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It takes more than a catchy headline for
health awareness campaigns to inspire action

October 31 2019

Inderbir Gill, MD, chair and Distinguished Professor of Urology, Keck School
of Medicine of USC. Credit: Ricardo Carrasco 111

A new study published in Lancet Oncology reveals that the internet
popularity of health awareness campaigns may not always translate into a
greater interest in related health behaviors.
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Researchers at the Keck School of Medicine of USC compared
Pinktober and Movember, two monthlong cancer outreach campaigns
with similar online popularity based on six years of search traffic data.
They analyzed patterns of Google Trends search data for specific
keywords associated with each campaign and the health behaviors that
should result from increased awareness. For example, the Pinktober
keywords included "Pinktober," "Breast Cancer" and "Mammography,"
while Movember keywords included terms like "Movember,"
"Mustaches," and "PSA Test OR PSA."

The researchers found that while the peaks in breast cancer related web
searches corresponded with peaks for the Pinktober campaign
throughout October, the volume of web-searches for prostate cancer did
not appear to be influenced by the timing of the "Movember" campaign
in November.

"Between the pink ribbons and mustaches, both these campaigns have
very visual elements that can reinforce their online visibility," says
Giovanni Cacciamani, MD, assistant professor of research urology at the
Keck School and principal investigator of the study. "However, a
successful health awareness campaign will need to go beyond reach and
virality to ensure that the public understands the call to action."

Cacciamani emphasized that the data does not necessarily reflect poorly
on the Movember movement, which encourages men to grow out their
mustaches in November to raise awareness for men's health issues like
prostate and testicular cancers, mental health and suicide prevention.
Since its founding in 2003, the campaign has raised more than $700
million in funding.

The varied effectiveness of the two campaigns may be attributed to the
target audience. The Pinktober campaign to raise awareness for breast

cancer and the need for regular screening is targeted to women, who may
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be more likely to turn to the internet for health information. In contrast,
Movember is most popular among younger to middle-aged men and
lends itself to social media mustache selfies, while prostate cancer
primarily affects a generation of men who may not be as active on these
platforms.

Another possible explanation for the differences in search traffic could
be that in 2012, the United States Preventive Services Task Force
(USPSTF) recommended against routine prostate-specific antigen testing
for prostate cancer. Although the USPSTF has since updated their
guidelines to encourage men ages 55-69 to speak to their doctor about
the frequency of screening, Movember has seen a decrease in registered
participants and donations since 2012.

Cacciamani and his team continue to analyze Google traffic for insights
into how patients use the internet to obtain health care information.

"The pernicious trap of fake news is always around the corner," says
Inderbir S. Gill, MD, chair and Distinguished Professor of Urology in
the Catherine & Joseph Aresty Department of Urology and executive
director of USC Urology. Gill is also the senior author of the study.
"Understanding patients' internet search patterns can help the medical
community combat misinformation and encourage healthier habits,"
concluded Gill, who is also the Shirley and Donald Skinner Chair in
Urologic Cancer Surgery at the Keck School.

More information: Lancet Oncology (2019). DOI:
10.1016/S1470-2045(19)30666-7 , www.thelancet.com/journals/lan ...
(19)30666-7/fulltext
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