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Wanted: Scandal in Search of a Campaign


DCA: Campaign Wanted
This is a story of the power of ‘frames’, the influence of interests, and the formulation of a scandal – oh, and by the way, it also needs a campaign.  

A couple of weeks ago New Scientist magazine devoted its main editorial [1] to the news that a Canadian researcher, Evangelos Michelakis of the University of Alberta, had shown that a cheap, simple proven drug used for other purposes, could dramatically shrink a range of cancer tumours.
The drug, DCA (dichloroacetate) has been used for years to treat unusual metabolic disorders and its mode of action in that respect is also the key to its anti-cancer properties.  Indeed the reason it works may go the heart of what makes a cancer cell both ‘immortal’ and able to spread.  To read about DCA visit the New Scientist website [2] and read the article ‘Cheap, safe drug kills most cancers’.
New Scientist pointed out that: 

‘DCA looks like a potential anti-cancer agent. It is cheap, does not appear to affect normal cells, we know its side effects, and it should work on all cancers. But there's a hitch: it is an old drug and so cannot be patented. No pharmaceutical company is likely to fund costly clinical trials without some exclusive rights to make the drug.’

So here we have the influence of interests.  Also the scandal.  Have a look at the ‘scandal equation’ under ‘advanced tips’ at http://campaignstrategy.org/advanced_2.html and the example in my book How To Win Campaigns.   The main components are awfulness: and cancer is awful; the difference between what is being done, and what could be done, and DCA promises at least to be something significant; and immoral profit.  In other words, in this case, profit to be made by not using DCA.

New Scientist ended its piece with the thought:

‘… testing DCA will need a one-off effort …  It is a safe bet that drug companies will be falling over themselves to find patentable compounds with a similar action to DCA. Any of these reaching the market will be hugely expensive. It would be a scandal if a cheap alternative with such astonishing potential were not given a chance simply because it won't turn a big enough profit.’

Thinking this was a classic example of the need for a public interest campaign, I waited a couple of weeks to see if it was being taken up and then visited Google to check it out.  I may have missed it but I didn’t find a campaign.  Visit the University of Alberta website [3] and you can make your own contribution to funding the research of Dr Michelakis.  Visit New Scientist and you can read that it ‘has received an unprecedented amount of interest in this story from readers. If you would like up-to-date information on any plans for clinical trials of DCA in patients with cancer, or would like to donate towards a fund for such trials, please visit the site set up by the University of Alberta and the Alberta Cancer Board.’ 

The magazine promises to ‘follow events closely and … report any progress as it happens’.

So given the priority accorded to cancer, why didn’t DCA receive much publicity in the mainstream press?  Perhaps because it doesn’t fit the frame [4] of progress to cancer-cures? 
Over and over again we’ve been told that effective treatments for cancer will come from ‘breakthroughs’, from new drugs which are ‘hugely costly’ to research and develop and that can only be handled by the biggest, best resourced pharmaceutical companies.  Of course these same companies also run truly massive public affairs and PR budgets to promote their latest offerings once they are heading towards the market.   DCA does not fit this frame.  It has no big name attached, and no big team behind it.  It is not a new drug.  It already exists. 

We saw a similar phenomenon in reverse when the ‘Stern Report’ [5] was published in October 2006 and hit international headlines. Economist Sir Nicholas Stern suggested that global warming ‘could shrink the global economy by 20%’ where as the cost of action would be ‘just 1% of global gross domestic product’.  

Compare this with the study by US climate scientist Stephen Schneider and Swedish energy economist Christian Azar.  They presented evidence that economic growth will make people five times as rich in a hundred years' time but postponing that prosperity by just two years, could ‘fix global warming’ [6].  A similar if less well presented argument to Stern’s.  That was back in 2002.   They got almost no response.

Stern however ‘wrote’ a 700 page report, was a former chief economist of the World Bank and his study was promoted by the UK Government’s Treasury department.  Whereas Schneider was a climate scientist (What do they know about money?) and Azar a relatively obscure economist, Stern was mainstream, wrapped in all the financial authority of the World Bank and the City of London.  As such Stern’s report provided ripples which have variously been credited with helping change the minds – or providing the excuse for a change of position – in national capitals such as Canada and Australia.

[Readers note: DCA has been shown to shrink tumours in experimental animals

and lab experiments - not yet in humans. Google for discussions, including side

effects of DCA
. ]

Campaigns In Need Of A Scandal

At least in the UK, ‘climate change’ is everywhere.   In the media, from tabloid downmarket newspapers through to the BBC which gives daily coverage and plans several major broadcast initiatives for the coming year.  In politics, with a competition between prominent figures such as the Conservative Opposition Leader David Cameron, who has used ‘green issues’ to reposition his party’s appeal away from its shrinking ‘Settler’ base (for where it was, see 2005 Values and Voters Study at www.campaignstrategy.org), and Chancellor Gordon Brown, likely to replace Tony Blair as Prime Minister and who used the Stern Report to create his own political platform on the issue.  At a personal level, from burgeoning interest in energy saving gizmos for the home and escalating debate over the ethics of travelling by air; and in a major brand war between supermarket retailers such as Tesco (introducing carbon labelling on all products) to Marks and Spencers (effectively endorsed by Greenpeace for a raft of measures).   In schools, where all UK children will now be taught about climate change.

Amidst all this talk and a plethora of initiatives, the limiting factor to real change is the conversion of information and concepts into do-able actions.   Listen in on any discussion amongst the tide of people now becoming engaged in trying to live greener, and you hear the same thing. “I contacted the energy savings project to get Cavity Wall Insulation and they referred me from one number to another until I got sent a leaflet …”  Or “I want to run my car on biodiesel but it’s not available in my area”.  Or “there are too many choices – you read about this in the press but when I go to the shops there’s nothing available – or the assistants don’t know anything about it”.

Partly this is a question of organisation and training.  There are some exceptions – British Gas has a comprehensive service for putting in condensing gas boilers and taking away all the old materials.  DIY giant B & Q have started selling ‘domestic’ wind turbines and solar panels with an installation and advice service.  But in most cases ‘solutions’ still exist in the land of theory or have got little further than low-volume niche products [7] which are hard to find, often expensive, and not always easy to use.  

Strategically many NGOs and agencies are still campaigning at the level of giving information, often of the “go and make informed choices” variety.  What people need – especially the esteem-seeking ‘Prospectors’ – is products.   One campaigning response to this problem is to advocate ‘choice editing’, drawing on the fact that most Brits believe that damaging options should not be available to consumers.  Others might say that the dynamic of the market will deliver the necessary change.  Yet, as with the case of DCA above, there is abundant evidence that this is a naieve view: all sorts of obstacles or ‘imperfections’ exist which will stop the market enabling major shift away from a ‘carbon based’ lifestyle within the ten years (it must now be nine?) that climate scientists and politicians now agree on as the time to ‘save the climate’.

The best option to hasten large scale change is to fast-track product development and scaling up of production and marketing.  This should be the focus of campaigns.

NGOs and agencies also need to drop their politically correct reluctance to name brands, and follow the example of the Dutch based Hier Project which promotes the European website www.topten.info.  This does not tell you to learn about climate change or to ask shop-keepers for the best choice, or to carefully read the labels and figure out the often confusing ‘consumer information’ about which light bulb, car, fridge or DVD to buy.  Instead it gives you a clear and understandable ranking of many consumer product categories, endorsing the best performers on a regularly updated basis: actual products you can buy.

Upstream, campaigners might focus on one or two strategic technologies which can change whole sectors.  An obvious example is regenerable or ‘flow’ battery systems which could solve the intermittency problem for wind energy.  These exist but only at a handful of plants around the world.  If they were in widespread use then a major obstacle to converting to a renewables-based energy system would be overcome.  These high-capital, simple-choice, wide-impact technologies are classically suscetible to conventional ‘pressure group’ type campaigns.

Once these choices are commonly available and understood, and now that the ‘awfulness’ of climate change is widely appreciated, then not to act becomes a scandal.  While action remains difficult and complex, it’s tragic but not a scandal.

What Works ?

Many campaigners and communicators are busy trying to divine what works on climate and other issues, in terms of campaigns designed to secure individual ‘behaviour change’.  Here’s a list I recently compiled for a project in this area:

· Communications targeted by Maslowian segment (offers matching motivational segments, and for new behaviours, starting with the Pioneers, and finding esteem-bridges to the Prospectors, such as celebrity adoption, reward association, use of esteemed communications channels, big brand services or products)

· Scandal effect – by showing more could be done than is being done, plus awfulness of the problem

· Worth doing effect – ie the proposed action (eg if joined together) makes a worthwhile impact (scaling up actions eg regionally or at a City level where the political ceiling exists to stop the impression that we need to secure ‘global cooperation’ before anything can be done, and, avoiding the impression that my bit won’t be significant)

· Detail-push – by making people think more vividly about the problems/benefits, they want to or will do more

· Ecology of action effect – ie if they discuss the actions  as a group/team they will do more than if they decide alone (eg the ‘eco-teams’ projects at a street/neighbour/friend level and making public commitments to act)

· Normative pull – see others doing it (and in reverse, the disabling effect of not seeing others doing it)

· Big actor reinforcement – see big players are also acting on same task
Fault Line Thinking

If you can provide consumers with a new way to make a choice, then potentially there's a new campaign, or campaign lever. Here's a creative discontinuity in the car fuels (gas/ petrol) market - 'Terror Free Oil' (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/6325319.stm) sourced by Americans

from outside the Middle East. They're not the first to think of it - I've heard oil companies wonder about 'ethical petrol' - but the first to do it?

Need Web Or Strategy Help?
For the past three years Rick Le Coyte has helped run the website www.campaignstrategy.org and this newsletter for me on a pro bono basis.  Rick has extensive experience in new media work for the BBC, environmental campaigning and strategy.  He’s now available to do part time freelance work – you can contact him at rick@lecoyte.co.uk .  Obviously I’d recommend him!  A resumé of his work is at: http://www.lecoyte.co.uk/cv/cv_lecoyte_i07.pdf
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How Greenpeace changed its campaign on the toxic content of computers
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