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Jeff Niederdeppe
Dr. Jeff Niederdeppe joined the faculty of Cornell University, Department of Communication in 2008. He received his PhD from the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania. His research explores the effects of mass media campaigns and health news coverage on health behavior and social policy. Much of his published work has focused on the effectiveness of large-scale anti-tobacco media campaigns and the role of news coverage in shaping health behavior and policy. Here he speaks about some of his recent work. 
Jeff: I am Jeff Niederdeppe. I am an Assistant Professor of Communication at Cornell University. I am in the Department of Communication. I’ve been there for about a year. Before that I was a Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Health and Society Scholar at University of Wisconsin for a couple of years. 

Parvanta: So that was a post-doc after you had been at Penn.

Jeff: That’s right. It was a two year post-doc I took right after I finished my doctorate. 

Parvanta: So tell me a little bit about the kind of work that you do?

Jeff: Sure. I am interested in the effects of public health communication campaigns and sort of more natural news coverage about health related issues on behaviors like smoking, diet and exercise, and broader policy initiatives like clean indoor air laws or sort of zoning initiatives to create healthier environments for people to diet and exercise. 

Parvanta: Do you have a project that you have completed relatively recently that you can tell us about more in depth?

Jeff: Sure. I guess a couple of my most recent projects have looked at when, or if, when, and why media campaigns to promote smoking cessation can inadvertently widen socioeconomic disparities in smoking? So there is some evidence that this happens--not all the times; sometimes they are equally effective, but often they are less effective among socioeconomically disadvantaged populations and they are rarely more effective. So trying to understand both theoretically why this is the case and what we might do about it.     

Parvanta: So how do you set up a study like that?

Jeff: We have done that in a few ways. First was recently published systematic review of literature on the topic. So we did our best to find every possible campaign that either targeted low income, low SES populations, or explicitly compared high and low income/ high and low education population in terms of campaign effect. We found--I want to say a total of about 50 studies that met one or two -- one or both of those criteria, and based our analysis around that. Since then I have done some analysis of survey data looking at particular campaign contexts to see if there is evidence that the same thing happened in the context of a campaign in Wisconsin.

Parvanta: So how do you--I mean how do you actually--do you have to do baseline and some kind of follow up-- I mean what are you collecting and how do you pull it apart? 

Jeff: As my advisor, Bob Hornick sort of taught me---ingrained in me--evaluating health campaigns can be a messy affair shall we say. You are often not in the business of having randomized control designs; in fact in many cases they are probably not appropriate. And so you are in the business of trying to make sense of whatever sorts of evidence you can pull together whether that is from pre-post surveys, whether that is from longitudinal panel surveys, sometimes it is time series. In the Wisconsin campaign, we used sort of pre-post longitudinal design where we did a survey of people’s smoking behavior, intensions to quit, and exposure to a variety of media messages that were on the air at that time. Then one year later they were followed up and we gauged whether they had engaged in quit attempts, whether they had succeeded in quitting, and whether there were differences in relationship between exposure to the campaign and these quit based outcomes by socioeconomic status.           

Parvanta: And what did you see with that?

Jeff: Well, there were some interesting findings. The Wisconsin campaign used a couple of different types of messages. First sort of set of messages focused on this message that you should keep trying to quit; quitting is hard but with the persistence you can do it. And a second set of messages focused on the harmful effects of secondhand smoke and less directly sort of suggested that quitting smoking will reduce the harm of smoking to others. And what we found was no difference between high and low education groups in response to the secondhand smoke message, but a pretty striking difference in response to the keep trying to quit message. We found evidence that the more educated population responded far more favorably in terms of making quit attempts in response the campaign then did less educated populations. 

Parvanta: And then how do you go from finding that out using a quantitative large survey methods--how then do you start going in depth to try to figure out why this is happening?  

Jeff: Sure. It was a tough question and we weren’t well equipped to do it on that particular survey, because we didn’t have a lot of sort of cognitive responses, attitudes and beliefs that were targeted by the campaign. One way to do it would be to see if there are different relationships between the message that was intended to be conveyed and the changes and attitudes in beliefs between different populations. Another way is to take that information and go into the community and do some formative work, and say here are a variety of different types of messages that are more open-ended format--and you know--what do you think when you see this?  How are you responding to this message? [So we can] try to tease it out that way. So trying to do sort of both a quantitative assessment where we varied different types of things in a message and see if different types of messages have different types of effects of different types of audiences and then we go and ask people for their responses. 

Parvanta: And this is not only tobacco that seems to be having this effect?

Jeff: Yes, I can speak most definitively about Tobacco because we did the systematic review. It has been suggested that this is a broader phenomena, although I have not seen specific evidence in a sort of comprehensive review kind of way for other behaviors; but theoretically there is reason to expect that you might find these differences across behaviors largely because people living in sort of poverty in lower socioeconomic conditions have far greater barriers to making a health behavior change even if intension to do so is quite strong. So even if a campaign succeeds in convincing people to stop smoking or eating five serving of fruits and vegetables you have to take in to account that certain contexts are more supporting of those efforts than others.

Parvanta: Let switch gears a little bit--you are a professor now and you’ve been teaching. If you are going to be speaking to students of the world who are interested in going into--you know they are going to get an MPH and specialize in health communication or something like that or go on for a PhD. What do you think are some of the most important skills they need to have?

Jeff: Yes, it is an interesting question and I think it somewhat depends on where they want to go. On the academic track, I would say theory, methods and publishing are going to be three major important factors. You need to know basic behavior change theory, message design theory and that they can form interventions in all sorts of contexts. From a research perspective, I think having a broad toolkit of methodical skills is very helpful. It can allow people to answer different types of questions and not be limited to a particular method. And from the academic perspective--from my own experience in the job market--publications are very important--I was on the market for three years in a row in essence and sort of stronger position every year for having done more research over time and I think the more published research candidates can do the better position they are going to put themselves in. 

Parvanta: One more…

Jeff: Sure.

Parvanta: Have you started thinking about how you are going to evaluate the effects of things like twitter and blogs?

Jeff: Well, that is a great question. I haven’t thought a whole lot about it in part because I’m having a hard time wrapping my brain around it. 

Parvanta: I think we all are

Jeff: It is a moving target. That is one of the issues. You know--academic research particularly funded research can take a fair [amount of time] to take off the ground for a variety of reasons: institutional review boards, grant review processes and things. So by the time you develop a proposal and figure out a way to maybe try to tease out some of these things, the technology has evolved and has gone in a different direction. I do think it is a very important question and I haven’t seen a lot of evidence or sort of best practices on how to evaluate this. It is something I have struggled with and don’t have good answer for unfortunately. 
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