
 
RETHINKING SMOKEY THE BEAR: 

Social Marketing Has Come a Long Way Out of the Forest 
Barry Schoenfeld 

A few years ago, Smokey the Bear turned 70. Since the life expectancy of your average 
bear is only 22 ½ years, we can be pretty sure that’s he’s alive only in the continuing 
series of public service ads (PSAs) that have featured him since the 1950s.  Because 
he’s certainly not alive in what the nation’s best PSA advertising has since “morphed” 
into... what we now call “Social Marketing.” 

What is Social Marketing, Anyway? 

Sure, maybe you’ve heard the term. It’s even become fashionable in some marketing 
circles. But what exactly is it? And why should agencies and non-profits care? 

To begin with, social marketing is not the PSAs of yesteryears, it’s not just healthcare 
advertising, or even the marketing of social causes. It’s not “Smokey the Bear,” “Take A 
Bite Out Of Crime,” or “Just Say No.” 

According to the earliest academic origins of social marketing during the early 1970s, 
social marketing is: “...the design, implementation and control of programs calculated to 
influence the acceptability of social ideas...” Many others since have referred to it as 
simply the “selling of ideas, ” or concepts, as opposed to the more traditional selling of 
products and services. 

We believe advertising agencies working in (or looking at) this growing field need to 
consider a slightly different, and possibly more actionable definition that looks 
something like this: “Social marketing is a research-based process that adapts proven 
marketing tactics to raise awareness, change attitudes, beliefs and in the end, social 
behaviors.” 

• “Research-based” because this has been one of the most difficult 
challenges, and sharpest criticisms of social marketing campaigns to date. 
Good secondary data is tough enough to come by in most social 
marketing challenges; obtaining reliable primary data can be even 
tougher.  



• Even though social marketers are much more likely to “share” data, where 
would you go to find out what percentage of a single segment of the 
population uses condoms “most of the time?” 

• “Adapts proven marketing tactics” because the smart marketer who simply 
uses marketing tactics “as is” is likely to fail, having not been sensitive to 
some of social marketing’s critical differences. For example, classic 
market segmentation and the effective target marketing that results from it 
is much more complex (and sometimes counter-productive) when working 
on a social marketing account. And even if you can pull it off, how would 
you then respond to the public and/or community pressure to solve 
the whole problem, not just that within one tightly-defined target audience? 

• “Awareness, attitudes, beliefs and behaviors” because decades of social 
theorists have proven that people do not change social behaviors quickly, 
easily, or without going through a process that only starts with awareness.  

Successful social marketers must focus on the development of a “hyper-
integrated” campaign incorporating proven marketing tools (and many 
others we need to invent), to help the intended audience work through the 
process that leads to social behavior change. Just as a single TV spot will 
not get someone to buy Coke, neither will one TV spot get someone to 
quit smoking.  

Our best social marketing campaigns have been designed from the 
ground up to include and fully integrate traditional and non-traditional 
advertising creative, traditional and non-traditional media plans and buys, 
public relations, community “grass roots” programs (think of these as a 
“QSR field marketing program for dis-enfranchised teens,” for example), 
culturally- and socially-sensitive ethnic marketing efforts, peer-to-peer 
programs...even political lobbying efforts when called for. 

 
By the Way, Does This Stuff Work? 

On numerous occasions, with a wide range on differing issues in the U.S. and abroad, 
social marketing has been statistically and quantitatively proven to work. Just take a 
look at these few examples: 

• Family planning campaigns incorporating social marketing techniques 
have been successful in countries around the world. A program in Sri 
Lanka recently helped avert over 60,000 unwanted pregnancies in a three-
year period. 



 

 

 

 

 

• Stanford University’s Heart Disease Prevention Program used a variety of 
social marketing concepts in its multi-media campaign, and 
demonstrated long term changes in hard to change social habits such as 
diet and exercise. 

• The U.S. High Blood Pressure Education Program is a public-private 
cooperative effort formed to help reduce death and disability related to 
hypertension, which is at the root of 50% of those suffering heart attacks 
and two-thirds of those suffering strokes. Using a campaign that integrates 
social marketing to first build awareness of the “silent killer,” and then 
encourage action, awareness of the problem more than tripled to over 
90% and those seeking treatment more than doubled within a single 
decade. 

• A campaign to help prevent the spread of HIV, which uses a gritty, peer-
to-peer, reality-based approach, resulted in almost 30% more calls to the 
tollfree hotline than prior to the campaign (up 44% among Latinos and 
82% among African-Americans); HIV test sites reported significant 
increases in appointments for HIV tests; and most importantly, a rise in the 
number of teens and young adults reporting regular usage of condoms.  

• Helping parents learn better parenting 
skills (and thus preventing child abuse) 
was one of the goals of a campaign for 
The Children’s Bureau. A full-frontal 
outdoor billboard attack has resulted in 
literally thousands of phone calls and has 
helped fill almost 200 classes to full 
capacity for two years in a row. By the way,  



• The Children’s Bureau’s name awareness (and resulting funding) have 
never been stronger in its 95-year history...a nice side benefit. 

 

• Finally, an anti-smoking campaign has helped reduce smoking in 
California over 40%, the single largest decline anywhere in the U.S., and 
in doing so has garnered acclaim nationally and internationally as one of 
the leading examples of the power and the potential of social marketing. 
This campaign has also been at the forefront of the move to build 
awareness of the addictive properties of tobacco and the manipulative 
practices of the tobacco industry, rather than rely solely on the health risks 
of smoking, or place blame on smokers themselves None of this was 
easy, but it sure feels good. 

Isn’t This What Ad Agencies already Do? 

In a word, no. 

Many social marketing campaigns are trying to change long held, deep-seeded 
behaviors (e.g. our campaign for child abuse prevention and positive parenting), with 
complex motivations and amazingly strong psychological barriers that must be 
overcome to be successful.  

“Brand loyal” takes on a whole new meaning in the social marketing arena and requires 
us to probe much deeper and into more difficult psychological areas, to understand 
these motivations and barriers. It also often requires a direct and almost “raw” appeal to 
the emotions to start to break down these barriers. 

Social marketing campaigns also succeed because they recognize the concept of 
“beneficial exchange.” Unlike general marketing campaigns, where consumers 
exchange their money for products or services, social marketing campaigns tap into an 
“exchange of behaviors for the greater good.”  



It may be personal, family, community, societal or even global good, but the 
“transaction” that we are hoping will happen in social marketing differs quite a bit. And 
finding a beneficial exchange can be the most difficult challenge in developing social 
marketing campaigns (e.g., “C’mon, no one gets hurt when I smoke marijuana! Why 
should I stop?”) 

The research needed to develop a successful social marketing campaign differs as well. 
Building on the scores of academic papers and theories from virtually all of the social 
science disciplines that are readily available, social marketers look to go beyond 
traditional qualitative research.  

It is important to incorporate experimental psychological and anthropological concepts 
into our research to better understand our audience, their hopes, dreams, fears and 
other emotions regarding the issues. This helps us go beyond the socially acceptable 
answers to socially unacceptable behaviors, and allows us to tap into more basic, 
genuine and emotionally-motivating truths in the social marketing campaigns we create. 

 With a truly integrated social marketing campaign, 
choices must be made on how best to reach the 
audience with which marketing tool. Sure, we all 
ask ourselves “Is TV the most efficient and 
effective way to reach young teen jeans buyers?” 
but the marketing mix can be even broader in 
social marketing. Advertising or PR? PR or 
community programs?  

Maybe a radio DJ outreach effort would be most 
effective, or maybe a program for beauty salons? 
Maybe daytime TV spots during soap operas, or 
decals on mirrors in public restrooms? (Yes, really.) Maybe book covers for school text 
books? Or maybe we should just train people one-on-one in the socially acceptable 
behaviors we desire? By the way, we’ve used them all, at one time or another. The 
choices are just broader and often times, tougher to make than in general marketing 
campaigns. 

Some of other less common, but equally important differences between social 
marketing and general marketing are: the need for a much broader consensus among 
numerous “stakeholders” (imagine your toughest client approval process and triple it); 
the frequent need (or desire) for community, as well as organizational buy-in; and even 
a heightened sensitivity and response to low literacy levels, in some cases 

Why Should Ad Agencies Care? 

In case you haven’t noticed, the playing field in social marketing has changed. 



It has become much more interesting for agencies and at the same time, much more 
rewarding, both mentally and financially. Remember, we’re not talking “pro bono” 
accounts here. 

First, social marketing isn’t limited to health issues anymore, although anti-smoking and 
anti-drug campaigns do still dominate the field. Look at the “get-out-the-vote” 
campaigns, literacy issues, recycling, ride-share, drunk driving, littering...the list goes on 
and on. (Just don’t get me started on the “anti-gum chewing” campaign in Singapore). 
And that doesn’t begin to tally up the potential for applying a social marketing approach 
to all sorts of other private sector businesses like HMOs, diet programs...even gyms. 

Second, Social Marketing is now big business. The various anti-smoking campaigns in 
states across the country already spend more than $150 million each year, and the 
federal anti-drug effort will spend another $200 million each year for the next five. And 
add to that the recent tobacco industry settlement, which could result in another $246 
billion in anti-smoking efforts...yes, that’s “billion.” It’s not just happening in the “big” 
states on “big” issues:” North Carolina recently spent $1 million on their Deadbeat Dads 
campaign. 

Entire agencies have been founded on this social marketing specialty, and many of 
them are already highly profitable. General marketing agencies who pursue and win 
social marketing clients are finding they can be a great boost to their client list, their 
employee morale, their agency’s image, and their bottom line. 
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