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Marian Huhman, PhD joined the faculty of the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign in 2009. She spent eight years as a researcher and evaluator of health campaigns at the CDC, where she was responsible for designing the evaluation of the nation’s largest mass media campaign to improve children’s physical activity, known as VERB.  You can read more about the VERB campaign at  http://www.cdc.gov/youthcampaign/
Video

My name is Marian Huhman. I am currently at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. I am in the Department of Communication and I previously worked at the Center of Disease Control and Prevention from 2001 to 2008. 

Parvanta: Great, Marian. So tell about something about the VERB project--you know the short version of what the VERB project was all about. 

Marian Huhman: Ok.  The VERB campaign was a four year plus campaign of paid advertising and many other marketing strategies to increase the physical activity of a certain age group of children nine to thirteen; we called them “tweens.” 

Parvanta: And that project--what was special about it in terms of its size?

Marian Huhman: It was historic for many reasons. Because it was the first time CDC had gotten this much money for a single initiative. It was one of the first times CDC had embarked on this large partnership between public sector of CDC and private sector of many advertising agencies. And it was the first time that I think CDC had used paid advertising certainly to this extent and there weren’t many large health behavior changing campaigns in the United States at the time that were national in scope. So for money reasons, for partnership reason, for kind of idea at the time, it was also one of the first campaigns to promote physical activity. An anti-smoking campaign was out there; the truth campaign preceded us by a couple of years as well as some of the anti-drug campaigns. 

Parvanta: So this was a pretty extensive and multifaceted campaign, how did you go about evaluating it?

Marian Huhman: We were very fortunate to draw on the expertise of our predecessors who had not always had the benefit of being able to get certainly a baseline measure before any of the advertising had started. So we used an evaluation contractor that was very skilled in this area and we chose to use a telephone survey. And we got a telephone survey done of a nationally representative group of tweens, nine to thirteen, using a survey instrument that we had developed. So it was specific for the kinds of things we were going to be doing with the VERB campaign. We got out of the field the day before the advertising started. So it was a completely clean baseline survey. Then because we knew this age group was going to be quickly “aging out” of the media wide target range, (because they were nine to thirteen and the campaign was going to be at least five years), we took another nationally represented survey group in 2004 and again in 2006. We followed all of those groups, and 2006 was really one cross-sectional survey. But it gave us a new clean measure of awareness every two years. It allowed us to follow longitudinally this initial baseline group. So we had both cross-sectional and longitudinal data. And then we were able to overlay those data and ensure that  by looking at it cross-sectionally, whether or not  there was bias being introduced because the tweens that we were surveying longitudinally--whether or not they had been influenced by the fact that we had called them multiple times. So we were able to tease that out. So we had a lot of credibility kind of high quality things built into it. 

Parvanta:  Just out of curiosity, how did you tease out the research effect of calling the same kids over and over? How did you do that?

Marian Huhman: Well, we compared the responses of the tweens in 2004 that had been called twice previously and compared their answers to this clean new group of 5, 177 tweens in 2004 to see whether the--how different the responses were. [There was no bias on behavioral variables, including no bias on the physical activity measures.  There was bias on some of the awareness measures so weighting adjustments were made.  For subsequent analysis, we used a variable about frequency of exposure, which did show any bias as did some other exposure measures]. So we could take out those effects and still use the measurement of exposure. It is still a good comparison of exposure to physical activity, which then was an unbiased measure. 

Claudia: Ok, so in a nutshell, what kind of results did you get?

Marian Huhman: We found that several of the measures of physical activity, which was free-time sessions of physical activity per week and previous day of physical activity, were both measures that we saw changes in throughout the campaign. On organized physical activity, which was not being promoted by the campaign, we saw no effect. So we were not surprised about that. Even though the ads showed tweens involved in things like playing soccer, the ads never showed that it was necessarily part of a sports team. 

Parvanta: In fact wasn’t that sort of the target (of non)--- kids who didn’t play on teams?

Marian Huhman: Exactly, because the barriers of finance and transportation are pretty high for organized sports or often cost money. So, we knew initially from our baseline, only about 38% of tweens were engaged in an organized sport anyway. So there were a lot that were not. So we were not really surprised to see the needle move on that. We also looked at psychosocial outcomes and we wanted the advertising and marketing to emphasize the benefits of physical activity that they could do it if they tried. They could find an activity that they wanted to--that was self-efficacy. And social influences--that if their peers were doing it and thought it was fun, then they would be interested in it. So we wanted to move the needle on outcome expectation, self-efficacy and social influence. And for nine to thirteen--ten to thirteen year olds which is what we looked at in our summative evaluation paper. We saw that we were able to get a dose response effect on all of those measures. Now for the most consistent measure that we got an effect on in that additional baseline group that had never been exposed to any of the advertising was on outcome expectation and free-time physical activity sessions as well as previous day. 

Parvanta: So now how much work was it to do this evaluation?

Marian Huhman: Well, it was a huge amount of work and we had a small team at CDC, but we had a tremendous evaluation contractor and we worked very collaboratively with them. It was expensive, but the most expensive thing is getting representative samples because you have to call huge numbers to find a household that has a tween that is nine to thirteen year of age. All of those calls is what made it really expensive.

Parvanta: If you were doing this kind of surveying today, would you still use landline telephones or would you go through it differently?

Marian Huhman: We probably would not. Because even the difference between the first year we did the survey, in 2002, and in 2006 there was a difference in response rates. So the contractor had to work harder and harder to get people--get representative samples. There were more and more people who had cell phones. So I would probably try to use some kind of new media or online media. Those tools have become more sophisticated now. Maybe to use a panel of some kind that is an online panel or web-based panel. 

Parvanta: Yes, I was thinking the kind of work that I am doing it is impossible to get people on the phone these days; it is crazy. So changing the gears a little tiny bit--if you are going to be advising students going in to public health/communication particularly in the evaluation area, what kind of skills are important-the kind of skill you had to use in this work?

Marian Huhman: I think having some exposure to the concept of marketing is important and social marketing. So they can begin to think not only about communication, but think about communication in a broader concept--really context, which is selling the communication and marketing communication; so some exposure to that. We would always make a plug for attention to theoretical concepts and use of theory because leaders in our field continue to say, and I believe this also, we need to try to understand how what we are doing (and how it) is working. So I would say give attention to theory and give attention to marketing and then basic public health concepts as well. Understanding people from a population basis, understanding social determinants and understanding how you are going to move people along a trajectory; not just thinking individual level change but thinking community level change; thinking upstream social marketing like how you are going to do advocacy and policy--so attention to all of those areas too. 

Parvanta: So what are you doing now?

Marian Huhman: I teach a course at University of Illinois that is Social Marketing for Health and Behavior Change. The students love it. Some of them are taking a lot of courses in business but had never thought about corporate responsibility/social responsibility and they really like the idea of not only health but environments context where they can apply these concepts. I am hoping to do some research maybe continuing the area of physical activity and youth; maybe working in schools; maybe working with advocacy. So I am thinking about getting in to that. 

Claudia: Do you see any hope for VERB II coming back?

Marian Huhman: I think the brand is still strong and when I ask my students that are now 20-21 years old if they have heard of the VERB campaign, lots of hands go up in the classroom; because they were really just at the end of the target audience when we first started. So I think that is still a very strong brand and could be resurrected. I would recommend that it not be an umbrella brand for other behaviors because while the campaign was running, we were approached about could we do nutrition message through this and other health behaviors concerning this. We really just felt no. It should be a single message and that is what we really know about marketing. But for physical activity it could be revived.

Claudia: Something you would like to tell health communication students that I haven’t asked you about. 

Marian Huhman: Well, I think that one of the conundrum that students have and people like myself deal with too is how does health communication overlap with everything we are trying to doing in public health and social marketing. As someone recently here said that communication is an enormous part of marketing, but in many cases information, education, awareness is not going to be enough. You have to think more broadly about how you are going to alter behavior and that sort of marketing piece comes in. So I think that you have to understand health communication, have to be theoretically sound in that area, and have to know a lot about how that can be applied. Then broaden yourself a little bit more if you want to get in the area of how you are going to get people to really absorb, engage and change. 

Claudia: If you have student coming out with an MPH and let’s say you are fortunate enough to get hired right away or maybe work in a public health department, how long does it take you to become a professional--a competent health communication person?

Marian Huhman: I don’t think it can necessarily take that long. I think that MPH students have a great foundation and are usually very enthusiastic and are really on the cusp of wanting to advance the field and address these really important health issues. If they are fortunate to get a mentor, a person who can work with them, and get them grounded well in one particular area so they are not being spread too thin initially. That gives them some depth. I would really encourage them to work for that before they branch out. So I think they would hit the ground running and probably make a difference quickly.

Claudia: Great. 
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