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Introduction and Methods

This review covers four modes of ‘mediated’ 
approaches to the promotion of PA (defined as ‘not 
face-to-face’ and therefore able to cost-effectively 
reach large numbers of people): 1) mass media, 
including population-wide and community-based 
campaigns that have a strong media component; 
2) print-delivered programs; 3) programs delivered 
primarily by telephone; and, 4) the newer generation 
of programs that use websites and other Internet 
media to deliver their intervention. The focus of this 
review is on evidence from research studies and 
systematically evaluated programs, published since 
the review by Marcus and colleagues in 1998.1

Electronic databases Medline and Pubmed were 
searched using the following key words: community 
intervention, mass media, campaign, print, web-
based, email, internet, worksite, workplace, 
telephone counselling, corporate, physical activity, 
exercise, walking, health promotion, wellness, 
intervention and program to identify studies 
published since the Marcus review.1 Personal 
journal libraries and the reference lists of the key 
articles identified were also perused for additional 
studies. Fifty-eight papers were identified, of 
which five were review papers,2–6 10 were cross 
sectional/descriptive studies, and two which did not 
have physical activity as one of the main outcomes. 
Thirty four intervention studies reported changes in 
physical activity as a key outcome variable; of these, 

20 reported on mass media/community-based 
programs,7–26 six reported on self-help print-based 
programs,27–32 four reported on telephone-based 
programs,33–36 and four reported on internet-based 
programs.37–40

Mass Media Approaches

Mass media campaigns are an important 
and necessary strategy for disseminating 
new information to the public. The studies 
reviewed in Table 3A.1 range from large-scale 
National,9,14,15,17,22–24,26 and state-based8,9,19 
campaigns conducted within regional communities 
and cities.7,11–13,16,18,20,21,25 Most campaigns 
were evaluated using a pre-post independent 
cross sectional survey, either with8,9,13,18,20 or 
without7,10,11,12,14,15–17,19,21,22–26 comparison 
samples. Nearly all campaigns used paid television 
and print media advertising, some used radio. 
Campaigns typically ran for approximately six to 
eight weeks, sometimes with repeat instalments.

The findings suggest that mass media results in 
significant increases in slogan and message recall, 
but that there is limited impact on behaviour. Some 
positive effects on behaviour were noted including; 
small increases in physical activity following the 
Australian8 and West Virginian campaigns,20 and 
a smaller decrease in physical activity levels in 
areas where a campaign was conducted compared 
with a comparison sample.9 Some studies 
recommended that campaigns should focus on 
regional areas,7,12,20,21 that enable coordinated, 
collaborative efforts to be developed.17,20,24,25

The modest results observed suggest that it may 
take more sustained and concentrated efforts to 
actually change behaviour.3,9,10 Specifically, the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) recommended 
that effective campaigns should be conducted over 
many years to continuously reinforce messages 
to the public before a sustained impact may be 
established.

There is some consensus that mass media should 
be recommended as a supplementary (and 
important) strategy in broader, community and 
population-based approaches. The 10,000 Steps 
Rockhampton project12 includes a comprehensive 
mass media campaign, which is supplemented by 
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community-based activities, environmental prompts, 
and a range of public relations and community 
engagement initiatives. The results of this study 
should be available in 2004.

If used strategically, mass media can play a strong 
supportive role in drawing attention to programs 
and strategies, in disseminating information, and 
in setting the agenda for future physical activity 
promotion initiatives. There is a need for further 
systematic evaluations of campaigns which 
specifically target hard to reach groups, and ongoing 
exploration of the most effective mediums.

Print-based materials

Of the six ‘print media’ papers reviewed in Table 
3A.2, one reported long term follow-up data from a 
randomised trial,28,29 two were quasi experimental 
pre-post studies,27,32 and two were RCTs 
conducted in Australia.30,31 The US based trials 
have shown that ‘stage-targeted’ and ‘personally-
tailored’ print materials can produce significant 
behavioural changes in volunteer samples.28,29 The 
Australian RCTs evaluated the wider effectiveness 
of stage targeted print programs delivered to 
large proactively recruited population samples, 
including residents of a regional community;30 and 
participants from a range of communities across the 
state of New South Wales.31 While the regional trial 
showed modest but significant short term effects on 
behaviour, the state-wide trial did not.

Trials of stage-targeted and individually tailored 
programs show the print medium to have some 
promise although information on the frequency of 
contact required and/or supplementary materials 
that help to create sustained effects is required. 
Studies using non-personalised materials do not 
appear to be as effective.32

Telephone-based approaches

A review of telephone based intervention studies 
by Castro and King6 suggested that this strategy 
is effective among volunteer participants. Three 
recently published studies were reviewed (Table 
3A.3). All were RCTs, conducted in the US, 
with volunteer participants. One used health 
educators to counsel participants about physical 

activity,33 and one used fully automated telephone 
counselling system (with computer generated voice 
simulation).34,35 The other paper described a trial 
that is comparing these two methods, but the results 
are not yet known.36

The evidence reviewed here does little to support 
the effectiveness of telephone based physical 
activity counselling. In particular, there were small 
effects and a high drop out rate in the automated 
telephone counselling trial,34,35 and the potential 
and acceptability of these strategies in an Australian 
context remains unclear.

Internet-based approaches

‘New media’ have been enthusiastically advocated 
as promising modes of delivery for health behaviour 
change interventions and for physical activity 
interventions.1,41,42 There is however, limited 
evidence on the effectiveness of websites and 
e-mail as media for program delivery, as only 
three intervention studies were found (Table 3A.4). 
One trial reported that the web-based program 
had significant effects on behaviour, but it was 
conducted with a small number of volunteer 
participants.38,39 In contrast, the Australian trial 
compared a stage-targeted print intervention with a 
program of similar content delivered via a website.37 
While the results were not significant in terms of 
behaviour change, this study demonstrated several 
of the challenges faced in using website and e-mail 
delivery. Similar findings were reported in the third 
study.40 Collectively these trials highlight two key 
challenges for this approach, ‘engagement’ and 
‘retention’ of participants. The findings suggest 
that much remains to be learned about the use 
of websites and e-mail to deliver physical activity 
interventions, especially in relation to the challenges 
of working with large numbers of people in ways 
that can engage and retain interest and involvement.

Conclusions

The central issue with all these approaches is 
that none of the strategies reviewed here is likely 
to be optimally effective when used in isolation. 
However, in the context of more comprehensive and 
adequately resourced campaigns, these mediated 
approaches are likely to be relevant and potentially 
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effective ingredients of wider community-based 
strategies. In the context of smaller scale programs, 
well-planned combinations of two or more media are 
also likely to be practical and effective. For example, 
print plus telephone, telephone plus website, or 
website plus telephone plus community based 
initiatives can clearly be seen to have the potential 
to support and reinforce each other. In situations 
where the delivery of effective advice, motivational 
prompts and practical guidance to large numbers of 
people at low cost is crucial, mediated interventions 
are potentially the ‘way of the future’. Public health 
strategies to promote and support physical activity 
for whole populations and higher risk subgroups 
(who are increasingly represented in large numbers 
in aging populations) demand that we learn more 
about mediated forms of program delivery and how 
to make these different approaches more effective 
and more widely available.
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