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The Effect of Positively Framed and Negatively
Framed Messages on Televised Smoking Cessation
Advertisement Success: A Systematic Review

Michelle H. James*, Joanne E. Porter, Vaughan Reimers, Valerie Prokopiv

Collaborative Evaluation Unit, School of Health, Federation University, P.O. Box 3191, Gippsland Mail Centre, 3841, Churchill, Victoria,
Australia

Abstract

Background: Smoking cessation campaigns aim to decrease the prevalence of smoking in the community. However,
smoking cessation campaigns can be expensive to develop and implement, therefore is it essential that campaigns have
high impact and broad reach to ensure the most efficient use of resources.
Method: A systematic review was conducted in October 2020 to assess the efficacy of positively framed and negatively

framed messages used in televised smoking cessation advertisements. The search was restricted to quantitative primary
research published between 2010 and 2020, yielding 4640 results. Study selection was performed using the PRISMA
method. Population was inclusive of all ages and smoking status. A total of 15 articles met the criteria for review.
Results: Negative messages were found to increase the likelihood of a smoker intending to quit, attempting to quit,

successfully quitting, or calling a quitline, while some studies found that positive messages increased confidence to quit
and calls to quitline. Combination of negative and positive messages were found to complement one another and were
more successful at influencing quit behaviour than using either message type alone. However, findings were not
consistent across all studies.
Conclusion: The results of this review may be used to inform the development of future smoking cessation adver-

tisements to ensure content is relevant, effective, and cost-efficient. Further exploration of the efficacy of positive and
negative messages on target populations would be valuable to advise the design of cessation campaigns.

Keywords: Cessation, Negative messaging, Positive messaging, Smoking, Television advertisement

1. Introduction

A ccording to the World Health Organisation
(WHO), more than one billion people

worldwide smoke cigarettes [1]. Higher rates of
smoking are associated with poorer health condi-
tions, heart disease, diabetes, stroke and cancer,
among others, and increased risk of death [2]. The
consequences of smoking can also lead to significant
social, financial, and economic cost to both the in-
dividual and the community, with the risk of passive
smoke inhalation harming non-smoking community
members and smoking related illness leading to
increased demand for health services. Worldwide,
smoking accounts for more than 8 million deaths
per year and has an estimated global economic cost
of US $1.4 trillion [1].

Smoking cessation campaigns Smoking cessation
campaigns aim to decrease the rate of smokingwithin
a target population andprevent people fromengaging
in smoking behaviour in the future [3]. By decreasing
the prevalence of smoking in the community, cessa-
tion campaigns also reduce the economic burden of
smoking while significantly lowering the risk of pre-
ventable disease and improving health outcomes,
even among long-term smokers [4]. However, smok-
ing cessation campaigns can be expensive to develop
and implement, therefore material with high impact
and broad reach are sought to ensure the most effi-
cient use of resources and reduce long term adver-
tising costs [3].
Multiple advertising mediums exist which can be

used to distribute smoking cessation campaigns,
including video, radio, print media (i.e. newspaper,
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magazines), billboards and social media. Among
them, one of the most widely used advertisement
mediums is video. This includes advertisements
distributed via television, social media, and stream-
ing services. When designing a smoking cessation
media campaign, Durkin et al. [5] suggests that
population exposure is a vital measure of advertise-
ment success, and thus television is the primary
method of campaign distribution to influence
smokers. Televised advertisements are commonly
utilised because they can reach a broad range of
socio-economic, regional, and indigenous commu-
nities and can overcome geographical barriers [6e8].
Studies show that use of televised advertisements

in smoking cessation campaigns can successfully
motivate viewers to participate in quitting behav-
iour including thinking about, attempting to, and
seeking help to quit, and can assist in maintaining
abstinence [5]. Research also suggests that smoking
cessation advertisements broadcast via television
can have greater effect than other mediums such as
radio or newspaper, but that television is a signifi-
cantly more expensive form of advertisement [9],
reiterating the importance of making advertisement
content as efficacious as possible.
The content of televised cessation advertisements is

commonly described as either negative or positive
[10]. Negative content includes messages which
emphasise the detrimental health effects of smoking,
reduce the social acceptability of smoking, and elicit
feelings of guilt or shame. Conversely, positive con-
tent utilisesmessageswhich encourage quit attempts,
emphasise support services and empowers the
viewer to quit. Caution is requiredwhendesigning an
advertisement so that the content chosen is most
likely to reduce smoking rates to minimise the cost of
repeated campaigns and ongoing health service use.
However, the efficacy of negative messages versus
positive messages has not yet been determined as
there is a significant lack of research in this space and
many existing studies were conducted prior to recent
advancements in advertising technology.
The aim of this systematic review is to assess

whether positive or negative messages used in
smoking cessation advertisements are more effec-
tive at influencing smoking attitude, intention, and
behaviour. The results of this review may be used to
inform the development of future smoking cessation
advertisements to ensure content is relevant, effec-
tive, and cost-efficient.

2. Method

The methodology of this systematic review
aimed to identify and summarise research articles

pertaining to the message content of televised
smoking cessation advertisements. The systematic
review was conducted using the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) method [11] to ensure the process was
transparent and accurately reported. In addition to
the PRISMA method, the Matrix method [12] was
used to assist in the extraction, critique and summa-
risation of selected studies.

2.1. Data sources

The search was conducted in October 2020 using
EBSCO, ERIC, Scopus, and Wiley databases. Search
terms included “nicotine”, “tobacco”, “smoke*”,
“cigarette”, “cessation”, “stop”, “quit”, “advertis*”,
“ad”, “commercial”, “marketing”, “campaign”,
“intervention”, “TV”, “television”, “media”, “audio-
visual”, “digital”, and their variations, directed by a
Boolean search strategy whereby search terms were
separated by “and”/“or”. The search strategy yiel-
ded 4640 results (Table 1).

2.2. Study selection

Study selection was performed using the PRISMA
flow chart (Fig. 1). Search results were sequentially
assessed via title and abstract. To be included in the
review, research articles were required to satisfy the
following inclusion criteria: 1) discuss and assess a
televised smoking cessation advertisement, 2) pro-
vide sufficient detail of the advertisement to identify
the message(s) as positive or negative, 3) be pub-
lished as an original research article in a peer-
reviewed journal, 4) be written in English, 5) present
a quantitative analysis, and 6) be published within
the last ten years (2010e2020).
Studies were excluded if they advertised,

endorsed, or promoted the use or cessation of vap-
ing, electronic cigarettes, or alternative tobacco

Table 1. Databases used to search for relevant literature.

Database Results

Academic search complete 774
APA PsychArticles 4
APA Psychinfo 461
CINAHL Complete 506
ERIC 26
Medline 850
PubMed 123
Scopus 1072
Taylor & Francis Online 405
Web of science 264
Wiley 155
Total number of articles 4640
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products such as nicotine gum, inhalers, lozenges,
or nasal spray. Articles were also excluded if they
primarily addressed forms of media other than
television, such as social media, print, radio, or on-
line advertisements. The remaining papers were
then screened using the full-text and selected arti-
cles were cross-checked by all four authors to
ensure consensus. Duplicates and papers which
failed the eligibility criteria were removed. Lastly,
the cite list and reference list of remaining and
relevant articles were examined to ensure all perti-
nent papers had been identified. One additional
article was identified and added to the PRISMA flow
chart before being reviewed. Selected articles were
critically examined to ensure scientific rigour,
credibility and relevance using the Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist [13].
They were rated as a percentage of compliance and
scores less than 70% were excluded from the anal-
ysis. The study selection identified 15 papers for
review.

2.3. Data extraction

The matrix method was then used to assist the
summarisation and critique of selected studies. The
author(s), year, country, design, participant de-
mographic, number of participants, message,
outcome measures and results are presented in
Appendix 1 in order of author alphabetical order.

Where an article did not define content as negative
and positive, the advertisement was categorised
independently by two authors. This was achievable
due to the inclusion criteria requiring a satisfactory
definition of the advertisements to be included in
the review. There was complete agreement between
the authors on the classification of content as
negative or positive.

3. Results

A total of 15 articles met the screening criteria for
inclusion in this systematic review. The articles were
conducted in or using data derived from partici-
pants in the USA (n ¼ 11), Australia (n ¼ 1), New
Zealand (n ¼ 1), the UK (n ¼ 1) and Norway (n ¼ 1).
All studies used a quantitative method of analysis.
Two studies used a Randomised Controlled Trial
(RCT) and repeated measures, nine used existing or
cohort survey data, and four used number of calls to
quitlines to indicate advertisement effect. Within
the studies, dependent variables included smoking
attitude, beliefs, intention, behaviour, confidence
quitting, and calls to quitline. Fourteen studies used
participants aged 18 years and over, while one study
assessed youth aged 11e17 years. Participants
included both males and females, current smokers,
past smokers, and non-smokers. The definition of a
‘smoker’ varied, including somebody who has
smoked at least 100 cigarettes in their lifetime and
now currently smokes some days or all days, people
who have smoked at least once in the previous
month, daily smokers, people who smoke ‘on rare
occasions’, or youth who have smoked at least one
cigarette in the past 30 days. Four studies did not
define the term smoker.
The advertisements came from existing smoking

cessation campaigns such as the Tips from Former
Smokers (Tips) campaign, the New York Tobacco
Control Program, the Tobacco. Reality Unfiltered
(TRU) Campaign, the Stop Before You Start
campaign, the EX-campaign, and other state-wide
or international advertisements. Seven studies
compared the effects of positive and negative mes-
sages, seven assessed the effect of only negative
messages, and one assessed the effect of only posi-
tive messages. A critique of the studies included in
this review is presented below under the following
headings: 1) Effect of negative advertisement mes-
sages, and 2) Effect of positive advertisement mes-
sages. Each section includes an analysis of study
outcomes including change in smoking attitude,
intention, and behaviour. Change in smoking atti-
tude includes changes to cognitions and beliefs
about smoking. Change in smoking intention

Records identified through 

database searching 

(n = 4640)

Additional records identified 

through other sources 

(n = 1)

Records screened (after duplicates 

removed) using title and abstract 

(n = 4641)

Records excluded 

(n = 4610)

Full-text articles assessed for 

eligibility 

(n = 31)

Full-text articles excluded

Full-text not available (n = 1)

Non-primary literature (n = 1)

Failed eligibility criteria (n = 7)

Does not describe content 

sufficiently (n = 6)

Studies assessed using CASP score 

(n = 16)

Studies included in literature review 

(n = 15)

Records excluded

(n = 1)

Fig. 1. PRISMA flow chart of search strategy.
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includes intention to change smoking behaviour or
intention to quit. Calls to Quitline are also used as in
indicator of smoking intention. Change in smoking
behaviour includes increasing quit attempts and
change to population smoking rates.

3.1. Effect of negative advertisement messages

Advertisements containing negative messages,
also referred to as Why To Quit (WTQ) messages,
included content such as emotional testimony,
graphic imagery, messages eliciting fear, guilt or
disgust and showing the detrimental health effects
of smoking.

3.2. Change in smoking attitude

The review identified one RCT which assessed
change in smoking attitude by assigning partici-
pants to conditions of random exposure and
surveying their response to both negative and pos-
itive messages. This study found that negative
messages resulted in significantly higher perceived
effectives ( p < .001) and higher negative emotional
reaction ( p < .001) than positive messages, which
was indicative of increased negative feelings about
smoking, confidence quitting, and belief that quit-
ting would improve health [14].
Four cohort studies used a survey of participants

to indicate the effect of negative messages on
smoking attitude. Three of the cohort studies
assessed the US Tips campaign which showed
smokers providing graphic and emotional personal
testimonials of their smoking-related diseases,
before linking viewers to a state quitline [15e17]. All
three studies surveyed participants before and after
the campaign period. Negative messages were
associated with significantly increased cognitions
regarding smoking, including increased knowledge
of associated smoking-related health conditions
( p < .05) and worry about health risks ( p < .001) [15].
Knowledge of lesser-known health risks increased
significantly (33%e46% for amputation, p < .001;
11%e18% for blindness, p < .001) however knowl-
edge of well-known risks did not (78%e77% for
heart attack, p < .94) [16]. Huang et al. [16]
hypothesise that this may be due to most smokers
being already aware of the risk of heart attack,
whereas the risk of amputation and blindness are
lesser-known consequences of smoking.
The fourth cohort study evaluated the effect of the

“Stop Before You Start” campaign was a negative
message cessation campaign featuring a middle-
aged man personified as a cigarette and designed to
be unattractive. Li et al. [18] found that the

campaign, described as “disturbing” and “creepy”,
was targeted towards young adults (aged 18e24
years) but was equally effective in changing smok-
ing-related cognition and awareness in adults aged
25 years and over, indicating that the same adver-
tisement could be effectively expanded to target
multiple age groups.

3.3. Change in smoking intention

Four cohort studies used calls to quitlines to
indicate the effect of negative messages on smoking
intention. Periods of advertising in which negative
messages were shown correlated with increased
calls to quitlines in Australia [19], the UK [10] and
the USA [20,21]. This finding was stronger for pop-
ulations that resided in areas of high socio-eco-
nomic status (SES) than those with low SES
( p < .001) [19]. However, the effect of negative
messages on low SES populations was increased
when the advertisement included highly emotive
content and a narrative format ( p ¼ .001) [19].
Negative messages were also associated with calls
from people who were less ready to quit or had low
confidence in quitting, indicating that the adver-
tisements successfully changed smoking intention
[21]. However, one study suggested that the effect of
negative messages on calls to quitline were not as
strong as the effect of positive messages or required
a higher level of exposure to achieve the same effect
[10].
Three cohort studies used surveys to indicate

change in smoking intention. When surveyed, par-
ticipants indicated that negative messages signifi-
cantly increased awareness of cessation resources
( p < .020) [16] and intention to quit ( p < .05) [15],
and the likelihood of initiating pre-cessation
behaviour such as visiting a cessation website or
calling a quitline increased but was not significant
[16]. Another study used negative emotive content
designed to elicit disgust to measure the response of
both smokers and non-smokers and compared this
to content containing humour [22]. This study found
that disgust content was associated with greater
motivation to quit than humour [22].

3.4. Change in smoking behaviour

One RCT assessed the effect of negative messages
on smoking behaviour. Participants were allocated
to conditions of repeated exposure to different
cessation advertisements. The study found that
exposure to negative messages increased the likeli-
hood that a smoker would attempt to quit in the
following four weeks ( p < .001) [23]. Further, it was
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found that at four-week follow-up, people assigned
to view negative advertisements featuring
emotional personal testimonial were less likely to be
smokers (6.1% weighted non-smokers) than those
who viewed graphic images (4.7% weighted non-
smokers) [23], highlighting the variability of
different types of negative content and effect on
smoking behaviour.
Four cohort studies used a survey of participants

to find that negative messages increased quit at-
tempts [3,7,16,17]. McAfee et al. [17] found that quit
attempts increased from 31.1% to 34.8% ( p ¼ .02)
over the campaign period, while Huang et al. [16]
found that quit attempts increased from 39% to 44%,
but this result was not statistically significant when
adjusted to a larger sample. Negative messages
were also more likely to be recalled by participants
than positive messages [3]. This is significant as
awareness of smoking cessation campaigns has
been found to decrease the likelihood of current
smoking or engaging in experimental smoking
behaviour among high-sensation-seeking youth,
and sensation seeking is associated with greater risk
of smoking [24,25]. Two cohort studies found that
the impact of negative messages on quit attempts
was higher for people of low SES and an education
level of high-school degree or less [7,17].
In another cohort study, the EX-campaign was

assessed to compare positive and negative messages
including the dangers of smoking and exposure to
second-hand smoke versus encouragement and
advice on quitting [7]. Smokers were surveyed and it
was estimated that during the study period, each
participant saw an average of three negative and
three positive advertisements per month. Negative
messages were associated with making a quit
attempt in the past 12 months and being able to
recall at least one negative advertisement increased
the likelihood of making a quit attempt by 29%
( p < .05) [7].

3.5. Effect of positive advertisement messages

Advertisements containing positive messages,
also referred to as How To Quit (HTQ) messages,
included content such as examples of smokers who
have successfully quit, encouragement to quit,
empowering smokers and contact information for
support services.

3.6. Change in smoking attitude

Two repeated measures studies assessed the effect
of positive messages on smoking attitude. Duke
et al. [23] found that positive messages increased

participants confidence in quitting, and Davis et al.
[14] found that positive messages resulted in
significantly higher motivational reaction ( p < .001)
than negative messages [14].
One cohort study measured awareness of the EX-

campaign, which includes encouragement and/or
advice on quitting. This study found that the
advertisement was positively associated with the
cognitive measures “thinking about quitting” and
“thinking about which cigarettes during the day
would be hardest to give up” ( p < .01). Additionally,
62% of participants surveyed were aware of the EX-
campaign and 79% were able to report aided
awareness [26].

3.7. Change in smoking intention

Three cohort studies which included an analysis
of positive messages revealed that periods of
advertising in which positive content is shown
correlated with increased calls to quitlines [10,20,21].
Calls to quitlines were found to be 1.9 times higher
when advertisements describing ‘how to quit’ e
classified as positive messages - were aired
compared to no cessation advertisements at all [21].
However, the effect of ‘how to quit’ advertisements
was not as high as the effect of negative messages
showing graphic imagery (2.1 times more calls) or
emotive testimonial (2.6 times more calls) [21]. This
is contrary to the findings of Richardson et al. [10]
who found that positive messages had a greater ef-
fect on calls to quitlines than negative messages.

3.8. Change in smoking behaviour

One RCT study by Davis et al. [14] found that
positive messages had no effect on quitting behav-
iour. The results of two cohort studies also did not
support the use of positive advertisements for
smoking cessation [7,26]. Use of the EX-advertise-
ment was not associated with making a quit attempt
in the past 12 months [7], and although Vallone et al.
[26] reported increased awareness and smoking
cognitions, awareness of the EX-campaign did not
translate into behaviour change or making a quit
attempt. The authors suggest that based on the
multivariate model analysis, significant change in
behaviour may have been detected if the study had
used a larger sample [26].

4. Discussion

This review found mixed results for the efficacy of
positive and negative messages in smoking cessa-
tion advertisements. Both positive and negative
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messages correlated with changes in smoking
related attitude, including increased negative feel-
ings about smoking and increased knowledge and
worry about the health risks associated with smok-
ing [14e16]. Two studies found that positive mes-
sages were more effective than negative messages at
increasing confidence in quitting [14,23], however,
this finding was contradicted by Vallone et al. [26]
who found no relationship between positive mes-
sages and increased confidence in quitting.
Both positive and negative messages resulted in

changes in smoking intention measured using calls
to quitlines [10,19,21]. One study suggested that the
effect of positive messages on calls to quitline were
greater than the effect of negative messages, or that
negative messages required a higher level of expo-
sure to achieve the same effect [10]. This was con-
tradicted by Nonnemaker et al. [21] who found that
the effect of positive messages on calls to quitlines
was not as high as the effect of negative messages
showing graphic imagery (2.1 times more calls) or
emotive testimonial (2.6 times more calls). However,
it should be noted that not all people who are
encouraged by TV advertisements to make a change
in smoking behaviour seek help to do so, with some
preferring to quit on their own [27]. Therefore, the
results of studies which use calls to quitlines to
measure effect may have greatly underestimated
advertisement efficacy.
In most studies where the success of positive and

negative messages was compared, positive mes-
sages were not found to be as effective as negative
messages to change smoking intention and behav-
iour. Negative messages increased the likelihood
that a smoker would intend to quit, attempt to quit,
or successfully quit [3,7,15e17,23], while positive
messages were associated with less motivation to
quit, were less often recalled, or had no effect on
quit attempts compared to negative messages
[3,7,14,22]. In support of these findings, the World
Health Organisation promotes MPOWER tobacco
control measures, which includes the key priority to
“Warn about the dangers of tobacco” [1]. Negative
messages are identified as an effective strategy to
reduce smoking rates and to satisfy this measure.
There is support within this review that to be most

effective, a combination of positive and negative
messages should be incorporated into the same
campaign [10,14]. This is premised by the finding
that while negative messages are responded to most
favourably by smokers, it is positive messages that
inspire the greatest confidence and elicit the stron-
gest motivation to make a quit attempt [14]. There-
fore, the two message types complement one
another and are more successful at influencing quit

behaviour in combination than using either mes-
sage type alone. However, the findings of Davis
et al. [14] and Duke et al. [23] do not support this
theory. A combination of positive and negative
messages did not significantly increase audience
reaction, quit intentions or smoking behaviours
compared to advertisements containing negative
messages alone, and no effects were found when
using positive messages only [14,23]. In some cases,
combination of negative and positive messages
appear to dilute audience reaction [14] and likeli-
hood of making a quit attempt in the following four
weeks [23]. This suggests that the inclusion of pos-
itive messages may not be beneficial. Conversely,
evidence suggests that advertisements which try to
elicit guilt or shame from a smoker can actually be
counterproductive in discouraging smoking [28].
Therefore, when designing a cessation campaign,
care should be taken to research the target popula-
tion and consider the results of past campaigns.
While some studies have suggested that the effect

of smoking cessation advertisements dissipate after
3-months [29] multiple studies in this review sug-
gest a more longitudinal effect with sustained re-
sults for negative messages at 6 months [15] and
both negative and positive messages up to 1-year
post exposure [7]. These are encouraging results as
longitudinal effects reduce the need to repeatedly
promote campaign advertisements and reduce
associated costs, while supporting the efficacy of
positive and negative messages in promoting sus-
tained behavioural and cognitive change.

4.1. Academic implications

The findings from this review shed further light
on both Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) and
the Health Belief Model (HBM). Both of these the-
ories posit that people are motivated to protect
themselves from harm as the result of a threat
appraisal process reflecting an individual's percep-
tions of their vulnerability to a given risk, and the
severity of that risk [30,31]. However, while these
theories have both made significant contributions,
the empirical evidence in support of the PMT [32]
and the HBM [33] has been mixed. It is therefore
significant that as per the findings from this study, it
is those cessation advertisements that reflect the
threats involved in smoking (negative messages)
that are more likely to result in cessation-oriented
attitudes and behaviour.
Self-efficacy Theory may be used to explain why

some studies found that positive messages were
more effective than negative messages at changing
smoking related attitude and intention. Studies
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show that self-efficacy is indicative of cognitive
change among smokers before attempting to quit,
and that higher self-efficacy is a predictor of quitting
success [34]. While overall positive messages were
not found to be as effective as negative messages,
they do act as an important cessation tool that is
highly effective for some people who smoke.

4.2. Future research

The content of advertising campaigns is often
defined by the target audience. For example, women
are more effected by negative messages that
emphasise the health effects of smoking, while men
are more motivated by positive messages that
include empowering content [8]. Similarly, positive
messages are more effective at encouraging current
smokers to quit but negative messages are more
likely to draw the attention of non-smokers and
encourage them not to engage in smoking behav-
iour in the future [35]. This review found that
negative messages had greater impact on call fre-
quency to quitlines among low SES populations
than high SES populations and were associated with
calls from people who were less ready to quit or had
low confidence in quitting [19,21]. However, it
should also be noted that these target groups were
not investigated for positive messages. The current
review collates the results of multiple advertise-
ments across three continents, giving a broad
overview of the effect of positive and negatively
themed messages and contributing a valuable
perspective to the literature of health research and
promotion. A review of the effect of positive and
negative messages could be expanded in future to
include multiple populations so that content can be
customised to better target a specific audience when
required. Future research should be used to inform
policy makers and cessation focused agencies such
as quitlines about the most effective advertisement
strategy for the target population, to maximise the
impact of future cessation campaigns.
It should be noted, also, that this study was con-

ducted in the specific context of broadcast television,
and therefore does not consider the impact of
streaming media. For example, as of 2016, Netflix
has essentially operated as a global Internet TV
network with access to almost every country on the
planet. While streaming media serves as an exten-
sion of the television experience, in many markets, it
is not subject to the same regulatory control and
censorship [36]. The significance of this stems from
that fact that in some countries Netflix is now
viewed more frequently than broadcast television
[37] and that its programs have been found to

feature smoking imagery more often [38]. Hence,
considering calls for greater regulation of streaming
platforms [39], it is recommended that to comple-
ment the findings from this study, future research
focus on measuring the impact of whatever in-
terventions might be introduced to better regulate
how and how often smoking imagery is featured via
streaming media.

4.3. Limitations

This systematic review has several limitations.
First, while the studies included in this review were
published between 2010 and 2020, the data included
in some articles dated as far back as 2002, and it was
necessary on occasion to draw on additional studies
preceding this period in order to provide a critical
analysis of the studies being reviewed.
Second, the articles included in this review were

restricted to English language only, resulting in the
inclusion of sources primarily from Western and
European countries. It must be acknowledged that
articles published in other languages were not able
to be captured in this review but may offer a
different result regarding the effect of positive and
negative messages. Additionally, the literature
search resulted in a greater number of articles from
the USA than other included countries, potentially
giving greater weight to results derived from this
population in comparison to advertisements from
other locations.
Third, it is problematic to equate studies with

differing methodologies and incomparable rigour in
study design as this makes it difficult to compare the
effect of independent variables. The studies
included in this review used a multitude of research
methods to assess the efficacy of selected adver-
tisements including repeated measures, cohort
surveys and calls to quitlines. Therefore, it is diffi-
cult to make direct comparisons of the results of
these studies. The effectiveness of cessation adver-
tisements was also measured using a variety of ap-
proaches, including reported quit attempts,
thoughts about quitting and recall of cessation ad-
vertisements while others measured beliefs,
knowledge, and cognitions about smoking. Without
one comprehensive, validated metric for measuring
advertisement effectiveness it is difficult to compare
message efficacy.
Lastly, confounding variables such as length of

exposure, frequency, relatability, and additional
cessation strategies such as taxes and smoke-free air
laws may also influence advertisement success
[14,15,40]. The repeated measures studies included
in this review used random allocation and
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demographic distribution to minimise the effect of
confounding variables and provide the most accu-
rate measure of effect. However, repeated measures
studies use an artificial form of exposure for study
participants which does not replicate the likely lived
experience of participants viewing advertisements
from home. Conversely, cohort and survey studies -
which made up the majority of studies included in
this review (n ¼ 13) - do not allow for random
allocation of participants to minimise confounding
variables. Survey and cohort studies also rely on
self-report to measure exposure which can be sub-
ject to response bias [41]. However, these study
designs report on a more authentic experience as
participants were exposed to the subject matter
naturally before participating in the study.

5. Conclusion

This systematic review adds to the growing body
of evidence regarding the effectiveness of smoking
cessation advertisements and the messages used to
illicit a cognitive or behavioural change in current
and prospective smokers. While the results of using
negative messages in smoking cessation advertise-
ments were mostly favourable, the results for using
positive messages were mixed. There is some sup-
port for using a combination of both positive and
negative messages although results for whether or
not the addition of positive messages adds to the

efficacy of a campaign were inconsistent. Further,
positive and negative messages are each effective at
targetting a different form of cognitive or behav-
ioural change, with negative messages increasing
the likelihood of a smoker intending to quit,
attempting to quit, or successfully quitting and
positive messages increasing confidence in quitting
and calls to quitline. This review is the first of its
kind to systematically compare the efficacy of posi-
tive and negative messages. The results have major
implications for future cessation campaigns, policy
makers, and cessation focused agencies such as
quitlines, which can be guided by this review to
design their advertisement in accordance with their
target audience to ensure content is relevant, effec-
tive, and cost-efficient. This also has the potential to
prevent smoking-related illnesses and harms, and to
reduce overall population smoking rates. Further
exploration of the efficacy of positive and negative
messages on target populations would be valuable
to advise the design of future cessation campaigns.
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Appendix 1. Summary of the systematic review

Author(s) Year Country Design Participants n Message Outcome
measures

Results

Davis
et al. [14]

2013 USA Randomised
controlled trial

Male/female
adult
smokers

3411 N/P Smoking attitude,
beliefs, intention,
behaviour

Negative messages increase
emotional reaction and
perceived effectiveness. Positive
messages increase motivation
and confidence quitting.

Duke
et al. [23]

2014 USA Randomised
controlled
trial

Male/female
adult
smokers

3002 N/P Smoking attitude,
beliefs, intention,
behaviour

Negative messages increase the
likelihood of a smoker quitting in
the following 4 weeks. Positive
messages do not.

Duke
et al. [15]

2015 USA Cohort Male/female
adult
smokers

4040 N Smoking knowl-
edge, beliefs,
intention

Negative messages increase
worry about health and smoking
risks and intention to quit.

Durkin
et al. [19]

2011 Australia Cohort Male/female
smokers
18e39 y/o

33,719 N Calls to quitline Combination of high-emotion
and narrative negative messages
were associated with greatest
increase in calls to quitline.

Farrelly
et al. [7]

2012 USA Cohort Male/female
adult
smokers

8780 N/P Quit attempts Negative messages were associ-
ated with desire to quit and quit
attempts. Positive messages had
no effect.

Farrelly
et al. [20]

2013 USA Cohort Male/female
adult
smokers

N/A N Calls to quitline Messages highlighting the health
consequences of smoking and
second-hand smoke increase
calls to quitline.

(continued on next page)
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