Teens take on tobacco advertising in Sunnyvale stores

This project was designed to empower youth in one community to instigate a reduction of tobacco ads and promotions at the retail point-of-sale.  In Sunnyvale, youth were organized to target retail tobacco outlets that had high levels of tobacco point-of-purchase (POP) marketing materials.


Sunnyvale
We implemented a youth driven campaign in Sunnyvale California, a community of 100,000 people in Santa Clara County. During the 1995— 1996 school year, thirty high school students worked as youth tobacco control advocates. Their goal was to reduce point-of-sale advertising and promotion at targeted stores by 10% from baseline (the 1995 Operation Storefront survey). The 1995 survey showed that Sunnyvale stores had an average of 33 tobacco ads or promotions.  This was higher than any other community in the county and higher than the State average of 28 ads per store.

Youth recruitment was initiated during September and October through meetings with administrators, teachers and students at the two public high schools in the community.  Recruitment was done through presentations at school-sponsored clubs, posting flyers on campus and through the personal recommendation of students already involved in TASK.  Although formal recruitment ended by December, teens who expressed interest were always welcomed as new TASK teens. A total of 30 youth participated in the project over a six-month time period. 

At each school the teens formed a club and met weekly with the project coordinator.  During these meetings the teens learned about the problem of tobacco advertising and promotion in their community, planned what they would do, gained skills on how to talk to merchants and reviewed their progress. The teens used the following process to accomplish their goals:

Identify the issue.  The teens reviewed the 1995 survey information and decided to adopt specific stores that were the “worst-of-the worst.”  Those stores selected had tobacco advertising that was located three feet or lower to the floor, tobacco promotions near candy, and exceeded the city’s sign law that restricts window coverage to 25%.  

Document the problem.  After identifying those stores, the teens visited each store to verify that these advertising practices were still being used.  This documentation process identified 29 stores that were adopted and became the target intervention stores.

Use the law.  Teens sent 91 complaint letters about sign law violations to the city.  These complaints not only prompted action by city staff but also resulted in a meeting with the city staff so they could explain the enforcement process and learn more about the TASK teens.

Talk to store owners. TASK teens then contacted each store owner through a letter and several visits asking the owner to remove all tobacco advertising that is 3 feet or below and not to place any tobacco promotions near candy.  

Gain support. The teens gathered over 1500 signatures on petitions asking the stores owners to eliminate these specific tobacco advertising practices. There were 29 petitions with each petition written to a specific store owner. Hoping to increase the community support for their effort, the teens got a resolution passed by the Sunnyvale City Council asking all stores that sell tobacco to remove tobacco advertising and promotion that is near candy and to remove any tobacco advertising that is placed below the counter level.

Contact merchants again.  TASK teens sent the city council’s resolution to every tobacco retailer along with their own letter urging merchants to voluntarily take action. The teens visited each of the 29 adopted stores store giving the owner the TASK letter along with the community petition and a copy of the resolution.

Media advocacy.  TASK teens used the media to increase the impact of their efforts.  Media advisories and news releases were sent out when the teens went before the city council asking for the resolution and when they returned to tell the city council about the impact of their efforts.  Several TASK teens were interviewed by the local newspapers, a radio station popular with youth and a national television news program. 

Four challenges evolved during the campaign.  (1) A great deal of time and effort was needed to recruit the youth.  In order to develop a large enough group at each school, we had to extend the timeframe for recruitment and expand our outreach efforts. (2) The teens did not want TASK to become a class; they wanted action.  This meant we needed to integrate learning and skill building with the actions they were taking.  (3) Despite attempts to find out when the owners would be at their stores, they were frequently not in the stores when the teens visited.  This was frustrating and time consuming for the teens.  (4) The teens were intimated by the prospective of talking to the store owners.  The teens had language, cultural and age barriers that they had to be overcome.  Training by the chamber of commerce staff and the project coordinator helped to reduce their apprehensions.

Outcome Evaluation

The intended outcomes of the project were to counteract pro-tobacco influences in Sunnyvale by  (a) mobilizing teens to raise community awareness about the magnitude of tobacco advertising and promotions at the retail point-of-sale, and (b) by reducing the amount of pro-tobacco advertising and promotion at retail outlets in selected communities.  The project was designed to answer the following outcome evaluation questions, as follows.

What was the impact on the amount of point-of-sale tobacco advertising and promotion found in all tobacco retailers in Sunnyvale when the countywide public information campaign is combined with a youth advocacy effort to persuade merchants to reduce the amount of point-of-sale tobacco advertising and promotions?  

Because of the desires of the teen advocates to focus their efforts on the worst offenders in Sunnyvale — rather than conducting a citywide intervention as planned — the evaluation of this objective was changed to a within-city pre-post cohort design.  Tobacco POP marketing variables were measured in the Spring of 1995 and again in the Spring of 1996 in a complete census of stores in Sunnyvale (n=81 in 1995; n=79 in 1996). Due to store closures and refusals, data are available at both assessment points for 29 target stores and 45 non-target (Sunnyvale control) stores. We evaluated the objective by comparing the changes in store-level variables for matched-pair data collected at each wave for target and non-target stores.  (Interior data are not available for three non-target stores at the 1996 assessment.)  The following table presents the Sunnyvale cohort data and paired t-test results for the major outcome variables.

Sunnyvale Cohort Results

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Variable
	
	1995
	1996
	N Pairs
	Percent 

Change
	P Change

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Ads/Promos
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	46.3

27.5
	36.6

27.1
	29

42
	-21

-2
	.09

.93

	Interior Ads
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	40.0

18.6
	28.4

20.0
	29

42
	-21

8
	.08

.76

	Promotional Items
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	2.7

4.9
	4.0

5.3
	29

42
	52

8
	.33

.87

	Exterior Ads
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	9.7

2.4
	4.2

1.9
	26

45
	-57

-25
	.005

.24

	Window Coverage Non-Compliance (%)
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	100

0
	35

24
	26

45
	-65

24
	<.0001

<.001

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


These results show that the teen advocates had a significant impact on exterior variables at the target stores, including a reduction in the number of exterior tobacco ads and a reduction in the proportion of target stores that were non-compliant with the window coverage provision of the local sign law.  Over the course of the study period, in contrast, the proportion of non-target stores that violated the window coverage provision rose significantly.  Interior tobacco advertising and promotional variables did not change significantly over the course of the project, although there was a favorable trend seen in the number of interior tobacco ads, contrasting the direction of change seen in the non-target stores.

We also evaluated the impact of the targeted interventions on the proportion of stores with ads near candy, and the proportion of stores with tobacco ads less than or equal to three feet off the floor.

Sunnyvale Cohort Results

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Variable
	
	1995
	1996
	N Pairs
	P Change

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Stores with Ads Near Candy (%)
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	100

7
	38

31
	29

42
	<.0001

.007

	Stores with Ads at or Below 

Three Feet (%)
	
Target:


Non-Target:


	100

33
	69

35
	29

49
	.003

.83

	
	
	
	
	
	


These results suggest that youth had a highly significant impact on the proportion of target stores that had ads near candy and ads less than or equal to three feet off the floor; in fact, the interventions appear to have countered the trend seen in the non-target stores of an increasing proportion of stores having present these two conditions.

Conclusions

The results of this project demonstrate that youth advocates can have a significant effect on tobacco POP marketing variables when “high-risk” stores are targeted for long-term merchant education, sign-law-enforcement, policy and media advocacy actions.  In addition to having a substantial effect on merchant behavior and the store environment, these approaches provide youth with important experiences in advocacy, leadership, and civics.
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