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Using commercial marketing approach to deliver
health and prevention: helping to promote self-care

Elham Shakibazadeh* (Ph.D).
Letters to the Editor

Self-care is a series of learned actions and goal-directed activities done by
individuals in order to provide, maintain, and promote health. Self-care activities
involve health promotion, disease prevention, treatment of diseases and injuries, and
treatment of chronic diseases. Although the impact of the self-care on improvement of
health outcomes and reduction of costs are proven in numerous studies,
implementation of self-care programs requires systematic educational and supportive
interventions provided by health care providers including nurses to overcome health
problems.

Many health professionals in Iran emphasize on negative aspects of unhealthy
behaviors to persuade people to do preventive and healthy behaviors. For example, in
drug abuse preventive programs, disadvantages of drug abuse as well as the increasing
rate of drug abuse and other addictive behaviors, and the economic costs resulting
from drug abuse are presented to youth.

Although the emphasis on negative aspects and side effects of unhealthy
behaviors is worthy, especially when negotiating the budget with the competent
organizations and key supplier, it is not always the best way of proposing behavior
change to individuals. For example, showing the pictures of amputated parts of body,
and/or blindness to patients with diabetes who are mostly depressed and seek
treatment in the diabetes clinics does not seem to be an appropriate approach. Is not
there any other positive ways to announce messages to people?

To answer this question, let's take a look at the concept of commercial marketing.
Do successful companies highlight negative content of their products and services?
The answer is: not often. In commercial marketing, products are presented in a
positive way. In fact, everything from cars to clothing, from food products to furniture
is offered positively in the market. Car reminds success, health and welfare; cloths
helps people to seem younger and more fit; food products help people to feel
refreshed, healthy and happy; even furniture is for a modern and convenient life. In
commercial marketing, foot blisters of a walking individual are never shown to make
people to buy cars.
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It is essential to learn how to strongly motivate our customers (i.e. people) using
approaches of successful companies in presenting positive pictures of the final
products (i.e. healthy behavior). How positive images of people who do not have
unhealthy behaviors should be provided?

The Behavior-Image Model (BIM) is a practical, proven evidence-based
framework for planning brief motivational interventions that integrate risk behaviors
like alcohol, tobacco and drug use with health enhancing behaviors such as physical
activity and healthy eating for youth (1). Using the BIM, appealing social and future
images can be targeted to link health risk and health promoting behaviors, and also,
self-regulation skills can be developed to set and achieve multiple health behavior
goals (2-4).

Health problems are usually interconnected issues. According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention millions of youth engage in health risks associated
with the leading causes of death among young people (5). Nowadays, most of youth
are exposed to two or more co-existing health risk behaviors including alcohol,
tobacco, and other drug use, physical inactivity, unhealthy eating, not getting adequate
sleep, and uncontrolled stress. The use of commercial marketing approaches in
presenting positive images will allow us to “sell” prevention and health at the same
time in the health interventions (6). In fact, the effect of positive image is very strong,
so that such intervention can only be as long as a motivational session; such as what is
shown in successful programs like the evidence SPORTO and InShape© (7, 8). These
programs that are provided in the form of “wellness plus prevention programs” are so
flexible; so they can be implemented in different places such as school, families, and
organizations. The “wellness plus prevention programs" are presented within four
steps: 1) common healthy habits are screened; 2) feedbacks and positive image are
presented to individuals; 3) goals and monitoring programs are set; and 4) supportive
and follow-up measurements take place (8). Presenting positive outcomes for
individuals raise their motivation in taking care of themselves.

Regarding the current emphasize of health planners in Iran to promote self-care
activities among people, taking a look at such successful and proven programs and
using the results of them in designing self-care interventions by health care providers
can be helpful.
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