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S 
uccessful campaigns against 
breast cancer, tobacco and 
AIDS in California have 
relied more than health pro
grammes in the past upon 

dialogue between health profes
sionals, volunteer organizations and 
the public at large. To do this, 
original techniques had to be tailored 
and adapted to their audiences or, 
better still, had to involve the public 
as partners in health . 

Cancer is a large group of diseases 
characteri sed by uncontrolled 
growth and spread of abnormal cells; 
if the spread is not controlled it 
results in death. Fortunately, many 
cancers can be cured if detected and 
treated promptly. Increasingly 
common among American women, 
breast cancer is one form of cancer 
that has a high rate of cure if 
detected early. Up to 90 per cent of 
women whose cancer is detected 
early and treated promptly can save 
their lives. 

Given the gravity of the situation 
one out of every ten women in the 
United States has breast cancer at 
some point in her life - the local 
branch of the American Cancer 
Society in the San Francisco Bay 
area took action. Its membe rs 
decided to alert women by using 
every appropriate form of media so 
that they would be examined for 
breast cancer and, if needed, could 
take immediate steps to do some
thing about it. 

The Smart Women programme 
was launched during the week of 
18 April, 1987, and used the most 
popular regional television station as 
its point of focus . As the programme 
went on the air, backed up by the 
press and radio, nearly 16,000 phone 
calls were received at a central phone 
bank staffed by volunteers. No fewer 
than 13,257 women who called in 
were eligible and 9,100 low-radiation 
mammograms were completed dur
ing the Smart Women programme. 

Blood pressure check-ups for passers-by 
in a Madrid park. 
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A programme this vast reqmr~s 
planning, and a regional orgam
zation was set up and divided into 
task forces . A medical task force 
dealt with such technical issues as the 
radiological facilities. A promotion 
and response task force planned the 
operations of the phone bank, 
briefing and organizing over 1 ,000 
volunteers. Finally, an evaluation 
task force was chaired by a professor 
of public health at the University of 
California, Berkeley. 

Media coverage was extensive. 
Articles appeared in 29 newspapers 
with a circulation of over two mil
lion. Some publications ran articles 
on more than one day or devoted full 
pages to Smart Women. Many TV 
and radio stations ran public service 
announcements. 

Evaluation proved that the target 
population had been reached. 

Women heard about the programme, 
understood it and did something 
about the information they received. 
Also, as a result of Smart Women 
a legislator sponsored a bill to en
sure medical insurance for mammo
graphy in California; the bill became 
law on 1 January last year. 

Women who had been successfully 
treated played an important role on 
TV, over the phone or face-to-face. 
They spoke frankly , woman-to
woman. And not only the public was 
educated. Studies showed that 30 per 
cent of women at high risk - those 
whose mother or sister had had 
breast cancer - did not have a 
physician recommend a mammo
gram; yet 88 per cent of women over 
35 said they would take one if their 
physician recommended it. These 
facts have been presented to the 
medical profession for action. 

Grim harvest 

Meantime the fight against 
smoking and use of tobacco is in the 
winning phase in the United States, 
but much remains to be done. The 
facts are still discouraging. Previous 
years of smoking sowed the seeds 
for a grim harvest of lung cancer. 
The incidence of this cancer in white 
males rose from 82.7 per 100,000 in 
1982 to 84.2 in 1984. Incidence 
among white females and black 



males and females also rose. Tragi
cally, only 13 per cent of patients 
diagnosed with lung cancer, white 
and black, live five years or more 
after diagnosis. The message is 
"Don't smoke, and if you do, stop!" 

The good news is that overall 
smoking is on the decline in the US. 
From 1976 to 1985, the proportion 
of male smokers aged over 20 
dropped from 42 per cent of the 
population to 33 per cent, and of 
women smokers from 32 to 28 per 
cent. In 1987 the US Government 
reported that only 26.5 per cent of 
Americans now smoke. Unfortu
nately the average smoker appears 
to be smoking more heavily and 
some young people continue to 
contract the habit. Hence the need 
for the Great American Smokeout. 

The Smokeout sponsored by the 
American Cancer Society is now 12 
years old, and is a good-natured 
effort to encourage smokers to give 
up cigarettes for 24 hours. As some
one said, "the technique is to aim 
for the funny bone, not the jugular 
vein." To ensure success, the Society 
prepares a detailed Promotion 
Guide each year to give communi
ties a step-by-step approach to this 
campaign at the local level. 

The chairman of the Smokeout, 
actor Larry Hagman of the televi
sion series "Dallas", encourages 
schools, corporations, businesses, 
hospitals and others to get into the 
act. Some companies even stuff 
no-smoking messages in with their 
monthly bills or payroll cheques. 

There is no limit to imagination. 
One of the latest ideas is a T-shirt 
given to infants born on Smokeout 
Day, 17 November. The shirts pro
claim, 'Born Non-smoker'. In some 
places, hospitals compete with the 
honour of delivering the first baby 
on Smokeout Day and local busi
nesses contribute prizes to go with 
the T -shirts. 

Statistics show that only 16.7 per 
cent of physicians, 14.1 per cent of 
dentists and 23.4 per cent of nurses 
now smoke in the US. Physicians 
have a special role to play since 71 
per cent of patients who smoke a 
pack a day or more said they would 
quit if their physician told them to 
do so; this was particularly true of 
young smokers. 

Volunteers staHed the phone-in desks 
during the Smart Women programme 
in San Francisco. 
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Top: The poster said it all. Smart 
women paid $50 for a cancer screening 
that caught the problem in time. 
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The American Medical Associa
tion prepares a Physician Leader
ship kit that goes to local medical 
societies . It contains material on 
how to make hospitals and offices 
smoke-free, background facts to 
encourage health professionals to 
speak at schools about the dangers 
of tobacco , including the new 
menace of chewing tobacco . The 
AMA asks its members to lobby for 
more effective legislation . To drive 
the message home , cards are 
included to be sent by physicians to 
elected politicians informing them 
that one of their constituents has 
died from tobacco-related disease. 

But there are many citizens ' 
groups in the field . One dynamic 
organization has spearheaded the 
concept of everyone's right to clean 
air. They are the " Americans for 
Nonsmoker's Rights" in Berkeley. 
They have successfully lobbied for 
non-smoker 's rights legislation 
across the country, defended the 
involuntary smoker and supported 
the initiative of airlines that have 
initiated non-smoking flights. They 
also show young people how to see 
through tobacco advertisements . 
For example, young people often 
get the impression that most teens 
smoke even though this is not true. 
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In the US today, only 15 to 20 per 
cent of all teenagers smoke, yet 
when young people were questioned 
they guessed about 65 to 85 per cent 
of their peers were smokers. In fact, 
the best news is that the percentage 
of high school seniors aged 17 and 
18 who smoke cigarettes every day 
decreased to 18.7 per cent in 1986. 
But the goal remains - a smoke-free 
generation by the year 2000. 

A dramatic example of talking 
about health that works is the 
campaign against the spread of 
AIDS in the San Francisco Bay 
area. Non-judgmental and frank, it 
used the language of those to whom 
it was addressed. This was done 
through explicit posters and bro
chures that shocked many people 
but had their effect on those who 
needed to receive the message . 

AIDS was found to be spread by 
the sharing of unsterile hypodermic 
needles . When it was found out that 
sterilising the needles with bleach 
could prevent the transmission of 
the virus, an information campaign 
was launched relying heavily on 
cartoon strips. 

Ethnic minorities had to be 
reached. They are being alerted by 
messages like this: "AIDS is striking 
people of colour. It is not limited to 

The good news is that, overall, smoking 
is on the decline in the United States. 
The bad news is that some people are 
smoking more heavily. And the Third 
World has special problems. 
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gay white men. In fact , one of five 
Americans with AIDS are Black, 
Latino, Asian, American Indian or 
other people of colour. Among 
women with AIDS, half are black 
and one in five are Latina." Broad
cast in various languages, these 
messages are backed up by com
munity action groups working 
directly with these members of the 
population. 

Although there are differences in 
the material produced, the lessons 
learned by all these programmes are 
the same. Whether to reduce breast 
cancer in women, to end smoking in 
the general population or to stop 
the spread of AIDS among drug 
users, the facts have to be put across 
and understood. Moreover, they 
need backing-up by real individuals 
talking face-to-face with others. 
These programmes show that dia
logue about health problems based 
on facts and carried out with 
imagination can bring results: better 
health for all. • 
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