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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This study examines the myth/fact message format within the 

social marketing context of mental illness (MI). People with mental 
illness are stereotyped and stigmatized such that many social market-
ing efforts have been pursued to change widely held misperceptions 
about them (Hinshaw and Stier 2008).  One method used to counter 
widely held misperceptions for mental illness, as well as a number 
of other social and health issues, is the myth/fact message format, 
which frames the message by first stating the myth, the incorrect 
viewpoint, which is then followed by the counter viewpoint labeled 
as fact.   The use of the myth/fact message in the context of mental 
illness includes countering negative aspects of the stereotype that 
surrounds the ailment.  

It has been well documented that stereotypes, as well-learned 
beliefs about the characteristics, attributes and behaviors of members 
of certain groups,  are automatically activated in the presence of a 
member (or symbolic equivalent) of a stigmatized group; however, 
those motivated to do so, can intentionally inhibit the automatically 
retrieval of stereotypes (Devine 1989).  This suggests that only those 
with some kind of motivation will suppress the stereotype.  We hy-
pothesized that personal relevance will provide this motivation and 
that without it, differences in attitudes will not occur due to differ-
ences in message format.  In addition, we hypothesized that the use 
of the myth/fact message format, which explicitly expresses a nega-
tive aspect of the stereotype, strengthens the association of the nega-
tive aspect (Fazio et al 1986; Hunt and Ellis 1999) and consequently, 
weakens the following fact’s ability to discount that negative view.  
Conversely, utilizing a fact only, rather than the myth/fact approach, 
should instantiate a new positive belief without reinforcing the nega-
tive aspects of the stereotype.  But this effect will only be seen in 
those with personal relevance who have the motivation to suppress 
the stereotype.    

As a commonly used social marketing format, the intent of those 
who use the myth/fact message is arguably to educate and correct 
misperceptions.  Therefore, we also examined the differential effect 
of message format on perceived learning.  Here we hypothesize the 
exact opposite effect of personal relevance from what was hypoth-
esized regarding message format’s effect on attitudes.  As those with 
personal relevance are familiar with the issue of mental illness, we 
hypothesize that those with personal relevance will not report differ-
ential levels of perceived learning due to message format.  However, 
those without personal relevance would view the myth/fact message 
format as a heuristic cue for learning and would report higher levels 
of perceived learning under the myth/fact format than under the fact 
only condition.  

320 students from a large Midwestern university were surveyed 
in a 2 x 2 x 3 x 2 factorial with one within subject factor (time 1 and 
time 2) and three between subjects factors, message format (Myth/
Fact vs. Fact only) which was manipulated, number of messages (1,3 
or 5) which was also manipulated and personal relevance (relevant 
or not) which was measured.    As no differences were found on 
the number of messages, we collapsed the analysis across number of 
repetition cells.  Attitudes towards mental illness as measured by a 
scale created for the study and perceived learning about mental ill-
ness scale were dependent variables.  

Our results demonstrated the differential impact of the myth/fact 
versus fact only message format on attitudes towards mental illness; 
specifically, a fact only appeal was more effective in engendering 
desired behavioral and attitudinal responses.  This effect, however, 
was moderated by personal relevance with MI such that those high in 
personal relevance reported more unfavorable attitudes under myth/
fact than under fact only; those low in personal relevance showed no 
difference.  This finding supports our first set of hypotheses and indi-
cates the role of motivation in suppressing the stereotype.  Personal 
relevance also impacted perceived learning differently than attitudes 
such that those low in personal relevance reported higher levels of 
self-reported learning than those high in personal relevance.  

We suggest that those for whom the issue of MI is personally 
relevant were motivated to suppress the stereotype thus overall their 
attitudes towards mental illness were more favorable.  However, 
those with personal relevance with MI had an existing cognitive 
schema of non-stereotypical beliefs which was reinforced by the fact 
only message while the inclusion of the myth reinforced the negative 
aspects of the stereotype.  Personal relevance had the opposite effect 
on perceived learning reinforcing well-established research findings 
that find that learning does not lead to attitude change.  Findings sug-
gest that while the myth/fact message format may be more effective 
in enhancing people’s perception of learning, its effects on attitudes, 
the typical focal point on social marketing campaigns targeting mis-
conceptions about stereotyped and stigmatized groups, may be the 
opposite.  Social marketers should carefully consider the goal of a 
campaign before deciding to use the myth/fact message format.
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