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ABSTRACT

This article reviews the development and testing of a youth substance prevention program, REAL media.
The contributions of this body of research include theoretical development, measurement, and dissemi-
nation of an efficacious independently evaluated program. Special attention is given to the impact of the
program through collaborations with multiple community groups and multiple phases of development

and testing.

Adolescent substance use and initiation both remain challen-
ging health promotion arenas. The specific substances used
and delivery mechanisms employed by youth continue to
evolve, such as with emerging and changing vaping trends.
This article examines the impact and dissemination of one
communication-focused adolescent substance prevention pro-
gram, REAL media (REAL Prevention, n.d.), developed as
a collaboration between Rutgers University (Kathryn Greene)
and REAL Prevention LLC (Michael Hecht). One national
substance prevention intervention registry (National Registry
of Evidence-based Programs and Practices/NREPP; SAMHSA)
previously listed individual programs that are evaluated to be
evidence-based (e.g., demonstrate effectiveness); the list
included this program. REAL media was funded (2010-2019)
by a series of grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(NIDA), and it includes more than a decade of research that
has developed, refined, and tested the REAL media program
and the underlying theoretical framework that uses an active
engaging program component.

REAL media is an active involvement intervention for mid-
dle- and high-school-age youth that has been tested and dis-
seminated throughout the U.S. collaborating with multiple
community partners. REAL media consists of five lessons
using didactic media literacy advertising message components
that are focused on message analysis and an active message
planning component wherein youth develop and disseminate
their own prevention messages. Self-paced levels are individu-
ally completed, scaffolded in sequence, and delivered online
(i.e., a web-based application) so that users can progress at
their own speed. All levels have optional “paths” where users
can choose to supplement the program with additional exam-
ples of a concept or additional interactive activities, and each
level culminates with a review “challenge” that is designed to
maximize engagement. Level one presents media and advertis-
ing, covering issues such as media ethics and advertising costs.
Level two introduces the concept of a target audience and
overviews four persuasive strategies used in advertising

(under the acronym FUSE that summarizes the strategies:
fun, unexpected, style, and endorsement). Level three focuses
on evidence and claims used in alcohol, tobacco, and other
drug (ATOD) messages as well as counterarguments that can
be applied to refute messages and claims. Level four covers
production techniques used in making advertisements, includ-
ing visuals, characters, setting, and sound (under the acronym
ViCSS). Finally, level five culminates with the planning and
production of an anti-substance message in which youth are
guided in the application of the content learned in prior levels
and engage with an active involvement message planning and
creation process. These youth-developed messages are then
submitted to an online contest hosted via social media or
some alternate competition. Youth are encouraged to have
their peers view and vote on their messages, with the resulting
messages thus “youth reviewed.”

In the five lessons, the REAL media curriculum aims to
increase adolescents” knowledge of advertising techniques used
to sell ATOD products, develop counter-arguing and critical-
thinking skills in response to commonly encountered messages
that endorse these products, and help youth apply these skills
in the creation of anti-substance use messages that they submit
to a social media contest. The development of the program
included conceptual as well as practical and engaging advance-
ments that are described next.

The online multi-substance prevention REAL media ver-
sion was adapted from an evidence-based face-to-face version
(Youth Message Development, YMD, see Greene et al., 2016)
that was iteratively developed and tested both in middle school
settings with smoking and tobacco advertising (Banerjee &
Greene, 2006, 2007, 2013) and in a state-wide youth leadership
program with an alcohol advertising focus (Banerjee et al.,
2013, 2015; Greene et al., 2015, 2016, 2020). The YMD curri-
culum was adapted to create REAL media with a focus on
ATOD (Ray et al., 2019). REAL media was iteratively devel-
oped across multiple years and phases (Ray et al., 2019) in
collaboration with 4-H, a large youth development program in
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the U.S. The developed REAL media version was based on the
theory of active involvement (Greene, 2013) and then tested in
a series of studies to establish efficacy and effectiveness
(Greene et al., 2020, 2021).

After establishing the evidence base for the program, we
developed several versions of REAL media for various youth
organizations. A version branded REAL messages was devel-
oped for the Drug Abuse Resistance Education program, com-
monly known as D.A.R.E., with D.A.RE. officers facilitating
the online program in groups such as classrooms. This D.A.R.
E. version was collaboratively adapted to meet the organiza-
tion’s needs for content addressing the fast-changing youth
media landscape. Another version, REAL media-O, was devel-
oped with the Georgia Department of Public Health (Opioid
and Substance Misuse Response Program), and this version
was available for Georgia youth organizations in the summer
of 2019. The modifications for REAL media-O entailed includ-
ing pain medication messages and opioid cessation/treatment
messages in addition to changing the active involvement mes-
sage planning activity to include opioid prevention message
planning/production. The REAL media and theory of active
involvement framework has also been used to develop a youth
smoking cessation intervention curriculum #Smokefree in
Belgium (see De Keyzer et al., in press). This program extends
REAL media to follow how youth post their prevention mes-
sages on their own social media channels rather than using
a contest hosted solely for the program on one site. This
extension more closely parallels current youth social media
use, but a comparison of a sponsored contest and youth social
media would be a valuable contribution to examine the impact
and spread of the youth developed and youth reviewed pre-
vention messages.

Several articles have analyzed the youth created messages
produced by these programs (e.g., Banerjee et al., 2013;
Pena-Alves et al.,, 2019), including their online distribution
(Mandal et al., 2021). These analyses are significant because
they capture how youth conceptualize persuading their peers,
a format of input that is generally underutilized in program
development.

Theoretical development

One promising arena of communication research in this sub-
stance prevention as well as youth focused context are pro-
grams that use active involvement components (Greene &
Hecht, 2013; Greene et al., 2017), with REAL media as one
example of such a program. There are several types of active
involvement interventions (Alls) developed in the past few
decades, some programs where AlI is one portion of a larger
intervention and others where an AIl component is the main
focus or primary strategy of an intervention (Greene et al.,
2017). Much of the earlier research in the area of active invol-
vement interventions lacked theoretical understanding of how
and why youth creating prevention messages during an inter-
vention would lead to individual attitudinal and behavioral
changes. Two theoretical approaches emerged that explain
how youth involvement in message development can lead to
sustained behavior change: the narrative engagement theory
(NET; Miller-Day & Hecht, 2013) and the theory of active

involvement (TAI; Greene, 2013). The NET framework was
foundational for REAL Prevention’s keepin’ it REAL substance
use prevention program that was reviewed in Hecht et al.
(2010) and other research (e.g., Leader et al., 2022; Miller-
Day et al.,, 2015; Shin et al., 2023). Thus, we focus on TAI
and REAL media in this article. For TAI, the cognitive pro-
cesses of change are articulated based on exposure to an enga-
ging intervention such as REAL media. The phases of the
change process include creating engagement (through arousal
and involvement), then affecting short-term outcomes (e.g.,
knowledge and skills), then increasing reflection through per-
ceived discrepancy, next affecting cognitions (norms, target
expectancies, intentions), and finally influencing longer term
outcomes of target behavior such as substance use. This frame-
work grounded the development of REAL media and measure-
ment of impact in the randomized clinical trial or RCT (see
Greene et al., 2020, 2021).

Both TAI and NET propose that youth involvement in
message development is key to behavior change because
Alls heighten engagement with the messages planned and
then created in various formats by the youth themselves.
This process of youth involvement produces changes in
targeted outcomes (message processing, cognitions, beha-
viors, and interpersonal communication) among the youth
who are creating the messages. The similarity in both TAI
and NET lies in the focus on youth engagement, consid-
ered to be a key mechanism in the process of promoting
change. Differences between these approaches include the
broader processes of behavior change described. Based on
both approaches, offering adolescents opportunities to
engage in creating the intervention, such as through gen-
erating campaign materials or prevention messages, could
increase engagement and improve the intervention
outcomes.

The REAL media project has produced research findings
about the processes underlying adolescent drug use (e.g., inter-
personal outcome effects; Banerjee et al., 2015), health message
design (e.g., Greene et al., 2020), formative research involving
communities (e.g., Greene et al., 2016; Ray et al., 2019), and
methodological approaches (e.g., measuring engagement,
Greene et al., 2015, 2021). The findings for operationalizing
engagement (see Greene et al., 2021) are significant for advan-
cing how researchers conceptualize engagement as well as how
to capture data to demonstrate varied forms of program effec-
tiveness that move beyond intervention liking and program
perceptions broadly.

Dissemination of the research and impact

REAL media has been disseminated through community
groups, including but not limited to D.A.R.E. and 4-H. We
partnered with schools, youth leadership programs, and com-
munity groups to develop REAL media. After this, we worked
with D.A.R.E. America to adapt a version for their use,
renamed REAL messages, as a part of a comprehensive drug
prevention curriculum for high-school students. We met col-
laboratively with D.A.R.E. to rebrand and identify other
needed organization-specific changes. Finally, to support all
versions of REAL media, ongoing revisions occur to update



content, social media, and technical system maintenance
needed to provide use of any online program.

REAL media is distributed at the 4-H marketplace and
through REAL Prevention LLC, with the REAL messages ver-
sion distributed through D.A.R.E. Unfortunately, the D.A.R.
E. version was discontinued after resistance from the police
officer implementers to the online format. In addition, the
dissemination through 4-H and REAL Prevention was
initiated just as the COVID epidemic began, inhibiting uptake.
REAL Prevention continues to fill orders for REAL media and
respond to inquiries, albeit fewer than desired. These dissemi-
nation issues speak to the difficulty of taking interventions to
scale in a changing landscape of education and community
involvement.

How to assess impact

This article focused on one active involvement intervention to
prevent and reduce adolescent substance use, a line of research
with a solid evidence-base that continues to expand as AIl
programs are developed, tested, and disseminated. YMD, the
REAL media precursor, was identified evidence-based effective
on SAMHSA’s NREPP list for several years (2017 on) when
SAMHSA’s NREPP listed individual programs. Thus, one
indicator of impact, beyond the dissemination and adoption
of REAL media, is the independent evaluation of quality. Also,
relevant would be the theoretical contributions such as TAI,
beyond the heuristic value that is seen when other research
teams (e.g., Catona, 2015; De Keyzer et al., in press) extend
aspects of the program. Thus, we argue that dissemination and
adoption, as well as listings in independent intervention review
websites like NREPP or others, such as CDC, are primary
indicators of impact for health communication research.
Taking interventions to scale raises challenges that we should
continue to explore and document (see Hecht & Lee, 2013;
Miller-Day et al., 2015; Norris et al., 2021). Any and all of these
indicators of impact go beyond the number of citations or
publications. We also point to the cross-disciplinary patterns
in impact for this YMD/REAL media program that extend the
impact across audiences — both community-based audiences
who may utilize the program and varied academic disciplines.
Across time, we can also hope to find evidence for impact on
target behaviors such as delayed initiation of ATOD use in
adolescents.

The development, evaluation, and evaluation of REAL
media and its predecessor, Youth Message Development,
reflect many of the goals of communication research.
Although sometimes narrowly defined as “applied” research,
this body of work has resulted in the development and testing
of communication theories such as TAI and NET. Moreover, it
demonstrates the significant contribution of community-based
communication research and the salience of the REAL
Prevention dictum of developing interventions with and for
the end user. As communication continues to mature as
a discipline, it is our hope that more of the field’s work will
be judged by its public and community impact, including both
theoretical (i.e., development, application, and testing of new
theories) and practical (i.e., reduction of substance use) rather
than other limited metrics.

HEALTH COMMUNICATION e 3

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to acknowledge grants from the NIH/NIDA
(R21DA027146; R41DA039595; R42DA039595; 3R42DA039595-S1) as
well as the contributions of Dr. Anne Ray, Shannon Glenn, multiple
research assistants, youth organizations, the New Jersey 4-H youth devel-
opment program-Rachel Lyons in particular, and finally participating
youth and youth group leaders.

Disclosure statement

Both authors disclose financial interest in the REAL media intervention
and related interventions such as Youth Message Development.

Funding

The work was supported by the National Institute on Drug Abuse
[R21DA027146, R41DA039595, R42DA039595 & S1].

ORCID

Kathryn Greene
Michael L. Hecht

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3362-4982
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0261-3786

References

Banerjee, S. C., & Greene, K. (2006). Analysis versus production:
Adolescent cognitive and attitudinal responses to anti-smoking
interventions. Journal of Communication, 56(4), 773-794. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00319.x

Banerjee, S. C., & Greene, K. (2007). Anti-smoking initiatives: Effects of
analysis versus production media literacy interventions on
smoking-related attitude, norm, and behavioral intention. Health
Communication, 22(1), 37-48. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10410230701310281

Banerjee, S. C., & Greene, K. (2013). “Yo! This is no lie, if you smoke, you
die”: A content analysis of anti-smoking posters created by adolescents.
Journal of Substance Use, 18(2), 119-128. https://doi.org/10.3109/
14659891.2011.615883

Banerjee, S. C., Greene, K., Hecht, M. L., Magsamen-Conrad, K., &
Elek, E. (2013). “Drinking won’t get you thinking”: A content analysis
of adolescent-created print alcohol counter-advertisements. Health
Communication, 28(7), 671-682. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.
2012.762826

Banerjee, S. C., Greene, K., Magsamen-Conrad, K., Elek, E., & Hecht, M. L.
(2015). Interpersonal communication outcomes of a media literacy
alcohol prevention curriculum. Translational Behavioral Medicine, 5
(4), 425-432. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13142-015-0329-9

Catona, D. (2015). Active involvement: Developing an intervention that
actively engages older adults in fall prevention message planning
[Doctoral dissertation]. Rutgers State University of New Jersey.
https://doi.org/10.7282/T31J9CG5

De Keyzer, F., Geusens, F., Fitzgerald, K., Greene, K., & Beullens, K. (in
press). Creating active involvement interventions to effectively reduce
adolescent health risk behaviors. In G.-J. de Bruijn & H. Vandebosch
(Eds.), Health, media, and communication. Mouton de Gruyter.

Greene, K. (2013). The theory of active involvement: Processes underlying
interventions that engage adolescents in message planning and/or
production. Health Communication, 28(7), 644-656. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10410236.2012.762824

Greene, K., Banerjee, S. C., Ray, A. E., & Hecht, M. L. (2017). Active
involvement interventions in health and risk messaging. In
R. L. Parrott (Ed.), Oxford research encyclopedia of communication
(pp. 1-36). Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/
9780190228613.013.527

Greene, K., Catona, D, Elek, E., Magsamen-Conrad, K., Banerjee, S. C., &
Hecht, M. L. (2016). Improving prevention curricula: Lessons learned


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00319.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00319.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410230701310281
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410230701310281
https://doi.org/10.3109/14659891.2011.615883%20
https://doi.org/10.3109/14659891.2011.615883%20
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762826
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762826
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13142-015-0329-9
https://doi.org/10.7282/T31J9CG5
https://doi.org/10.7282/T31J9CG5
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762824
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762824
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.527
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.013.527

4 K. GREENE AND M. L. HECHT

through formative research on the youth message development
curriculum. Journal of Health Communication, 21(10), 1071-1078.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2016.1222029

Greene, K., Choi, H. J., Glenn, S. D., Ray, A. E.,, & Hecht, M. L. (2021). The
role of engagement in effective, digital prevention interventions: The
function of engagement in the REAL media substance use prevention
curriculum. Prevention Science, 22(2), 247-258. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s11121-020-01181-9

Greene, K., & Hecht, M. L. (2013). Introduction for symposium on
engaging youth in prevention message creation: The theory and prac-
tice of active involvement interventions. Health Communication, 28(7),
641-643. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762825

Greene, K., Ray, A. E., Choi, H. ], Glenn, S. D., Lyons, R. E., & Hecht, M. L.
(2020). Short term effects of the REAL media e-learning media literacy
substance prevention curriculum: An RCT of adolescents disseminated
through a community organization. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 214,
108170. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2020.108170

Greene, K., Yanovitzky, I., Carpenter, A., Banerjee, S. C., Magsamen-
Conrad, K., Hecht, M. L., & Elek, E. (2015). A theory-grounded
measure of adolescents’ response to a media literacy intervention.
Journal of Media Literacy Education, 7(2), 35-49. https://doi.org/10.
23860/jmle-7-2-4

Hecht, M. L., Colby, M., & Miller-Day, M. (2010). The dissemination of
keepin’ it REAL through D.A.R.E. America: A lesson in disseminating
health messages. Health Communication, 25(6-7), 585-586. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2010.496826

Hecht, M. L., & Lee, J. K. (2013). Brand alliance of D.A.R.E. and keepin’
it REAL: A case study in brand dissemination practices. In
W. D. Evans (Ed.), Psychology of branding (pp. 191-202). Nova
Science Publishers.

Leader, A., Miller-Day, M., Rey, R. T., Sylvan, P., Pezalla, A, &
Hecht, M. L. (2022). The impact of HPV vaccine narratives on social
media: Testing narrative engagement theory with a diverse sample of
young adults. Preventive Medicine Reports, 29, 101920. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.pmedr.2022.101920

Mandal, S., Shah, C., Pefia-Alves, S., Hecht, M. L., Glenn, S. D., Ray, A. E.,
& Greene, K. (2021). Understanding the spread of prevention and

cessation messages on social media for substance use in youth. Aslib
Journal of Information Management, 73(2), 240-253. https://doi.org/
10.1108/AJIM-07-2019-0166

Miller-Day, M., & Hecht, M. L. (2013). Narrative means to preventative
ends: A narrative engagement framework for designing prevention
interventions. Health Communication, 28(7), 657-670. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762861

Miller-Day, M., Hecht, M. L., Krieger, J. L., Pettigrew, J., Shin, Y., &
Graham, J. (2015). Teacher narratives and student engagement:
Testing narrative engagement theory in drug prevention education.
Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 34(6), 604-620. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0261927X15586429.NIMHS714463

Norris, A. E., Thalasinos, R. D., & Hecht, M. L. (2021). Adapting mighty
girls for widespread dissemination: Multicultural adaptation with pilot
study, app development and usability testing, and gauging parent
support with focus groups. JMIR Formative Research, 5(6), e24937.
https://doi.org/10.2196/24937

Pefa-Alves, S., Greene, K., Ray, A. E,, Glenn, S. D., Hecht, M. L, &
Banerjee, S. C. (2019). “Choose today, live tomorrow”: A content
analysis of anti-substance use messages produced by adolescents.
Journal of Health Communication, 24(6), 592-602. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10810730.2019.1639858

Ray, A. E., Greene, K., Hecht, M. L., Barriage, S. C., Miller-Day, M.,
Glenn, S. D., Banerjee, S. C., & Ray, A. E. (2019). An E-learning
adaptation of an evidence-based media literacy curriculum to prevent
youth substance use in community groups: Development and feasibil-
ity of REAL media. JMIR Formative Research, 3(2), e12132. https://doi.
org/10.2196/12132

REAL Prevention. (n.d.). REAL media. https://real-prevention.com/real
media/

SAMHSA NREPP. (2017). Evidence based programs. https://www.samhsa.
gov/resource-search/ebp

Shin, Y., Miller-Day, M., Pettigrew, J., & Hecht, M. L. (2023). Does
narrative quality matter during implementation of a school-based
prevention intervention? A test of narrative engagement theory.
Journal of Health Communication, 28(8), 526-538. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10810730.2023.2231886


https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2016.1222029
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2016.1222029
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-020-01181-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-020-01181-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762825
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2020.108170
https://doi.org/10.23860/jmle-7-2-4
https://doi.org/10.23860/jmle-7-2-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2010.496826
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2010.496826
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2022.101920
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2022.101920
https://doi.org/10.1108/AJIM-07-2019-0166
https://doi.org/10.1108/AJIM-07-2019-0166
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762861
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.762861
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X15586429.NIMHS714463
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X15586429.NIMHS714463
https://doi.org/10.2196/24937
https://doi.org/10.2196/24937
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2019.1639858
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2019.1639858
https://doi.org/10.2196/12132
https://doi.org/10.2196/12132
https://real-prevention.com/real_media/
https://real-prevention.com/real_media/
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2023.2231886
https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2023.2231886

	Abstract
	Theoretical development

	Dissemination of the research and impact
	How to assess impact
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

