relevance is an underlying theme in all identified 

factors. Intuitively, this makes sense; people talk when campaign messages bear some 

meaning to their lives. It also demonstrates the need to understand how relevant, at-risk 

individuals evaluate threatening health information, and ultimately, the role this plays in 

types of comments disseminated in the social environment.  

Researchers acknowledge the need to consider how conversation affects 

campaign outcomes (e.g., Southwell & Yzer, 2007, 2009), indicating campaign talk can 

mediate effects, moderate effects, or be in it self an effect. In a mediator role, talk 



	   25 

indirectly affects outcomes by extending reach and frequency of campaign messages, or 

leads to social norm discovery and indirectly induces behavior change (Southwell & 

Yzer, 2007; Hornik & Yanovitzky, 2003). Hornik and Yanovitzky (2003) propose the 

possibility of “social diffusion” of campaign messages whereby communication 

facilitates exposure to a larger body of individuals who were not directly exposed to the 

mass media message (similar to Katz & Lazarsfeld’s two-step flow theory). Forms of 

online communication, such as comments posted to a YouTube site (Walther et al., 

2010), Facebook, or a blog can serve as prominent channels of message diffusion.  

In the case of The Other Hangover, two negatively framed blogs (and subsequent 

discussion comments) were written by individuals who lived in other states, never 

exposed directly to campaign messages. Once diffused, these conversations facilitate 

social norm discovery, and indirectly induce behavior change (Hornik & Yanovitzky, 

2003). Conversations help people understand the nature and strength of the beliefs of 

peers in the social network, affecting their normative perceptions of the behavior (Real & 

Rimal, 2003, 2005). Talking with others can induce changes in normative perceptions 

because conversations with peers help clarify social norms. Social diffusion is not 

necessarily supportive of campaign messages, and, in the case of Jezebel, the blog author 

(or “opinion leader”) presented slanted and incorrect campaign information, which served 

as a basis for others’ evaluations and comments posted about the campaign.  

Yet, there is also a potential for conversation to moderate campaign effects – that 

is, to amplify or nullify campaign effects at the individual level (Dunlop, 2011; Southwell 

& Yzer, 2007). Discussions with peers amplify or inhibit message acceptance, and in 

turn, the promoted behaviors. Dunlop (2011) illustrated moderating effects of 
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conversations on the influence of the Truth antismoking campaign. Dunlop (2011) found 

when smokers held positive campaign evaluations, talking about the campaign was 

associated with attitudes and intentions in agreement with the promoted message. 

However, when smokers held negative evaluations of the campaign, talking was linked 

with a set of beliefs and attitudes counter to campaign messages. The potential for talk to 

produce deleterious campaign effects is a topic receiving increased attention.  

 Many (e.g., Cho & Salmon, 2007; David et al., 2006; Southwell & Yzer, 2007) 

point out that campaigns do sometimes have unintended, boomerang effects – a “reaction 

by an audience that is opposite to the intended response of the persuasion message” (Cho 

& Salmon, 2007, p 300). Boomerang effects may transpire as a function of negative 

social diffusion of campaign messages (David et al., 2006; Southwell & Yzer, 2007). 

Whether campaign-generated conversation induces a positive change or 

boomerang effect is dependent upon the social network in which the individual is 

embedded (Rice, 1993). For example, if an individual’s social network likes the 

campaign and supports the promoted behavior, conversation will produce positive 

changes in normative perceptions. Conversely, when a social network is comprised of 

individuals who dislike the campaign and are against the promoted behavior, 

conversation will have negative affects on normative perceptions. Because social groups 

are typically comprised of like-minded individuals (Rogers, 2003), conversations within 

at-risk groups are less likely to have positive effects on normative perceptions.  

Applying this rationale to The Other Hangover campaign, if my social network 

encourages me to get sloppy drunk and steal “reputation’s aren’t drunk proof” campaign 

sidewalk cling ads, I discount the arguments of the message, because my friends will not 
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dislike me if I act a fool in their presence. In their eyes, my reputation is drunk-proof. 

However, as previously noted, the social norm of such behaviors will vary given different 

groups of peers, as an individual adopts the most salient in-group norm.  

A closer inspection on the impact of campaign commentary. David et al. (2006) 

constructed a framework to examine how social influence processes affect an individual’s 

response to a health campaign. The framework specifically acknowledges the role of 

intrapersonal message processing and interpersonal communication in reinforcing or 

reversing campaign effects. In constructing the framework, David et al., (2006) included 

both intrapersonal and interpersonal considerations of message persuasion. In fact, the 4-

step model is in accord with the general processes proposed by the present research: 

Step 1: First, and most apparent, an individual must be exposed to the message. 

Absent exposure, social influence cannot take place (p. 121).  

Step 2: The receiver will generate thoughts about the campaign. The types of 

thoughts created depend on if the message is strong, and if receivers engage in bias 

message processing (p. 121). The present research accounts for both mediating variables. 

It proposes The Other Hangover messages are strong (e.g., will produce favorable 

thoughts), and in line with David and colleagues (2006), identified relevant individuals 

(sensation-seekers) who are likely to engage in bias message processing.  

Step 3: Here, the receiver now has either favorable or unfavorable thoughts, and 

may wish to share those thoughts with their social network. The model states individual 

differences in expressiveness, and perceptions of majority-minority status influence the 

types of opinions likely to be expressed. The present research primarily focuses on 

differences in expressiveness, captured by sensation seeking, as later discussed (p. 121). 
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Step 4: Expressed opinions exert a variety of possible effects on social referents, 

as represented by the integrated model of behavior change (Fishbein et al., 2002). A 

particular emphasis is placed on communication affecting behavioral beliefs, social 

normative beliefs, and efficacy beliefs. Here, the extent of social influence depends on 

consensus, source appeal, and argument quality (p.122). In addition, two feedback loops 

are included to account for the potential circulation effect of expressed arguments within 

the social environment (and a type of secondary message diffusion), and modeling of 

others’ behaviors.  

David et al. (2006) found support for the 4-step framework. Adolescents viewed 

anti-marijuana TV PSAs and subsequently discussed the ads with peers in a virtual chat 

room (while a second condition had no such discussion). At-risk adolescents were more 

likely to harbor negative thoughts about the campaign, and more inclined to share those 

thoughts with peers. By dominating discussion, at-risk individuals exerted majority-status 

influence and created the perception that marijuana use is acceptable among peers. Those 

exposed to peer communication held elevated pro-marijuana attitudes and subjective 

beliefs (compared to control). The authors concluded that discussing antidrug ads with 

peers is a main indirect route leading to deleterious campaign effects. Boomerang is most 

likely to transpire if those in opposition to the messages dominate group discussions. As 

the research showed, discovery of social norms may not support intended campaign-

relevant behaviors (Hornik & Yanovitzky, 2003).  

On a related note, evidence also exists to suggest exposure to passive peer 

comments can influence campaign evaluations. Alvaro and colleagues (2008) explored 

how exposure to others’ reactions about an anti-drug PSA mitigates intended effects. 
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After viewing PSAs, participants watched a short video constructed to appear as a “focus 

group” of either peers or adults commenting on each of the ads they ostensibly just 

viewed. Exposure to the “focus group’s” opinion influenced perceptions and evaluation 

of the PSAs, despite seeing the videos for themselves.  

Walther et al. (2010) examined if peers’ comments posted beneath a PSA video 

on YouTube affects viewer’s acceptance and evaluation of the campaign. Similar to blogs 

or online news articles, users can post reactions to the video, but the comments may not 

be in support for the message. Results showed exposure to either supportive or derisive 

YouTube comments directionally affected subject’s evaluations of the PSA, regardless of 

whether they viewed a strong or weak PSA message.  

In addition to individual-level variables, it appears the social context surrounding 

a campaign environment exerts a substantial amount of influence on message 

persuasiveness. In sum, exposure to either active conversations, or more passive exposure 

to peers’ opinions influences evaluations of the promoted health behavior (David et al., 

2006; Dunlop, 2011), and health advertisements (Alvaro et al., 2008; Walther et al., 

2010). Related lines of research also demonstrate exposure to online comments 

influences subsequent evaluations of a professor (Edwards et al., 2007), interpretations of 

the news content (Lee, Jang, & Kim, 2009), and in the case of online product reviews, 

affect the likelihood of making a brand purchase (Chevalier, & Mayzlin, 2006).  

The process of social influence is important when considering if post-exposure 

campaign conversation will shape an individual’s perceptions of the campaign. If an 

individual holds positive sentiments about the campaign, but a majority of their peers 

denigrate the message strategy, the individual may be inclined to similarly express 
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critical remarks about the campaign, as a way to fit in and identify with peers. 

Determining the extent to which the expressed comment is internalized becomes 

somewhat frivolous - in all cases the individual has expressed beliefs in accord with the 

group, and further perpetuated the perceived social group norms and behaviors.  

Social contexts provide normative cues of message acceptance or rejection; an 

individual will assimilate to the cues of the majority, producing differential evaluations of 

the campaign messages depending on valence of normative exposure. Walther et al. 

(2010) found support for this notion when examining the impact of PSA comments 

located on YouTube. While their research offers a solid theoretical starting point, they 

did not test how exposure to supportive or derisive comments could affect an individual’s 

likelihood of posting the same, or similar commentary in that environment (a 

communication response). It is likely that, after exposure to peer comments, an individual 

will feel inclined to subsequently share their own opinion on the matter. After all, 

conversation is characterized by a reciprocal exchange between individuals. We need to 

examine how exposure to supportive or derisive group campaign evaluations affects the 

type of comments an individual will in turn express. The present research proposes that, 

by means of conforming to the group norm, an individual should discuss the campaign in 

a similar supportive or derisive manner.  

It also acknowledges the likelihood of unfavorable campaign comments exerting a 

stronger impact on evaluations than favorable comments. Negativity bias is present 

across a diverse array of phenomena. In an extensive review of research, Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs (2001) concluded, “a specific mid-level theory may 

not be broad enough to account for it. Instead, it appears to be a basic pervasive fact of 
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psychology that bad is stronger than good” (p 360). Thus, the following hypotheses are 

proposed, with a specific emphasis on the ability of negative commentary to have 

stronger effects on message evaluation than positive commentary: 

 
H2: Viewers who read negative blog comments will be more critical in their 
evaluations of the advertisements compared to those who are exposed to positive, 
or no, campaign comments 

 
H3a: Viewers who read negative blog comments will be more likely to write a 
derisive hypothetical blog post than all other conditions.  

 
H3b: Differences in the number of positive and negative campaign comments 
will vary depending on valence of exposure to campaign conversation. 
 
  

Individual Differences  
 
  Susceptibility to social influence, and proclivity to express positive or negative 

opinions about a message, will vary in part on individual difference factors. Two 

individual difference variables are relevant in the context of interpersonal 

communication, peer influence and risky drinking behavior: self-monitoring and 

sensation seeking.  

Self-monitors as social chameleons. The personality characteristic, self-

monitoring, offers fruitful avenues for understanding the type of individual most likely 

(or least likely) to conform to peers’ opinions in a given situation. Self-monitoring stems 

from functional theories, which regard attitudes as serving individuals’ physical, 

emotional, and social needs (Katz, 1960). Snyder (1974) believed some people’s attitude 

may consistently serve a particular function and conceptualized self-monitoring to 

describe the social functions an individual’s attitude may serve.  
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High self-monitors hold and express attitudes as a way to establish their public 

identity (a social-adjustment function, as labeled by Smith et al., 1956). As such, they are 

said to be “highly sensitive to social and interpersonal cues of situationally appropriate 

performances” (Gangested & Snyder, 2000, p 322). Adept at tailoring their behavior to 

match surroundings, high self-monitors are social chameleons who conform to social 

pressures to “fit in” with the group (Snyder & DeBono, 1985).  

In contrast, low self-monitors form and express attitudes as a way of establishing 

their private identities (a value-expressive function, as labeled by Katz, 1960). Rather 

than conforming to social cues, low self-monitors “display expressive behavior that truly 

reflects their own attitudes, traits, feelings, and other current inner states” (Gangested & 

Snyder, 2000, p 322). Low self-monitors are not afraid to express their opinions, even if 

it appears to be in direct opposition of the group norm. In turn, low-self monitors display 

greater attitude-behavior relations than high-self monitors (Snyder & DeBono, 1985).  

The conception implicates perceived norms as exerting a greater influence on 

high self-monitors than low self-monitors. Hillhouse, Turrisi, and Kastner (2000) found 

support for this notion in the context of risky health behaviors. Using cross-sectional 

data, they found a stronger link between subjective norm (perceptions of how much 

significant others expect them to perform a behavior) and tanning intentions among high 

self-monitors than low self-monitors. When forming their own attitudes and behaviors, 

high self-monitors are attentive and responsive to social cues (Gangestad & Snyder, 

2000), even if the cues are based on perception and not communicated directly.  

This line of research suggests high-self monitors have an increased likelihood of 

conforming to the valence of discussion in a group situation because their primary goal is 
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to fit in with a group. In turn, high self-monitors may be more likely to express 

deleterious comments if prompted to do so. These same individuals may also express 

positive campaign sentiments if the normative environment supports this action. By 

conforming to peers’ opinions, high self-monitors could actually perpetuate and facilitate 

boomerang effects when exposed to negative commentary. To date, no research was 

found that specifically examines this contention.  

H4: Self-monitoring will moderate the relationship between the valence of 
exposure to peers’ comments and evaluations of the ads.  

 
 

Sensation-seekers as derogating chatterboxes. Earlier, we indicated sensation-

seeking is a strong predictor of heavy alcohol consumption. More recent work signals a 

need to assess how the social environment may influence this dangerous behavior. 

Yanovitzky (2005) believed deviant behaviors might in part be driven indirectly through 

peer influence. He found sensation seeking tendencies increase adolescent drug use by 

motivating high sensation-seeking adolescents to associate with deviant peers. In a 

follow-up study (2006) using a representative sample of college students (N = 427), peer 

influence actually mediated the effects of sensation seeking on alcohol consumption. 

Sensation seeking had an independent direct effect on alcohol consumption patterns, but 

showed an indirect effect “by motivating high sensation seekers to associate more 

frequently with alcohol-using peers and to hold exaggerated misperceptions of the 

drinking norm on campus” (Yanovitzky, 2006 p 277).  

Social networks are typically comprised of like-minded individuals (Rogers, 

2003); at-risk individuals tend to hang out with other at-risk peers (Yanovitzky, 2005, 

2006). In turn, conversations within at-risk groups are less likely to result in positive 
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campaign effects. Here, conversation can actually polarize normative perceptions in the 

direction opposite than intended because individuals find support for their deviant 

actions. Yanovitzky’s research (2005, 2006) showed the deviant group of adolescents 

produced more pro-drug commentary and reinforced beliefs of approval.  

Sensation-seekers may also play a unique role in the dissemination of campaign 

messages. Research suggests this trait is related to increased conversational tendencies 

(David et al., 2006; Hwang & Southwell, 2007). For example, Hwang and Southwell 

(2007) tested whether sensation seeking predicted conversation about science. Using a 

large sample recruited through random digit dialing (N = 667), sensation-seeking 

tendencies predicted science conversations, even after controlling for two important 

confounders – perceived relevance and attitudes toward science. Implications suggest 

high sensation seekers are more likely to be conversationalists, and could potentially 

serve as a channel for diffusing science messages to others.  

Excellent. That means we can utilize sensation-seekers to promote health 

campaign messages, right? In the context of binge drinking, this could be a risky move. 

As earlier discussed, sensation-seekers are at-risk individuals, and as a function of 

message relevance, they are most likely to engage in bias message processing 

(Stephenson & Palmgreen, 2001). Walther et al. (2010) found sensation seeking had an 

independent negative effect on PSA evaluations. Southwell (2001) showed message 

relevance predicted a decrease in positive evaluations of the PSAs. 

Overall, this suggests sensation-seekers — by virtue of message relevance — are 

most likely to dislike health messages, and disseminate negative campaign commentary. 

Results by David and colleagues (2006) support these contentions; high sensation-seekers 
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were more likely to talk, produce pro-drug commentary, and make more derogatory 

comments both about the campaign, and other people after seeing anti-marijuana PSAs 

than low sensation seekers. In the aforementioned survey of adolescents, Yanovitzky 

(2005) also found sensation-seekers were more likely to engage in pro-drug 

communication. To advance this line of research, this study predicts the following: 

 
H5a: High SS will have more favorable attitudes toward binge drinking, stronger 
intentions to binge drink, and stronger perceived normative support for high-risk 
drinking than low SS 
 
H5b: High SS will have less favorable evaluations of the print ads than low SS  
 
H5c: High SS will engage in more negative commentary regarding the campaign 
than low SS 

 
 
 

The goal of this study is to test the how exposure to positive versus negative (or 

no) campaign comments located on a blog affect student’s evaluations of the ads and 

likelihood of passing on supportive or derisive campaign comments. It constructs two 

normative environments to examine how differing social contexts influence campaign 

message evaluation. The controlled setting affords an opportunity to measure, with some 

certainty, the influence of social commentary on message evaluations and discussion. It 

highlights the possibility of boomerang effects, and seeks to examine mechanisms that 

could potentially drive negative influence.  
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Chapter 3: Study 1 

 
Methodology 
 

Participants. Data were gathered from undergraduate students at a large 

Midwestern university. Eighty students participated in exchange for extra course credits. 

All respondents were between the ages of 18-27, with a mean age of 20 years (SD = 

1.75). Females (n = 61, 76.3%) outnumbered males (n = 19, 23.8%). The sample was 

fairly evenly distributed across academic levels: freshman (n = 13, 18.8%), sophomore (n 

= 24, 30.0%), junior (n = 27, 33.8%) and senior (n = 14, 17.5%).  

Research Design. A between-subjects post-only experimental design was 

employed using two treatment groups (positive comments and negative comments) and a 

control condition. Treatment groups read an online blog with comments, while the 

control group did not. Each condition had a similar sample size (Figure 1).  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Stimulus Materials. Five print ads from The Other Hangover were inserted into a 

standard size portfolio. The ads were printed in full-color, and looked professionally 

produced (Appendix A).  

Control,	  n	  =	  27	  

Positive,	  n	  =	  26	  

Negative,	  n	  =	  27	  

Comment	  Exposure	  Group	  

Outcome	  

Outcome	  

Outcome	  

 

Ad	  Exposure	  

Figure	  1	  Study	  design	  
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Blog pages. The webpage was constructed to look visually similar to a personal 

blog while keeping peripheral decorations simple and non-distracting. For example, the 

blog had a sidebar featuring headlines of recent posts. Facebook, Twitter, and Email 

thumbnails were also embedded at the top of the story. Such features provided realism 

and credibility while allowing the main blog post and subsequent comments to dominate 

the visual field (Appendix B).  

The main blog post article remained identical across conditions, with only the 

comments following the post varying in negative or positive valence between conditions. 

The blog article was constructed from background information found on The Other 

Hangover website. The tone of the blog was upbeat, yet factually based and neutral in 

opinion. Images of two print ads were included in the post to help prompt participants 

that this was the same campaign they just viewed. The end of the blog post was written in 

a way to reveal the author was him/herself a student at the University of Minnesota, and 

to place emphasis on the comments following the article. Readers are left with the 

following passage:  

 “Many of us have probably seen the ads plastered on bus shelters, billboards, 

 sidewalks around campus, or even in our dorm's bathroom mirror.”  

 
 “What do you think of the campaign? I'm interested in hearing some thought about 

 this actually, please feel free to share.”  

 
Comments. A discussion thread featuring eight comments was embedded directly 

below the blog post. Existing comments were selected to simulate influences of a real-

world campaign environment. Comments were gathered through an online content search 

of existing news articles and blogs written about the campaign. While mostly left 
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uncensored, comments were altered for profanity and length. Eight fake names (4 male, 4 

female) were attached to the comments. Comments were categorized according to 

valence (positive or negative) to fit respective treatment groups. To maintain some 

balance, 2 neutral reviews (e.g., I’ve seen these ads everywhere) were mixed in with six 

positive, or six negative reviews (Appendix C & D).   

Comment valence differed across treatment levels, but the information and its 

presentation (website layout), quantity of comments, and names of commenter’s were 

held constant across groups to eliminate confounding factors. Both websites were 

graphically identical, and maintained an equal number of valence and non-valence 

comments. Total comment word counts were also kept similar between websites (positive 

comments: 394 words; negative comments: 392 words).  

Procedures. Upon arrival to the study, participants were randomly assigned to 

one of three conditions (control, positive comments, negative comments). Randomization 

was achieved by having participants draw a piece of paper with an ID number on it from 

a pile. Participants who selected a number sequence ending in a zero were assigned to the 

control group, while an odd number represented the negative comment condition and 

even number represented the positive condition. Upon randomization, participants were 

given a packet with instructions and tasks to be performed, as well as a portfolio with 5 

PSA print ads from The Other Hangover campaign. After obtaining informed consent, 

they completed the first questionnaire probing their current consumption of alcohol, 

attitude toward binge drinking, subjective norms, and intentions to binge drink in the next 

two weeks. Participants were then prompted to look at the 5 print ads.  
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The control condition continued on to evaluate the ads while the other two 

conditions were primed with peers’ campaign commentary. Participants were directed to 

a computer with a blog loaded on the screen. As an added caution, the website HTML 

files were pre-loaded onto all of the computers; saving the website as an offline file 

restricted participants from navigating away from the page and entering other websites. 

Instructions were given to read the content of the blog with emphasis placed on reading 

all comments following the blog post. Participants were instructed to write down a 3-digit 

number embedded at the bottom of the page; unique ID numbers were generated to 

distinguish the positive and negative blogs and ensure participants were viewing the 

correct treatment condition. This added precaution was expected to improve the 

likelihood all comments were read since it was located underneath the last blog post. 

After reading the blog, participants completed the final survey packet.  

  Measurements. Attitude toward binge drinking, intention to binge drink, and 

subjective norm measurements preceded exposure to the ads and online comments.  

  Attitude toward binge drinking was measured on three, 7-point semantic 

differential scales. The stem “For me, binge drinking in the next two weeks would be” 

precedes the scales foolish-wise, harmful-beneficial, and unenjoyable-enjoyable. This 

measure has shown to be a valid assessment of attitudes towards heavy alcohol 

consumption, though scholars use various sets of bi-polar adjectives. The mean of the 

items was taken to create a single measure for attitude toward binge drinking ranging 

from 1 to 7 (Cronbach α = .868). Attitude toward binge drinking is used as a covariate to 

partial out its effects on message evaluation. 
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Intention to binge drink and subjective norms were also measured before 

exposing participants to peer comments. This procedure affords the ability to examine if 

sensation-seekers, at an individual level, are a relevant, at-risk group for messaging. 

Intention to binge drink was assessed by asking students how likely it is that they will 

binge drink in the next two weeks. Responses were measured on a 4-point scale ranging 

from 1= I am very unlikely to do so, to 4 = I am very likely to do so.  

Subjective norms were measured using three items that were adopted and 

modified from previous research (Cooke, Sniehotta, & Schuz, 2007). Each item was 

scored on 7-point semantic differential scales: “If I got very drunk in the next two weeks, 

my closest friends would think it was”; 1 unacceptable to 7 acceptable, “If I got very 

drunk in the next two weeks, most girls or guys I’m attracted to would think it was”; 1 

unacceptable to 7 acceptable, and “Most people at the University think it _____ be a good 

idea for me to get very drunk in the next two weeks”; 1 would not to 7 would. The items 

showed high reliability (Cronbach α = .806), and were collapsed to form a mean score of 

subjective norms ranging from 1 to 7. All subsequent variables were assessed post-

exposure to blog comments.  

Evaluations of the PSAs were assessed using the mean of four items measured on 

a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The items 

were adapted and modified from previous research (Southwell, 2001). Items included 

“the ads were convincing,” “the ads said something important to me,” “the ads were 

attention-getting” and “the situations in the ads were believable.” The scale showed high 

reliability (Cronbach α = .81). Items were summed and collapsed to form a mean 

evaluation score with responses ranging from 1 to 7.  
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Measurement of the hypothetical blog post is a variation of the thought-listing 

task popularized by Greenwald (1968). After reading the blog comments, participants in 

the treatment conditions were told to write a comment on the blog indicating their 

reactions on the campaign. The control condition undertook a similar task and listed all of 

the thoughts they had as they looked over the print ads. Thoughts were categorized by 

valence to illuminate the overall persuasive effects of the ads and subsequent influence of 

exposure to blog comments. As suggested by Eagly & Chaiken (1993) participants were 

later presented with their written thoughts and asked to indicate whether each thought 

was positive, negative or neutral with respect to the goal of the campaign. The total 

number of positive and negative comments were recorded for each participant. Then, a 

traditional cognitive response index was computed by subtracting the number of negative 

thoughts from the number of positive thoughts listed for each participant. Here, higher 

outcome values reflect greater frequency of positive related to negative thoughts. This 

variable will be referred to as comment response positivity index.  

Sensation seeking was measured using the Brief Sensation Seeking Scale-4 

(BSSS-4) developed by Stephenson, Hoyle, Palmgreen, and Slater (2003). Although it is 

a shortened version of the original scale, it has nonetheless proven a reliable and valid 

measure of sensation seeking (e.g., David et al., 2006; Hwang & Southwell, 2007). 

Participants reported on a 5-point scale the extent to which they strongly disagreed (1) to 

strongly agreed (5) with the following statements: “I would like to explore strange 

places”; “I like to do frightening things”; “I like new and excited experiences, even if I 

have to break the rules”; and “I prefer friends who are exciting and unpredictable.” After 

confirming the scale had an acceptable level of internal consistency (Cronbach α is .678), 
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responses were collapsed to form an average sensation-seeking score. Some analyses 

required the use of a dichotomized variable. A median sample split (3.38) helped divide 

the group (40 low SS vs. 40 high SS). 

Self-monitoring was assessed using Snyder and Gangestad’s revised 18-item 

true/false Self-Monitoring Scale (1986). The abridged scale was used instead of its earlier 

25-item counterpart for two reasons. First, fewer items inherently reduce respondent 

burden. Second, in response to criticisms, Gangestad and Snyder (2000) provided strong 

validation for the 18-item scale and showed self-monitoring represents a unified construct 

related to a host of self-presentational behaviors.   

 
Analysis 
 
  Almost all analyses are one-way, or two-way ANCOVAS, tested using GLM 

procedures. ANCOVA was chosen as an appropriate analytical tool because all 

hypotheses test if differences exist between groups (e.g., exposure to positive 

commentary vs. negative commentary vs. no commentary; high SS vs. low SS; high SM 

vs. low SM). All reported ANCOVAS were first tested to ensure the underlying 

assumptions were not violated. In all analyses, independence of the covariate and the 

treatment effect were confirmed, as well as the homogeneity of regression slopes. Two 

covariates, gender and attitude toward binge drinking, were included in the analysis. Each 

analysis identifies if the covariates were significant in that particular circumstance. 

  Gender is predicted to be an important covariate to include in the analyses. Past 

research consistently finds males consume alcohol in larger quantities, and more 

frequently than females (e.g., Wechsler et al., 2002). Males are also more likely to be 
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high sensation-seekers than females (Roberti, 2004). Message pre-tests during formative 

research also indicated females have a higher evaluation of The Other Hangover 

messaging than males. Empirical research backs up this contention, showing male and 

female adolescents process anti-alcohol messages differently, and exhibit different 

preferences in the types of message appeals used (Andsager, Austin, & Pinkleton, 2002). 

Given all the aforementioned, gender was included as a covariate in all of the analyses.  

  Attitude toward binge drinking was also included as a covariate when assessing 

the impact of blog comment exposure on evaluations of the ads and written evaluative 

responses of the ads. Attitude toward binge drinking is likely to affect an individual’s 

evaluations of the ads, but I needed to partial out this influence to more accurately assess 

how the experimental manipulation and individual difference variables influenced 

message evaluation.  

 
 
Results 
 

Descriptive analyses. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among key 

outcome variables as well as sensation seeking and self-monitoring are presented in Table 

1. Overall, participants report a neutral to negative attitude toward binge drinking, 

indicating the belief that such behavior is an unwise decision. At the same time, a 

majority of the sample reports they are somewhat likely to binge drink in the next two 

weeks. Furthermore, participants perceived their close peers to be neutral to, or even 

approving of them consuming large quantities of alcohol. Most important, students report 

a relatively strong positive attitude toward The Other Hangover messages.  
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Table	  1	  	  	  Correlations	  and	  Descriptive	  Statistics	  for	  Key	  Outcome	  Variables	  

Outcomes	   1	   2	   3	   4	   5	   6	   7	  

1.	  Attitude:	  binge	  drinking	   -‐-‐	  
	   	   	   	   	   	  2.	  Intention	   .81**	   -‐-‐	  

	   	   	   	   	  3.	  Subjective	  norms	   .53**	   .47**	   -‐-‐	  
	   	   	   	  4.	  Evaluation	   -‐.24*	   .19	   -‐.23*	   -‐-‐	  

	   	   	  5.	  Comment	  response	  index	   .09	   .01	   .03	   .64**	   -‐-‐	  
	   	  6.	  Sensation	  seeking	   .39**	   .29**	   .30*	   -‐.16	   -‐.24*	   -‐-‐	  

	  7.	  Self	  monitoring	   .32**	   .36**	   .22*	   -‐.20	   -‐.27*	   .42**	   -‐-‐	  
M	   3.09	   2.53	   4.50	   5.16	   1.36	   3.3	   9.8	  
SD	   1.41	   1.17	   4.67	   1.01	   2.18	   0.72	   2.92	  
Scale	  Range	   1-‐7	   1-‐4	   1-‐7	   1-‐7	   -‐4	  -‐	  5	   1-‐5	   1-‐18	  
*	  p	  ≤	  .05;	  	  **	  p	  ≤	  .01	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   
 

Message strength. Absent exposure to peer comments (control group; n = 27), 

students showed favorable message evaluations. The number of positive remarks written 

about the campaign ranged from 1-4, while negative remarks ranged from 0-2. All 

participants in the control condition listed at least one positive comment, with a majority 

(66.6%; n = 18) listing 3 or more positive comments about the campaign (average 

positive comments: M = 2.81, SD = .87). Conversely, a majority of participants (63.0%; n 

= 17) did not list any negative comments in response to the campaign (average negative 

comments M = .52, SD = .75). The comment response positivity index (positive minus 

negative comments) ranged from  -1 to 4, and resulted in a positive evaluation score (M = 

2.26, SD = 1.56). Overall, the results confirm H1 that The Other Hangover campaign 

exhibits a strong message. Or, in the very least, students appear to have favorable 

judgments of the ads when not exposed to peers’ opinions.  
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Evaluation of the ads. See Table 2 for summary of evaluation variables. H2 

predicted viewers who read negative blog comments would be more critical in their 

evaluations of the advertisements compared to those who are exposed to positive, or no, 

campaign comments. The effects of exposure to blog comments were tested via a one-

way ANCOVA, with gender and attitude towards binge drinking as covariates predicting 

evaluation of the ads. The covariates, gender F(1, 75) = 8.01, p = .006 and attitude 

toward binge drinking F(1, 75) = 4.04, p = .048 were significantly related to attitudes 

toward the advertisements. After controlling for covariates, there was a significant main 

effect of blog comment condition on evaluations of the ads F(2, 75) = 13.066, p < .001, 

and the effect is moderate, η2 = .258. Sidak corrected post hoc comparisons confirmed 

exposure to negative comments (M = 4.46, SE = .17) significantly decreased message 

evaluations compared to exposure to positive (M = 5.41, SE = .18; mean difference = -

.953, p = .001) or no comments (M = 5.63, SE = .17; mean difference = -1.17, p < .001). 

In support of H2, exposure to negative campaign commentary resulted in lower 

evaluations of the ads. 

	  

Table	  2	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Means	  and	  Standard	  Deviations	  of	  Attitudinal	  Measures	  

	  
	   	  

Ad	  
evaluation	  

Comment	  
response	  

positivity	  index	  

#	  Positive	  
comments	  

#	  Negative	  
comments	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Negative	  group	   4.46	  (.17)	   -‐.21	  (.31)	   1.62	  (.20)	   1.77	  (.16)	   	  
Positive	  group	   5.41	  (.18)	   2.11	  (.32)	   2.59	  (.20)	   .44	  (.17)	   	  
Control	  group	   5.63	  (.17)	   2.22	  (.31)	   2.81	  (.80)	   .55	  (.16)	   	  
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Written evaluative response. H3a predicted those exposed to negative blog 

comments will be more likely to write a derisive hypothetical blog post than all other 

conditions. A one-way ANCOVA was run, testing the effects of blog comment exposure 

on comment response positivity index after controlling for the covariate, gender, F(1, 75) 

= 21.957, p < .001 (attitude toward binge drinking did not influence written 

commentary). There was a significant main effect of blog post condition on valence of 

written comments F(2, 75) = 19.089, p < .001, η2 = .337. Sidak corrected comparisons 

indicate the negative blog group (M = -.214, SE = .31) wrote significantly more negative 

evaluations of the ads than the positive blog group (M = 2.108, SE = .32) (mean 

difference = -2.32 p < .001) and significantly more negative evaluations than the control 

group (M = 2.22, SE = .31) (mean difference = -2.436, p < .001). Comment valence was 

not significantly different between the positive comment and control group. Findings 

support H3a: students were more likely to form and pass on negative campaign 

comments when immersed in a social environment that denigrates the campaign.  

For H3b, we examine if blog comment exposure influenced the number of 

positive and negative remarks expressed about the campaign. Covariate, gender F(1, 75) 

= 14.574 p < .001, influenced the dependent variable, but attitude toward binge drinking 

did not. A significant main effect of blog post condition was found on the number of 

positive comments written F(2, 75) = 10.331, p < .001, and the effect is strong, η2 = .216. 

Sidak corrected comparisons confirmed the negative blog group (M = 1.62, SE = .20) 

wrote fewer positive comments than the control group (M = 2.81 SE = .20) (mean 

difference = -1.187, p < .001) and the positive comment group (M = 2.59, SE = .20) 

(mean difference = -.972, p = .001).  
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To fully test H3b, a second one-way ANCOVA was conducted with total number 

of negative remarks written as the DV, blog comment condition as IV, and gender and 

attitude toward binge drinking as covariates. The covariate, gender, was significant F(1, 

75) = 14.574, p < .001, but attitude toward binge drinking was not. A significant main 

effect of blog post condition was found on the number of negative comments written, 

F(2, 75) = 20.55, p < .001, and the effect is strong η2 = .354. Participants exposed to 

derisive campaign comments were inclined to write more negative campaign comments 

(M = 1.77, SE = .16) than the positive blog group (M = .444, SE = .17) (mean difference 

= 1.33, p < .001) and the control group (M = .545, SE = .16) (mean difference = 1.22, p < 

.001). Further, participants in the positive comment blog group had fewer deleterious 

comments than the control group (M = .44 vs. M = .54), but the differences are non-

significant (mean difference = .102, p = n.s.) Overall, the results provide support for H3b 

(see Figure 2).  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure	  2.	  Written	  comment	  response	  by	  exposure	  condition	  
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Self-Monitoring. H4 predicted self-monitoring tendencies would moderate the 

relationship between blog comment exposure condition and valence of expressed 

opinions. Blog comment condition, self-monitoring, and their interaction were tested 

using a two-way ANCOVA, with gender, and attitude toward binge drinking as 

covariates predicting comment response positivity index. The covariate, gender, was 

significant F(1, 72) = 18.364, p < .001. Self-monitoring did not show a significant main 

effect F(1, 72) = .501, p = .481. There was a significant interaction effect between blog 

comment condition and self-monitoring tendencies on comment response positivity index 

F(2, 72) 4.789, p = .011, η2 = .117. This means high and low self-monitors were affected 

differently after reading their peers’ opinions (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure	  3	  Interaction	  among	  self-‐monitoring	  and	  blog	  
comment	  exposure	  on	  written	  comment	  index	  
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As expected, high and low self-monitors in the control condition showed similar 

written evaluations (M = 2.21, SE = .41; vs. M = 2.27, SE = .45); however, when 

introduced to negative social commentary, high self-monitors conformed more strongly 

to online comments and produced a more negative hypothetical blog post than low-self 

monitors (M = -.929, SE = .40; vs. M = .822, SE = .48). Moreover, when introduced to 

supportive social commentary, high-self monitors conformed to their peers’ opinions to 

produce a more positive blog post than low-self monitors (M = 2.607, SE = .41; vs. M = 

1.717, SE = .47). 

 After controlling for gender F(1, 72) = 13.645, p < .001, there was also a 

significant interaction between self-monitoring and blog comment exposure on the total 

number of positive remarks F(2, 72) = 4.47, p = .015, η2 = .111, and total number of 

negative remarks written F(2, 72) = 4.95, p = .010, η2 = .121 (Figures 4 and 5).  

 

Interaction	  Among	  Self-‐Monitoring	  and	  Blog	  Comment	  Exposure	  

Figure	  4	  Number	  of	  written	  positive	  comments	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Figure	  5	  Number	  of	  written	  negative	  comments	  
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Absent exposure to peers’ opinions, high self-monitors wrote more positive 

comments about the ads than low self-monitors (M = 3.03, SE = .28 vs. M = 2.65, SE = 

.26) and about the same number of negative comments (M = .606, SE = .21 vs. M = .482, 

SE = .36). When exposed to supportive comments, high self-monitors wrote more 

positive comments than low self-monitors (M = 2.95, SE = .30 vs. M = 2.31, SE = .29) 

and fewer negative comments (M = .169, SE = .24 vs. M = .66, SE = .212). When 

exposed to derisive comments, however, high self-monitors wrote fewer positive 

comments than low self-monitors (M = 1.26, SE = .25 vs. M = 2.16, SE = .26) and more 

negative comments (M = 2.15, SE = .20 vs. M = 1.24, SE = .24). Overall, analyses 

support H4: low-self monitors were more likely to oppose majority group opinions and 

express their inner attitudes and beliefs, while high self-monitors conformed to the 

opinions of those around them – in turn expressing similar opinions of peers in their 

immediate environment.  

Sensation-seeking. H5a examines the influence of sensation seeking and predicts 

high SS will have more favorable attitudes toward binge drinking, stronger intentions to 

binge drink, and stronger perceived normative support for these behaviors. Consistent 

with the hypothesis, there is a relationship between sensation seeking and attitudes 

toward binge drinking, r = .390, p < .001 as well as intention to binge drink, r = .290, p = 

.005 and perceived normative support r = .298, p < .001.  

High sensation-seekers have more favorable attitudes toward binge drinking (M = 

3.61, SE = .20 vs. M = 2.62, SE = .22) (t(78) = 3.39, p = .001) stronger intentions to binge 

drink (M = 2.82, SE = .192 vs. M = 2.26, SE = .171) (t(78) = 2.17, p = .033) and stronger 

perceived normative support for high-risk drinking (M = 4.87, SE = .19 vs. M = 4.17, SE 
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= .22) than low sensation-seekers (t(78) = 2.36, p = .021). Findings support the 

hypothesis and are consistent with previous research implicating sensation-seekers as a 

predictor of high-risk drinking.  

H5b predicted, as a function of message relevance, high SS would have less 

favorable evaluations of the print ads than low SS. Initial correlations do not provide 

support for this hypothesis; sensation seeking and evaluations of the ads have a non-

significant negative relationship, r = -.160, p = .156. T-tests showed high SS tended to 

have lower attitudes toward the print ads than low SS (M = 4.99, SE = .202 vs. M = 5.31, 

SE = .142) but the differences were non-significant (t(78) = 1.297, p = .198). Further tests 

were run, taking the influence of blog valence exposure into account. Results of the two-

way ANCOVA showed the covariate, gender was significant F(1, 72) = 7.040, p = .01, 

and attitude toward binge drinking was not. Blog comment exposure had a significant 

main effect on ad ratings F(1, 72) = 12.868, p < .001, η2 = .263, but sensation-seeking did 

not F(1, 72) = .060, p = .878, η2 = .01. The interaction between sensation-seeking and 

exposure condition was also non-significant F(2, 72) = .239, p = .788, η2 = .011. H5b is 

rejected; high SS do not appear to have different evaluations of the ads than low SS.  

H5c predicted high SS will engage in more negative commentary regarding the 

campaign than low SS. Initial correlations show sensation seeking is related to the 

number of negative comments written r = .300, p = .003. A two-way ANCOVA was run 

with SS and blog valence exposure as IV predicting the number of negative comments 

written. Covariate gender was significant F(1, 72) = 13.417 p < .001, but attitude toward 

binge drinking was not. Exposure condition did show a strong significant main effect on 

negative commentary F(1, 74) = 21.213, p < .001, η2 = .364, but sensation-seeking also 
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showed a significant main effect on the number of negative comments written F(2, 74) = 

8.818, p = .004, η2 = .106. High sensation seekers generated significantly more negative 

remarks about the campaign (M = 1.22, SE = .14) than low sensation seekers (M = .640, 

SE = .14). In line with the hypothesis, high SS generated more negative comments about 

the campaign than low SS.  

 
Study 1 Discussion  

 
This research examined how the synergetic influence of personality 

characteristics and the immediate social environment can amplify the likelihood of an 

individual spreading deleterious campaign commentary. As expected, results showed 

exposure to derisive campaign blog posts led to less favorable evaluations of the ads, and 

an increased likelihood of spreading negative social comments. These participants wrote 

fewer positive comments, more negative comments, and produced a lower evaluation 

score on advertising rating scales. Results are in line with the widely acknowledged 

negativity bias that “bad is stronger than good” on evaluative dimensions. Although not 

surprising, this finding does have important implications. If a student has neutral, or even 

positive evaluations of the ads, and they hear their friends talking negatively about the 

ads, they too will bash the campaign in the presence of this social group. Once a few 

negative comments fly, others will quickly follow suit because the behavior is perceived 

to be normative for that environment. Social diffusion of negative campaign commentary 

is therefore implicated as a likely agent producing boomerang effects. 

  This paper also argued individual difference factors will facilitate the diffusion 

of deleterious commentary. Self-monitoring was considered an important variable 
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impacting the type of comments likely to be produced post-exposure to peers’ opinions. 

Self-monitors are hyper-aware of social surroundings and are more likely to change their 

expressed beliefs to match what they perceive to be appropriate in a social environment 

(Gangested & Snyder, 2000; Snyder & DeBono, 1985).  

  As expected, self-monitoring moderated the relationship between comment 

exposure valence and subsequent expressed opinions (in the form of a hypothetical blog 

post). When high self-monitors were exposed to negative commentary, they showed more 

deflated evaluations than low-self monitors; however, when high self-monitors were 

exposed to positive commentary, they showed more inflated evaluations than low self-

monitors. Results indicate high self-monitors can amplify the spreading of negative (or 

positive) campaign commentary by conforming to the normative expectations of peers. 

As previously addressed, it is of minimal consequences whether high self-monitors 

agreed with their own expressed comments; the fact that they expressed these opinions is 

what matters. Doing so heightens the perceived normative support for bashing the 

campaign, and perpetuates the continuance of binge-drinking behaviors. 

  Sensation seeking was also verified as an important variable to consider when 

examining the potential for boomerang effects. Consistent with the hypotheses, sensation-

seekers had more favorable attitudes toward binge-drinking, stronger intentions to binge 

drink in the next two weeks, and stronger perceived normative support for engaging in 

high-risk drinking. These results support sensation-seekers as being a high-risk group.  

  As a function of message relevance, sensation-seekers may cognitively process 

the message in a defensive and biased manner, resulting in lower evaluations of the ads. 

Initial analysis did not support this conclusion; high SS did not evaluate the ads much 



	   54 

differently than low SS. However, in contradiction to the initial findings, sensation-

seekers generated more negative comments about the campaign regardless of exposure to 

negative vs. positive blog comments. While this finding points to the possibility of 

message denigration by high SS, the conclusion is left ambiguous. Further testing is 

needed to determine the true impact of this variable on message evaluation.  

Notably, nearly all of the students were previously exposed to the campaign prior 

to the study, and many talked about the campaign with their peers prior to participating. 

If this is the case, a participant’s attitude is already informed by relative social influencers 

(close peers), and exposure to a few negative comments will be less likely to affect 

evaluations of the ads. Yet, the results did show an effect, indicating exposure to 

deleterious campaign commentary can have at least a short-term influence on evaluations. 

This is consistent with the social identity perspective, and also Lewin’s contention that 

behavior will vary based on forces in the immediate social situation.  

The experimental design afforded high levels of control over the phenomenon – 

both an advantage and disadvantage. Controlling the valence of comments in the online 

environment facilitated the ability to measure an individual’s level of conformity with 

peer comments. In the same vein, it may provide an over-simplistic characterization of 

influence processes. It tested how passive exposure to a blog post could potentially 

influence an individual’s evaluation of the campaign. It measured conversation, or a 

potential response in the form of a hypothetical blog post. It is important to test the actual 

level and type of conversations present in the university environment. A second study 

was undertaken to examine these possibilities.  
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Chapter 4: Study 2 

 
Field data for The Other Hangover campaign was collected as part of a larger 

evaluation effort. Conveniently, an opportunity exists to leave the controlled environment 

behind and examine campaign-related conversation in a real-world setting using a large, 

random sample of university undergraduates. Respondents were asked to report campaign 

perceptions, evaluations, and discussions they held with peers. Personality characteristics, 

and a host of other variables were also assessed. This data augments the previous 

analyses by: (1) testing the existence of the aforementioned hypotheses in a real, social 

context and (2) assessing the extent to which sensation-seeking and self-monitoring 

influence the actual frequency and type of actual campaign conversations, as well as if 

those conversations have differential effects on subsequent evaluations of the campaign.  

 
Rationale 
 

Sensation-Seeking. The second study intended to confirm the general hypotheses 

from the first study. Therefore, we again examine if sensation seeking is related to binge 

drinking attitudes, intentions, and normative support for the behavior.  Importantly, we 

also need to examine if sensation seeking is negatively related to evaluation of the ads. 

Initial analyses provided mixed results.  

 As previously noted, sensation-seekers have been linked in the literature as having 

increased conversational tendencies (Hwang & Southwell, 2007). Given our knowledge, 

high SS will also be more likely to talk as a function of message relevance, but the 

content of that discussion may be deleterious to campaign effects (David et al., 2006; 

Yanovitzky, 2005). David et al. (2006) showed high SS tended to dominate discussion 
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about PSAs when in a chat room environment, but these researchers did not assess how 

frequently young people actually discuss anti-drug campaigns with their peers.  

Examining the reaction of sensation-seekers in a natural setting will prove useful in 

testing the true influence of this individual difference variable in perpetuating the spread 

of deleterious campaign comments.  

 
H6: High SS (compared to low SS) will:  
 

a) Have more favorable attitudes toward binge-drinking, stronger 
intentions to binge drink, and stronger perceived normative support for 
these behaviors. 

 
b) Have less favorable attitudes toward the print ads.  

 
c) Talk more frequently about the campaign.  

 
d) Be more likely to have negative campaign conversations. 

 
 

Self-Monitoring. Study 1 showed self-monitoring moderated the relationship 

between blog comment exposure and written campaign comments. To provide further 

support for this finding, we examine how high and low self-monitors are influenced by 

the valence of actual exposure to campaign messages from their peers. Specifically: 

H7: There will be an interaction between self-monitoring and conversation 
exposure valence on evaluations of the campaign.  

 
 
Methodology 
 

Procedures. In December 2010, a random sample of university undergraduates (n 

= 606) were administered an online survey as part of a larger evaluation effort of The 

Other Hangover campaign. Participants were recruited via email and paid $10 for their 

time. Respondents answered a variety of questions about their alcohol use, attitudes and 
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beliefs about binge drinking, intentions to binge drink as well as recall of campaign print 

ads. Participants also provided evaluations of the ads and indicated the frequency and 

type of conversations they had with their peers about the campaign.  

Participants. In total, 606 students were recruited to participate in the post-

campaign field evaluation. All respondents were between the ages of 18-55, with a mean 

age of 20.7 years (SD = 3.69). Females (n = 391, 64.4%) outnumbered males (n = 215, 

35.3%). The sample was fairly evenly distributed across academic levels, represented by 

the following data: freshman (n = 143, 23.6%), sophomore (n = 114, 18.8%), junior (n = 

136, 22.4%) and senior (n = 171, 28.2%) and other (n = 42, 7.0%).   

Measures. The same items were used as Study 1 to measure binge drinking 

attitudes, intentions, perceived normative support for binge drinking, evaluation of the 

ads, sensation seeking and self-monitoring. Two additional questions are included to 

gauge the actual amount and type of discussion surrounding The Other Hangover. 

Discussion frequency was assessed by asking the following: “When talking with 

your friends and peers over the past few months, about how many times would you say 

The Other Hangover came up in conversation?” Response options included: Not at all, 

once or twice, three to five times, six to 10 times, more than 10 times.  

An additional question was asked to those who reported talking about the 

campaign: “did you talk about liking the ads or disliking the ads?” Response options 

included: “I talked with someone about liking the ads,” “I talked with someone about 

disliking the ads,” “I talked with someone about both liking and disliking the ads” and “I 

talked with someone about something different.” 
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Exposure frequency was also measured and included as a covariate. Respondents 

were asked the following question: “in the past few months, how often would you say 

you saw campaign material from The Other Hangover?” Response options included: not 

at all, once or twice, at least once a week, several times a week, and at least daily.  

 
Analysis 
 

The full sample population was used to assess the influence of sensation seeking 

on binge drinking attitudes, intentions, norms, and evaluation of the ads. A sub-set of the 

sample that reported discussing The Other Hangover (n = 332) is used when analyzing 

the valence of conversation. Total respondents vary slightly across variables because 

participants did not fill out all answers. Each analysis will thus identify the number of 

respondents included in the analysis.   

Reported frequency of exposure to the campaign is used as a covariate when 

assessing if high SS talked more frequently about the campaign than low SS. Amount of 

exposure to the campaign will, at least partially, influence an individuals likelihood of 

discussing the campaign (e.g., Hwang, 2010), but this effect is not the central focus of the 

analysis; thus, we partial out its effect on discussion frequency to remove known bias and 

more accurately assess the effect of sensation-seeking on conversational tendencies.  

 
Results 
 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among key outcome variables and 

covariates as well as sensation seeking and self-monitoring are presented in Table 3. 

Overall, participants report a neutral attitude toward binge drinking, indicating that high 

levels of alcohol consumption would not be an unwise or wise decision. At the same 
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time, a majority of the sample reports they are somewhat likely to binge drink in the next 

two weeks. Participants perceived their close peers to be neutral to them consuming large 

quantities of alcohol. Students also reported frequently seeing The Other Hangover 

messages, have a relatively strong positive attitude toward The Other Hangover 

messages, and a majority (54.8%) have talked about the campaign with their friends.  

 
Table	  3	  	  	  	  Correlations	  and	  Descriptive	  Statistics	  for	  Key	  Outcome	  Variables	  and	  Covariates	  

Outcomes	   1	   2	   3	   4	   5	   6	   7	   8	  
1.	  Attitude:	  binge	  drinking	   -‐-‐	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	  2.	  Intention	   .70**	   -‐-‐	  
	   	   	   	   	   	  3.	  Subjective	  norms	   .73**	   .62**	   -‐-‐	  

	   	   	   	   	  4.	  Evaluation	   -‐.05	   -‐.01	   -‐.02	   -‐-‐	  
	   	   	   	  5.	  Conversation	  frequency	   .12**	   .09*	   .09*	   .15**	   -‐-‐	  

	   	   	  6.	  Exposure	  frequency	   .18**	   .14**	   .14**	   .09*	   .35**	   -‐-‐	  
	   	  7.	  Sensation	  seeking	   .34**	   .28**	   .29**	   -‐.03	   .16**	   .14**	   -‐-‐	  

	  8.	  Self	  monitoring	   .19**	   .18**	   .13**	   -‐.01	   .06	   .11**	   .24**	   -‐-‐	  
M	   3.36	   2.62	   3.84	   5.38	   1.75	   3.54	   3.09	   8.63	  
SD	   1.78	   1.29	   1.74	   1.25	   .852	   1.37	   .922	   3.45	  
Scale	  Range	   1-‐7	   1-‐5	   1-‐7	   1-‐7	   1-‐5	   1-‐5	   1-‐5	   1-‐18	  
*	  p	  ≤	  .05;	  	  	  	  	  **	  p	  ≤	  .01	  

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   
 

Sensation Seeking. Consistent with H6a, there is a positive relationship between 

sensation seeking and attitudes toward binge drinking, r (568) = .336, p < .001, intention 

to binge drink r (562) = .276, p < .001 and perceived normative support r (565) = .289, p 

< .001. High SS have more favorable attitudes toward binge drinking than low SS (high: 

M = 3.88, SD = 1.7 vs. low: M = 2.88, SD = 1.67; t(566) = -7.01, p < .001) have stronger 

intentions to binge drink (high: M = 1.93, SD = 1.27 vs. low: M = 1.35, SD = 1.21; t(555) 

= -5.486, p < .001) and have stronger perceived normative support for binge-drinking 

(high: M = 4.28, SD = 1.67 vs. low: M = 3.44, SD = 1.69; t(563) = -5.945, p < .001). 

Sensation-seekers are clearly an at-risk, relevant group for campaign messages.  
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As a relevant audience, did high SS have unfavorable evaluations of the ads? 

Initial correlations do not show a significant relationship between SS and evaluations of 

the ads r (508) = -.030, p = .501. In fact, high SS (M = 5.41, SD = 1.27) had very similar 

evaluations as low SS (M = 5.39, SD = 1.20) (t(506) = -.202, p = .84). Results reject H6b 

and are congruent with the initial findings from the controlled experiment: sensation-

seekers do not have unfavorable evaluations of the campaign.  

Next, we assess if sensation seeking influenced either the frequency or type of 

discussion held about the campaign. H6c predicted high SS would talk more frequently 

about the campaign than low SS. A majority (n = 332; 54.8%) of all respondents talked 

about the campaign with peers. However, high SS were significantly more likely to ever 

talk about the campaign with peers than low SS respondents (60.6% vs. 50.5%); the 

difference is confirmed by a difference in proportions test (Z = 2.34). In addition, while 

low SS and high SS are equally as likely to discuss the campaign once or twice with 

peers (low: 41.6% vs. high: 37.9%; Z = .807, n.s.), high SS were significantly more likely 

to report having three or more discussions with friends over the course of the campaign 

(high: 22.7% vs. low: 8.9%; Z = 4.41). This shows that high SS have a higher likelihood 

of participating in campaign-related discussions than their low SS counterparts.     

To further assess the relationship, a one-way ANCOVA was run, testing the 

influence of sensation seeking on conversation frequency after controlling for exposure to 

the ads. The covariate, exposure, was significantly related to discussion frequency F(1, 

565) = 71.468, p < .001, η2 = .112. There was a significant main effect of sensation 

seeking after controlling for exposure F(1, 565) = 11.563, p = .001, η2 = .020. Results 

show high SS (M = 1.88, SE = .04) discussed the campaign significantly more than low 
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SS (M = 1.65, SE = .04), though the differences are only slight after controlling for 

campaign exposure frequency. Combined, however, analyses do indicate high SS 

discussed the campaign more than low SS.  

H6d predicted high SS would be more likely to have negative conversations about 

the campaign than low SS. Among all respondents who discussed the campaign (n = 

332), a very small minority (7.8%; n = 26;) reported talking about disliking the campaign. 

A chi-square significant test showed high SS was equally as likely to discuss negative 

sentiments about the campaign as low SS (7.7% vs. 6.8%) χ2 (3, 315) = .207, p = .461. A 

difference in proportions test confirms the non-significant results Z = 0.103.  

To better examine this hypothesis, the dependent variable was re-coded to 

combine the responses “we talked about disliking the ads” and “we talked about both 

liking and disliking the ads” to form a new outcome categorized as any indication of 

negative campaign discussion. A chi-square significant test showed 33.9% of high SS had 

any type of negative discussion about the campaign, compared to 29.3% among low SS, 

though the results are again non-significant χ2 (2, 315) = 4.55, p = .103. A difference in 

proportions test confirms the non-significant results Z = 0.769. Thus, H6d is rejected. 

High SS were not more likely to have negative conversations about the campaign. In fact, 

a majority of high SS (48.8%) reported discussing only positive campaign sentiments.  

Self-Monitoring. H7 predicted there will be an interaction between self-

monitoring and conversation exposure on evaluations of the ads. To offer a parallel 

analysis to the controlled experimental conditions, talk valence variable was re-coded 

into 0 = no discussion; 1 = positive discussion; 2 = negative and/or other discussion. A 

two-way ANCOVA was run, testing the interaction of exposure conversation valence and 
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self-monitoring on ad evaluations. Covariate gender F(1, 493) = 6.303, p = .012, η2 = 

.013 was significant, but attitude toward binge drinking did not influence attitude toward 

the ad. There was a significant main effect of conversation valence on attitude toward the 

ads F(1, 493) = 31.345, p < .001 η2 = .113. In line with results found using a controlled 

experiment, respondents who reported discussing positive sentiments about the campaign 

subsequently reported higher evaluations of the campaign (M = 6.04, SE = .079) than 

those who did not talk (M = 5.32, SE = .088) or who had negative discussions about the 

campaign (M = 5.01, SE = .09).  

Self-monitoring tendencies did not have a significant main effect on attitudinal 

ratings F(2, 493) = .008, p = .928. However, as predicted, there was a significant 

interaction between self-monitoring and valence of conversation exposure F(2, 493) = 

4.487, p = .012, η2 = .018. This means that high and low self-monitors were affected 

differently by exposure to conversation.  

Among those who did not discuss the campaign, high self-monitors had stronger 

positive evaluations of the ads than low-self monitors (M = 5.52, SE = .144 vs. M = 5.11, 

SE = .102). When exposed to positive conversation, both high and low SM had similar 

evaluations of the campaign (M = 5.99, SE = .148 vs. M = 6.09, SE = .126). However, 

when exposed to mixed (negative or “other”) commentary, high SM had lower 

evaluations of the campaign than low SM (M = 4.84, SE = .136 vs. M = 5.18, SE = .118). 

H7 is partially accepted (Figure 6). At the individual level, high self-monitors had a 

stronger positive evaluation of the campaign than low-self monitors. Although an 

evaluative difference did not exist when high and low SM were exposed to positive 
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commentary, exposure to negative campaign commentary subsequently had a stronger 

effect on high self-monitors than low self-monitors.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure	  6	  Interaction	  among	  self-‐monitoring	  and	  conversation	  
valence	  on	  evaluations	  of	  the	  advertisements	  
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Study 2 Discussion 
 
  The results again support the classification of sensation-seekers as a relevant 

target audience; however, they did not exhibit lower evaluations of the campaign ads as 

expected. We return to this point in the larger discussion.   

  High SS did discuss the ads more than their peers, even after taking into account 

frequency of exposure to the campaign. Increased likelihood of discussion could be 

attributable to high levels of message relevance (Southwell & Yzer, 2009) or simply stem 

from an increased tendency to express opinions with others (Hwang & Southwell, 2007). 

Contrary to predictions, and also past research (e.g., David et al., 2006), high SS did not 

exhibit an increased likelihood of having deleterious campaign conversations. Only 7.7% 

classified their discussions as focusing on disliking the campaign, while nearly half 

(48.8%) reported only talking about liking the ads. High message evaluation scores and a 

low reported prevalence of negative discussions indicates sensation-seekers may have 

actually liked the messages; a point we will return to.   

  The research also brings to light the strength of the campaign-related discussion 

in affecting judgments of the advertisements. Students who reported discussing the 

campaign in a positive light subsequently had higher evaluations of the ads than those 

who did not talk, or had negative conversations. Similarly, students exposed to negative 

commentary reported lower evaluations of the ads. The impact of negative commentary 

was amplified among high self-monitors. Implications and limitations are discussed next. 
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Chapter 5: General Discussion 
 
  

 Overall, the results are assuring. The Other Hangover campaign has the potential 

to co-exist in an environment typically hostile toward any messages aiming to influence 

alcohol behaviors. Despite the abundance of negative commentary found on online blogs, 

the controlled experiment and the field study showed students have favorable evaluations 

of the campaign, and a majority talked about liking campaign ads.  

 A primary objective of this research was to examine how individual difference 

variables intermingle with a given social environment to amplify the spread of deleterious 

campaign comments. The present study confirms previous research, which implicates SS 

as an at-risk group for excessive indulgence in alcohol and drugs (David et al., 2006; 

McAdams & Donnellan, 2009; Palmgreen et al., 2001; Stephenson & Palmgreen, 2001; 

Yanovitzky, 2005; Yanovitzky, 2006; Zuckerman, 1994).  

However, in contrast to previous studies (David et al., 2006; Walther et al., 2010), 

results of the controlled and the field experiment indicate SS is not significantly related to 

negative evaluations of The Other Hangover ads. A few reasons may explain these 

results. First, it could be the case that some type of confounding variable impeded the 

ability to examine the influence of SS on message evaluation. Or, perhaps more likely, 

sensation-seekers may have actually been favorable toward the messages. As noted, 

public health campaigns can use specific message appeals to target high SS youth (e.g., 

Palmgreen et al., 2001; Zimmerman et al., 2007).  

However, as Stephenson and Southwell (2006) point out, there is still some 

uncertainty about the mechanisms explaining the impact of sensation seeking on short-
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term message evaluation. Stephenson (2003) provided some initial possibilities and found 

that high SS experienced significantly more sympathetic distress in response to viewing 

the messages. It may be the case that if the scenes presented in the ads resonate with 

sensation-seekers (e.g., they have experienced the negative situations portrayed in the 

ads), felt emotional distress may lead to opposition of marijuana behaviors.  

It may be the case that the novelty of this message strategy provided an optimal 

level of arousal for sensation-seekers. As Stephenson and Southwell (2006) posit, it is 

difficult to know exactly what an “optimal” level of arousal means in concrete terms. 

Even so, the present research did not measure perceived MSV, or any type of emotional 

response, and it cannot be confirmed that this is the reason why SS displayed favorable 

evaluations of the ads. Traditionally, SENTAR and MSV-focused research is confined to 

television PSAs. While no research to date explicitly tests the MSV of health-related print 

ads, Palmgreen and colleagues (2002) indicate it should be possible to adapt and apply 

the scale to print media. Examining the MSV value of The Other Hangover print ads – or 

other health-related print ads – is a useful avenue for future research.  

Study 1 and Study 2 support the contention that individual difference factors 

influence both the type (supportive or derisive) and frequency of discussions held about 

the campaign. The controlled experiment (Study 1) showed SS generates more negative 

comments, consistent with previous research (David et al., 2006). Study 1 also illustrated 

self-monitoring tendencies influence the likelihood of generating negative vs. positive 

campaign commentary, depending on the types of norms operating in the social 

environment. Study 2 attempted to delineate this relationship further, and although results 

cannot speak to causality, it appears negative, or mixed social feedback may have a 
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stronger impression on high self-monitors, as they then reported lower evaluations of the 

ads than low self-monitors.  

Study 2 further examined the importance of sensation seeking, and illustrated high 

SS may actually discuss campaign-related material more than their peers. While Study 1 

showed high SS were more likely to generate negative campaign comments, a series of 

analyses in Study 2 indicated high SS did not exhibit an increased likelihood of having 

deleterious campaign conversations. This outcome is unexpected, yet assuring.  

In contradiction to earlier sentiments, maybe we can leverage the social diffusion 

power of sensation-seekers. High SS are more likely to discuss the campaign, and to keep 

the social environment supportive of campaign efforts, implicates the need to satisfy 

sensation-seekers. They can serve as (positive) message advocates to the extent that we 

keep them engaged with, and liking the campaign. How can we do this? Easy. Appeal to 

their need for sensation by integrating thrill-seeking activities into campaign promotions. 

With some creativity, campaign planners can generate high-energetic, fun activities that 

maintain synergy with the promoted cause.  

For example, The Other Hangover campaign co-sponsored an event with SNAP 

(Student Network for Abuse Prevention) and a Greek House on campus (Delta Tau 

Delta). Held in front of the fraternity house during homecoming week, Smashout Drunk 

Driving offered students the chance to slam an ax to a car painted with the rival football 

team’s colors. Students snapped on safety goggles, climbed on top of the car, and literally 

smashed out drunk driving with an ax. It provided a novel, and thrilling experience (how 

many chances do you get to hit a car with an ax?), and created a positive affiliation with 

the groups sponsoring the event. The event was, literally, a hit among students. If 
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sensation-seekers are going to talk about campaigns, we should arm them with positive 

campaign experiences to diffuse to social networks. By keeping at-risk individuals 

supportive of campaign efforts, other individuals, including high-self monitors, will be 

more likely to also positively discuss the campaign.  

 This study supports the need for future research to consider the indirect 

processes of social conversation in affecting the success of health campaigns. Social 

diffusion can lead to negative campaign effects (Hornik & Yanovitzky, 2003). It is not 

sufficient to determine if an individual is supportive of the campaign messages – we need 

to assess if they maintain this support even in the wake of social influences. Gauging the 

amount and type of interpersonal discussion surrounding the campus environment is 

necessary to determine the extent to which social diffusion leads to deleterious campaign 

effects. Campaign evaluators should monitor the campaign environment, and potentially 

attempt to influence, control, or at least track the conversation that has erupted about the 

campaign to measure its effect in campaign outcomes. It is important to note that 

exposure to negative commentary seems to have much stronger weight on evaluative 

judgments than positive commentary. Therefore, if negative comments are posted to a 

campaign’s Facebook page, the present research suggests it would be beneficial to delete 

those comments.  

 

Limitations of Study 1 & Study 2 
 
Although the results are intriguing, a few limitations nonetheless exist. First, all of 

the analyses relied on participant’s self-reports. While it would have been difficult to 

measure the variables in any other manner, self-report data does come with limitations. 
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For example, in Study 2, participants self-rated the valence of the conversations held 

about the campaign. Perhaps they were unable to provide an accurate account due to 

memory deficits, or bias processing. Or, because many participants reported discussing 

the campaign multiple times, they needed to merge aggregate discussions across a variety 

of friends and contexts to arrive at judgment of whether the conversation was negative, 

positive, both, or “other.” While this classification provided simplicity for analysis, it 

masks some of the more complex social dynamics likely taking place. Follow-up 

questions asked participants to indicate what specifically they discussed with friends. 

While this question was not included in the present analysis, applying an extensive 

coding procedure to the supposed content of the discussions can help illuminate how, 

specifically, students talked about the campaign.  

Recognizing the lack of scholarship in this area, Southwell & Yzer (2009) called 

for the need to develop and validate approaches to measure conversation in campaign 

evaluation settings. Helme and colleagues (2011) recently provided a preliminary coding 

scheme to measure campaign conversations. After conducting in-depth interviews with 

young adults about a televised safer sex campaign, and propose three general categories 

of campaign talk, and explicate possible sub-dimensions for each category.  

General conversation categories include: (1) discussion about overall PSA realism 

and messages presented, (2) discussions about the seriousness of the persuasive message, 

and (3) humorous discussion generated by and about the PSA. Application of this coding 

scheme to The Other Hangover (and other health campaigns) is a necessary next-step in 

the theoretical advancement uncovering the role of conversations in mas media 

campaigns, and how to make use of those ‘million tongues’ to diffuse positive campaign 
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messages. In the very least, we can apply the coding scheme using open-ended, 

qualitative reports of campaign discussions to validate and contribute to methodological 

advancements in this area.  

Study 1 also did not consider or measure the role of social identification with blog 

commenters. In line with social identity theories, previous research shows the level of 

identification with the influence source affects conformity to group norms. For example, 

Walther et al. (2010) found an interaction between level of identification with 

commenters and the valence of comments. Greater identification with message posters 

led to more positive evaluations when the comments were positive, and more unfavorable 

evaluations when the comments were negative. The present research stimuli attempted to 

generate high levels of identification (by indicating the commenters were fellow U of M 

classmates), but this variable was not measured.  

Neither study tested if the social influence process transferred to affect an 

individual’s intentions to binge drink or perceived normative support for drinking. 

However, measurements of message evaluation and conversational tendencies are 

purported to subsequently influence beliefs, intentions, and behaviors over time. It is 

nonetheless difficult to interpret the larger context without the inclusion of such analyses. 

Lastly, the analysis relied on cross-sectional data. While it may reliably describe patters 

of association, we cannot infer causality.  
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Conclusion 

If an anti-binge drinking campaign generates discussion among the relevant target 

audience, it is pertinent that discussion stays supportive of the campaign. This study 

illustrated how the campaign’s social environment can amplify message evaluations. 

Given a negative social environment, students assimilated to the norms, without 

hesitating to join in the fun of bashing the ads. Exposure to derisive campaign 

commentary amplified the likelihood of posting negative campaign commentary, more 

than the effect of positive campaign commentary. This generally held true among all 

participants, but the effect was amplified among high self-monitors. By closely attending 

to situational cues of appropriateness, high self-monitors more strongly conformed to the 

valence of opinions expressed in the social environment.  

Sensation-seekers did not appear to have unfavorable evaluations of the 

campaign. They generated more negative comments in experimental setting, but this 

effect did not translate in the field study. Sensation-seekers reported discussing the 

campaign more than peers, and the content of conversation was equally as supportive as 

low SS. Overall the results illustrate, under certain circumstances, a few negative 

campaign reviews can spread like wildfire on campus. Or, in the case of The Other 

Hangover campaign, a strong base of supportive commentary can protect the integrity of 

campaign outcomes.  
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Appendix B 
 

Blog Page Interface 
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Appendix C 
 

Negative Blog Comments 
 
Jon B.         
March 17, 2011 
 

This is a great campaign. The only problem is, 1995 called — they want their "hip" grunge youth-oriented 
PSA campaign back. Haha 

 
Emily S.      
March 17, 2011 
 

This campaign annoys me. Damaging your reputation is so not the worst thing that could result from binge 
drinking. And this campaign doesn’t focus on any of those other harmful outcomes.  

 
Blair A.     
March 17, 2011 
 

I see these ads while walking to and from campus all the time...they're everywhere! 
 

Jake A.     
March 17, 2011 
 

I think this ad campaign is shameful and anti-happiness. The guy in the top picture is only a "creep" if the 
girl doesn't happen to be attracted to him. And, hello, what’s wrong with a girl lifting her top up? Where’s 
the wrong in that! The guys in the picture are obviously enjoying it. People need to understand that we are 
college students and we drink – that’s what we do. Do we overdo it sometimes? Maybe, but no campaign 
can't stop us! 

 
Karissa B.      
March 17, 2011 
 

Haha, I totally call these ads "the shameover." All these ads are saying is that people judge you. For 
example, the guy in the make-out ad was definitely hired for his ability to produce evil glares. Nobody is 
perfect and people will judge you whether you drink or not, so I don’t think these ads will work.  

 
Lauren G. 
March 18, 2011 
 

I've been thinking, what if they called the second Hangover movie The Other Hangover instead of 
Hangover 2?   

 
Liz H. 
March 18, 2011 
 

On the one hand, I think this campaign is pretty cool because it’s entirely student-produced. On the other 
hand, I think the ads are sexist and in poor taste. All of my friends agree, and none of us have been swayed 
to stop drinking because of them. However, I love walking home stumbling drunk at night and seeing them 
plastered everywhere. Keeps me feisty. (There is a chance I have made out with a random boy while 
pressed against one of them. Maybe.)  

 
Collin D. 
March 18, 2011 
 

I agree. Who are these peoples' friends? The situations in these ads aren't reputation-ruining for my crew. It 
would've been "Did I really...crap. Eh, at least I got a story out of it. Guess I gotta stay away from the 
Everclear and beer pong next time."  
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Appendix D 
 

Positive Blog Comments 
 
Jake A. 
November 17, 2011 
 

This is a great campaign. I got a large creeper poster from Gopherfest and it’s hanging in my living room! 
My roomate is sooo bad at getting girls when dunk. He always makes a fool of himself so I figured this 
would remind him not to creep out the ladies! 

 
Blair A.  
March 17, 2011 
 

I see these ads while walking to and from campus all the time...they're everywhere! 
 

Liz H. 
March 17, 2011 
 

I like the concept of "Other Hangover" because I think that's the worst part after a night spent drinking too 
much. I tend to be really hard on myself and beat myself up over any little detail where I might've acted 
stupid the night before.  

 
Karissa B. 
March 17, 2011 
 

So true. As much as people want to fight it and say "oh I don’t get that way" or "that’s such a cliché", its 
not. I will readily admit a few years ago I was THAT girl in college, especially freshman year- that went 
buck wild and got drunk and went home with guys from the bars. I was lucky and at least knew what the 
"really bad idea" line was and never got hurt, and I know a lot of people who were just like me. It's out 
there, and it's common.  

 
Collin D. 
March 18, 2011 
 

This campaign is pretty cool because it’s entirely student-produced. And the execution (in terms of 
visibility and promotion) is really well done. So many college students have done these (and other) crazy 
things and regretted them the next day.  

 
Emily S. 
March 18, 2011 
 

I agree. This is a really good approach and is not like most anti-alcohol ads I’ve seen before. What I like is 
that they aren’t lecturing at us and telling us not to drink at all. They say "don't overdo it", which, in my 
opinion, is a great idea.  

 
Lauren G. 
March 18, 2011 
 

I've been thinking, what if they called the second Hangover movie The Other Hangover instead of 
Hangover 2. 

 
Jon B. 
March 18, 2011 
 

These ads are genius. If anything could make an impact on binge drinking, this is it.  I’ll admit I’ve done 
embarrassing things while drunk before. I’ve de-tagged a few drunken pictures that I quite frankly don’t 
remember being taken in the first place – haven’t we all?  


