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Award Designation and Category:  
Government, Public Service & Nonprofit 
 
Campaign Title:  
“Seize the Awkward” – Youth Suicide Prevention 
 
Year the campaign took place:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Brand: American Foundation for Suicide Preventation (AFSP) 
Creative Agency:  
Media Company/Agency:  
Research Company: 
Additional Affiliated Companies:  
Jed Foundation 
Ad Council 
Droga5 
Initiative 
the magnetic collective 
 
 
 
Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact. 
 
 
Suicide is the second leading cause of death for young adults.  Proactive 
support from friends has proven to be one of the most successful ways to 
help at-risk youth.  This campaign set out to empower young adults to reach 
out to friends in-need  
 
Fueled by intimate conversations with “supporters” and those “at risk,” we 
explored the social dynamics in play.  We learned that friends’ desire to 
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support one another offers an incredible “natural resource,” but that people 
need help overcoming the vulnerability.  Our work identified a ‘canyon of 
isolation’: the person at risk wants help but doesn’t know how to ask for it. 
Friends want to help, but don’t feel equipped.   
 
This metaphor became the creative springboard for the ‘Seize the Awkward’ 
campaign.  The work puts a humorous spin on the awkwardness of making 
overtures to help friends.  By highlighting moments of vulnerability, the 
campaign creates a safe space to open up about mental health.  
 
As of April 2020, more than half of young adults were aware of campaign 
materials.  And those who are aware are significantly more likely to have 
talked to a friend about their mental health in the past six months vs. those 
unaware (76% vs. 65%).* 
 
* source:  Ad Council Continuous Tracking Study fielding by Ipsos Public 
Affairs 
 
 
 
 
Consumer Insight  
 
Tapping into friends’ natural instinct to help one another requires 
overcoming the vulnerability of initiating supportive conversations (canyon 
of isolation). 
 
 
 
 
 
Marketing Challenge 
 
This campaign sought to address a major public health challenge: 
 
Suicide is the second leading cause of death for young adults. After declining 
for nearly two decades, the suicide rate among Americans age 10-24 jumped 
56 percent between 2007 and 2017, according to data from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention*. 
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Young adulthood is a critical time in a person’s life when they may 
experience stress from multiple life changes like leaving high school, moving 
from home and beginning college or first job.  It’s also a time when mental 
health issues frequently emerge.    
 
Studies show that the friends of those struggling with mental health issues 
can be incredibly influential in helping them get the help that they need 
when they need it. 76% of young adults will turn to a peer in a time of crisis 
for support. Gen Z is ready to crack open the cultural conversation about 
mental health, but they’re missing the language, confidence and knowledge 
to take meaningful action.   
 
This campaign sought to address the barriers to initiating these vital but 
difficult conversations between friends about mental health issues and 
emotional challenges. 
 
The audience and subject matter posed a unique set of marketing 
challenges:    
 
Friends have strong instincts to support one another, so the idea of 
leveraging this “natural resource” was a powerful one.  But offering support 
to friends struggling with mental health is not an easy ask.  The campaign 
had to overcome many barriers: 

o friends don’t know what to do or say; they fear misspeaking, and 
making it worse 

o friends worry about getting dragged into situations that could be 
harmful to them (especially when drug, alcohol, violence is involved) 

o it’s hard to recognize the signs of people struggling 
o those at risk are likely to close themselves off at the very time when 

they need support – becoming less visible  
o stigmas about mental health persist, especially pronounced in some 

ethnic communities 
 
“I don’t want to bring up the conversation because I’m afraid it might 
trigger someone.”  - 18 year old woman, Minneapolis 

 
Moreover the target’s social media/SMS comms world often exacerbates the 
situation… 

o rise of cyber-bullying and online shaming 
o FOMO and anxiety about not keeping up/being left out 
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o communicating in a language inadequate of capturing emotions 
o wanting to paint a rosier picture of the way things are 

 
… but we had to ground the campaign here so that we were communicating 
in an authentic voice, making the topic feel more accessible and less “adult” 
and scary.  We needed to identify the messages, influencers and channels 
who could prompt people to take notice, and offer empowering 
encouragement, rather than provoke cynicism or intimidation. 
 
*”Why are Young Americans Killing Themselves” NYT, January 6, 2020 
 
 
 
Methodology  
 
Through the Friendship Looking Glass:  pre-brief research 
 
Exploring All Angles: Simulating friendship dynamics by exploring the 
vantage points of both “supporters” and “at risk” (recognizing that these 
roles are fluid)   

1. First, an individual pre-task asking all participants, in the privacy of 
their home, to share instances where they had provided and/or sought 
support to/from friends 

2. Followed by a mix of conversations with three different cohorts of 
young adults (Americans, age 18-21) who – when analyzed in tandem 
– would illuminate the social dynamics at play 
• small groups workshops focusing on the “rules of engagement” for 

friends providing support   
o Cohort 1: young adults with limited experience of mental 

health issues 
o Cohort 2: those who’ve helped friends with mental health 

issues   
• 1-on-1 conversations exploring experiences where support was 

needed 
o Cohort 3: those who’ve personally struggled with their mental 

health (recruited in assistance with our nonprofit partners) 
 
Treating Participants with the Utmost Care:  We recognized that we were 
dealing with a very sensitive topic. In addition to our consultants providing 
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active and sensitive moderation, we also had a clinical expert on-hand in the 
backroom to provide assistance and information where needed  

 
Bringing the Perspectives Together: Comparing and contrasting what we 
heard from each of the three cohorts ultimately helped to illuminate the 
dynamic that translated into the “canyon of isolation” insight, and wound up 
framing the campaign 

o a work-session convened with all advocacy and agency collaborators 
further ensured that this insight reflected the varied perspectives and 
roles of all stakeholders involved in making the campaign a success 
 

Speaking their Language: creative development research 
 
With Droga5’s initial thinking in place, the magnetic collective conducted 
additional qualitative research (small group workshops with Cohorts 1 & 2; 
individual interviews with Cohort 3) examining how two distinct creative 
territories (“Be super awkward, it helps” and “It’s good to ask”) were 
working to bring the strategic idea (“real friends open up first”) to life.   By 
exploring these two directions, rather than just optimizing one, Droga5 
showed a willingness to make itself vulnerable to target input that would 
strengthen ultimate the creative idea.  Insights from this work ultimately led 
to the “Seize the Awkward” campaign launched in January 2018.   
 
Taking the Next Step:  creative refinement research 
 
In 2019, the magnetic collective conducted creative refinement research to 
inform and inspire the development of the Phase 2 iteration of “Seize the 
Awkward”.  We conducted a similar mix of small group workshops and 
individual interviews with participants representing all three cohorts. This 
next evolution of the campaign recently launched. (including airing during 
Obama’s online graduation ceremony for high school students). 
 
 
 
Creative Execution 
 
 
The campaign’s strategy “real friends open up first” is to empower young 
adults to create more vulnerability in their friendship, and in doing so, to 
create a safe space for opening up about mental health.  
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The creative idea Seize the Awkward brings this to life by encouraging young 
adults to reach out to a friend who may be struggling with their mental 
health by leveraging moments of vulnerability in their friendships, to create 
a safe space for their friends to open up about mental health. The 
campaign’s call to action is to drive to SeizeTheAwkward.org, which provides 
various resources for young adults, such as tutorial videos, information on 
warning signs, conversation starters, and tips on how to sustain a 
conversation around mental health. 
 
The creative takes a deliberately lighthearted approach to this serious topic.  
Creative executions nod to the “awkwardness” of starting a conversation 
about mental health between friends – be it a long pause of awkward 
silence, an initially uncomfortable attempt at broaching the topic, or the 
discomfort of following up on a hint your friend has dropped.  The campaign 
emphasizes the importance of reaching out nonetheless and provides 
guidance on how to reach out.  Seize the Awkward avoids explicitly 
addressing the topic of suicide, and rather focuses on “conversations your 
friends about their mental health.”    
 
The campaign features TV, radio, online videos, digital banners and social 
media posts.  It has continuously launched digital and experiential 
activations to coincide with key moments in time, including Suicide 
Prevention Awareness month in September and Mental Health Awareness 
Month in May. The campaign has leveraged platforms popular among teens 
and young adults, including Instagram, Snap, TikTok, Reddit, Shine, Tumblr 
and Twitch. The Broadway musical Dear Evan Hansen, art community 
Goodtype, creative platform Social Native, entertainment media brand 
Billboard and CMT Group all helped to amplify the campaign message. The 
campaign message has also been extended by over 24 creators, talent, and 
musicians, including Billie Eilish, Noah Cyrus, Lauv, and Markiplier. 
 
 
Seize the Awkward released the second wave of the campaign on May 14, 
2020. 
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Business Results/Lessons Learned  
 
Since January 2018, the Seize the Awkward campaign has been successful 
at moving the needle across key performance indicators. 
 
The campaign has generated over $26.8 million dollars in donated media 
support, including partnerships with numerous brands and media companies, 
including Reddit, Twitch, and Instagram.  Through partnerships with talent 
including Billie Eilish, Markiplier, Lauv, Noah Cyrus, and more, the campaign 
has also amassed over 35 million video views.  
 
As of April 2020, 51% of young adults are aware of the Seize the Awkward 
campaign materials, showing that the PSA materials are memorable to our 
audience. 
  
There have been over one million visits to SeizeTheAwkward.org, where 
viewers can explore resources and tools to help them start and continue 
conversations around mental health with their peers. 
 
And, importantly, young people are talking: “Today’s youth are having real 
conversations about mental health and suicide. Through this campaign we 
are giving them the tools and resources in the digital spaces they frequent to 
have these conversations in a safe way – by doing so we are empowering 
them to save lives.” - CEO Bob Gebbia, American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention 
 
An Ad Council continuous tracking study fielded by Ipsos Public Affairs shows 
that, as of March 2020, those who are aware of the campaign are 
significantly more likely to have taken key actions in the past six months 
compared to those who are not aware of the campaign, including: 

• Talked to a friend about their mental health (76% vs. 65%). 
• Visited a website to get more information about how to support a 

friend (49% vs. 30%) 
• Called or texted a hotline to get more information about how to 

support your friend with their mental health (29% vs. 15%) 
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Seize the Awkward:  Individual Contributors 
 
Ad Council: 

• Heidi Arthur, Chief Campaign Development Officer 
• Deborah Leiter, Senior Vice President, Group Campaign Director 
• Hannah Strashun – Campaign Director   
• Francine Simeon - Campaign Manager   
• Julia Blumenstyk - Director, Strategy & Evaluation 

 
JED Foundation 

• Katie Cunningham - Chief Programs and Operations Officer 
• Dr. Victor Schwartz  - Chief Medical Officer 

   
AFSP (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention) 

•  Stephanie Rogers - Senior Vice President, Communications and 
Market 

• Dr. Christine Moutier - Chief Medical Officer 
 
 the magnetic collective: 

• Teresa Edleston, co-founder 
• Sarah Peterson, Partner, Health & Wellness 
• Xotchiltl Vasquez, Consultant 

 
Droga5 

•  Kevin Brady - Group Creative Director 
• Mietta McFarlane - Senior Copywriter 
• Daniel Litzow -  Senior Copywriter 
• Luke Chard - Senior Art Director 
• Graham Jones - Senior Strategist 
• Mitch Katz - Account Supervisor 

  
 


