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ABSTRACT

This experiment tested the impact of symbolic modeling and verbal persuasion on moderate drinkers’ self-efficacy beliefs and intentions to dissuade a friend from driving drunk.  Two efficacy-information public service announcements were produced to raise participants' expectations of their abilities to intervene successfully: a symbolic modeling message, which demonstrated the prevention skills; and a persuasive-efficacy message, which only encouraged, or advocated, intervention. The controls watched a public service announcement on drunken driving that did not contain efficacy information.  Symbolic modeling engendered greater perceived self-efficacy and behavioral intentions than did verbal persuasion. Both efficacy-information conditions surpassed the controls on the dependent measures. 

INTRODUCTION

Although social marketing campaigns that promote moderation and designated drivers have helped to lower the number of drunken-driving fatalities over the past 15 years, they have not discouraged excessive drinking on college campuses [5]. This is not surprising since information alone seldom changes risky behavior [2].  People need to know why they should cease harmful health habits, but to do so, they must possess the necessary skills and believe they are capable of applying them under stressful conditions. This study investigated the impact of symbolic modeling and verbal persuasion—two sources of efficacy information—on moderate drinkers’ self-efficacy beliefs and intentions to dissuade a friend from driving drunk.  It is part of a program of research that is investigating the use of mass and interpersonal communication to convince people they are capable of regulating their health behavior by learning and practicing how to manage tasks and situations that are detrimental to it.  The overall goal of the research is to help people remove the constraints [1] that prevent them from leading a healthier lifestyle. 

Self-Efficacy

According to social cognitive theory, behavioral changes—whether instated behaviorally, vicariously, persuasively, or emotionally—are mediated by a common cognitive mechanism, what [3] [4] calls self-efficacy, defined as one's expectations of coping successfully with stressful situations based on perceived confidence. Self-efficacy theory proposes that changes in avoidance behavior can be induced psychologically through exposure to different sources of efficacy information, whether behaviorally or symbolically based. Each source of information increases confidence to cope with subjectively threatening situations by instilling expectations of successfully managing them, such as overcoming the doubt that one can intervene successfully to prevent a friend from driving drunk. Based on this theoretical formulation, the following rank ordering for sources of efficacy information on self-efficacy beliefs and behavioral intentions was hypothesized: symbolic modeling, verbal persuasion, and control (H1).  

METHOD

Participants were 123 moderate drinkers from a larger sample (N= 241) of drinkers and nondrinkers enrolled in several undergraduate communication courses at a large southwestern university.  They volunteered to participate in the experiment and received extra credit. A moderate drinker was defined as someone who has two, occasionally three, drinks at a bar, party, or at home, but never more.  The mean age was 21. The independent variable—source of efficacy information—was operationalized by creating two televised public service announcements (PSAs), one for each efficacy-information condition (symbolic modeling and verbal persuasion). Each test PSA was inserted into a series of product commercials that appeared twice in a video on wildlife conservation produced by a power company.  A between-subjects experimental design with three levels was employed. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three treatment conditions: symbolic modeling (n = 47), verbal persuasion (n = 37), or control (n = 39).  They read a cover story explaining that the researchers were interested in their opinions of the wildlife program produced by the power company. Participants then viewed the program and were exposed twice to the distractor commercials and test PSAs. The primary dependent measures were strength of self-efficacy and behavioral intentions. Alpha for these measures was .77 and .67, repectively. 

RESULTS

The hypothesis was partially supported. Strength of self-efficacy was significantly greater for participants in the symbolic modeling condition (M = 7.65) than for those in the verbal persuasion condition (M = 6.78, t[122] = 2.11, p = .01), and for the controls (M = 6.20, t[122] = 3.74, p <.001) on perceptions of ability to perform the intervention tasks in the behavioral hierarchy. Participants in the verbal persuasion condition did not differ significantly from the controls on this contrast (t[122] = 1.50, n.s.)—although this contrast approached significance at the .06 level. The predicted rank ordering on behavioral intentions also received partial support. Participants in the symbolic modeling condition (M = 7.23) were significantly more likely to perform the graded hierarchy of tasks than were those in the verbal persuasion condition (M = 6.60; t[122] = 1.74, p <.05) and the controls (M = 6.20; t[122] = 2.91, p = .002), but the verbal persuasion and control conditions did not differ significantly (t[122] = 1.07, n.s.).  

DISCUSSION

This study compared the relative effectiveness of symbolic modeling and verbal persuasion on moderate drinkers’ efficacy expectations and intentions to prevent a friend from driving drunk.  The data demonstrate the validity of the self-efficacy approach to health promotion, particularly the informative value of modeling stimuli. As predicted, observation of the modeled behavior instated the greatest efficacy expectations. The combination of the demonstration skills and reassuring information bolstered beliefs about perceived capability, while information alone did not.  Symbolic modeling was the only condition to affect self-efficacy beliefs and behavioral intentions. It appears that persuasive information alone is not powerful enough to induce expectations of success among this age group of moderate drinkers. Apparently, these social drinkers need to observe the advocated behavior before they will believe they are capable of dissuading a friend from driving drunk. Because behavioral intentions, rather than performance of the intervention tasks, was measured, the findings offer suggestive support for the role of symbolic modeling in the reduction of avoidance behavior—in this case, the reluctance to dissuade a friend from driving drunk.  
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