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What we’ll cover

1. Using theory and research to understand your 
target audience

2. How insights from research can inform your 
message strategy

3. Tips for developing “sticky” messages and health 
communication



Our mission

To improve lives by 
designing health 
information, products, and 
digital tools that are easy 
to understand and use 
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The case for health literacy is stronger than ever
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Using Theory and 
Research to Understand 
Your Target Audience



Who is your priority audience?

You’ll want to consider:

§ Demographics

§ Psychographics

§ Knowledge

§ Attitudes and motivations

§ Behaviors and readiness

§ Communication patterns 
and preferences
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Behavior change is really hard



Start with theory and what is known 

8https://sbccimplementationkits.org/

https://sbccimplementationkits.org/
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Theory of Planned Behavior

1. Behavioral beliefs 
What do I think will happen if I do this behavior? 

2. Normative beliefs
What do others think if I do this behavior? 

3. Control beliefs 
Do I think I can realistically do it?

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 50(2), 179–211.
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Stages of Change Model
1. Not ready (precontemplation)

2. Getting ready (contemplation)

3. Ready (preparation)

4. Action

5. Continuing (maintenance)

Example: I want you to quit smoking because you’ll feel healthier and live longer. 
I know you may not be ready to quit now, but I believe you can do it eventually.

Prochaska, J. O., & DiClemente, C. C. (1983). Stages and processes of self-change of smoking: Toward an integrative 
model of change. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 51(3), 390–395.



11

Elaboration Likelihood Model

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). Communication and persuasion: Central and peripheral routes to attitude change. 
New York: Springer-Verlag.



Theory won’t be enough
You may know a lot about your audience, but you can’t know for sure:

§ Their level of literacy 

§ Their level of health literacy

§ The context in which they’re searching for health information

§ Their level of stress and anxiety in that moment

§ The type of device they’ll use from one moment to the next

§ Where, exactly, they’ll get stuck, confused, or overwhelmed
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Audience research can reveal important clues 
to messaging
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You can do audience research!

14

Some tips for conducting audience research on a shoestring budget:

§ Use a convenience sample — just look for individuals that are “close 
enough” to your target audience 

§ Get creative with how and where you collect information — there are lots 
of low-cost options online and in your local community

§ Stick with individual sessions — you’ll get more in-depth insights from 
time spent with 5 to 10 people 1 on 1

§ Write down your questions and ask them in a way that does not lead 
participants to conclusions or answers
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“I can’t afford to have any money taken out of my Social 
Security to pay for it. I feel pressured to do it.”

“Even after I spoke with a representative at Social Security, I am still unsure if I asked all of the appropriate 
questions. It feels like if I don’t that something is going to come back and bite me in the future.”

“There are too many choices and even if I do choose one, I wonder if it will change in the future to cost even more.”

“I will feel the pinch if I have to pay for it out 
of my Social Security.”

Knowing you need to 
enroll in Medicare

Doing research to 
figure out how 
Medicare works

Comparing different 
Medicare plans and 
options

Deciding which 
Medicare plan you will 
enroll in



Tips for weaving health literacy into 
audience research
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1. Partner with community organizations to recruit special populations

2. Screen for participants with limited literacy and limited technology use

3. Develop screeners, consent forms, and moderator’s guides in plain 
language

4. Use cash incentives when possible

5. Pre-test your moderator’s guide



Let’s practice

Seeing through the eyes of 
another



The scenario
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Sam
Sam is a 38-year-old full-
time working mom with 3 
children, 1 of whom has just 
been diagnosed with an 
autoimmune disease



We want to empathize with Sam
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Let’s take a moment to consider…

§ What is she seeing?

• Reading or watching related to health

• Happening in her environment

§ What is she thinking and feeling?

• Pains — fears, frustrations, and obstacles

• Gains — wants, needs, and goals



We want to empathize with Sam
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§ What is she hearing?
• From friends or family

• In the media or secondhand

§ What is she saying and doing?

• Who is she talking to?

• What kinds of things is she talking about?

• Where might she be going for information? 



How might we support Sam through health 
communication
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In our exercise we uncovered a lot about Sam’s:

§ Information needs — what she wants to know or learn (this is the 
type of information we’ll provide)

§ Emotional needs — what she’d like to hear (this will guide the level 
of empathy and support we include in messaging)

§ Preferred sources — who or what Sam trusts for information (this 
will guide dissemination strategy and who serves as a messenger)



Writing Sticky Messages 
and Content



Path to effective behavior change 
communication

23Heath, C., & Heath, D. (2007). Made to stick: Why some ideas survive and others die. New York: Random House.

For messages to stick, you've got to make your readers...



Some tips for writing for behavior change

1. Use positive language to encourage healthy behavior

2. Provide context — aka the “why” — and make it relevant

3. Describe the benefits of the behavior 

4. Break behavior down into small, attainable steps

5. Address common concerns and questions
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What makes messages “sticky”
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We want our health communication to be SUCCES-ful
§ Simple — easy to understand

§ Unexpected — tailored and personalized

§ Concrete — clear and vivid

§ Credible — believable and from a trusted source

§ Emotional — resonates with feelings and values

§ Story — tells a good story, something interesting enough to 
share the “gist” with others

Heath, C., & Heath, D. (2007). Made to stick: Why some ideas survive and others die. New York: Random House.



Stickiness in action — Video/PSA

26Go Red For Women ™ presents: 'Just a Little Heart Attack'



Stickiness in action — web and print media
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Tips for Sticky Messages 
That Support Health Literacy



Put the most important 
information first.1



Why does this work?
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Limited attention span 
We all have short attention spans — but 
readers with limited literacy skills may 
get overwhelmed and only read the first 
few words or lines on a page. 

By leading with the main message and 
making it personally relevant, we 
improve the likelihood that they’ll keep 
reading.



2 Use plain language or common 
everyday words.



Why does this work?
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Excessively loquacious documents will 
create an overabundance of neural activity 
in the cerebrum and temporal lobes —
resulting in numerous inefficiencies, 
diversions in attention, and a higher 
likelihood for misinterpretation. In turn, this 
results in substantially more resource 
usage on the part of the communicator.

(See what I did there?) J



3 Provide small action steps.



Why does this work?
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When behaviors are broken down into 
small steps, they’re seen as easier to 
accomplish.

Providing specific and clear action steps 
helps the reader retain the information. It 
may also help them overcome emotional 
and psychological friction (i.e., reasons for 
not doing the behavior).



4 Use familiar examples.



Why does this work?
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Metaphors compare something familiar 
to something new — they can make 
abstract concepts or messages easy to 
understand, easy to relate to, and
memorable.

Example: Did you know your popcorn has 
more fat than a bacon and eggs breakfast, 
a Big Mac and fries, and a steak dinner 
with all the trimmings…combined?



Questions?



Thank you! 


