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Award Designation and Category:  
GOLD Social Responsibility 
BRONZE Government, Public Service & Non-Profit  
 
Campaign Title: Scary Enough 
 
Year the campaign took place: 2019 

 
 

Brand: The Real Cost / FDA Center for Tobacco Products 
Creative Agency: FCB New York  
Media Agency: FCB New York  
Media Company: Dirty Films 
Research Company: n/a 
Additional Affiliated Companies: n/a 
 
 
Summary of the marketing challenge, methodology, insight 
discovered, creative execution and business impact. 
 
By 2019, most teens had rejected cigarettes, but 1 in 3 teens were actively 
vaping, a level of usage labeled an “epidemic” by the FDA. Allured by the 
sleek technology and seemingly harmless vapor, teens mistakenly perceived 
vaping as a “safe” risk. We had to stop the spread before we created a new 
generation of addicted Americans. While we had decades of research on 
cigarettes, the long-term consequences of vaping were still being explored. 
We didn’t have the scientifically validated facts we needed for a powerful 
message. In 2018, however, the FDA authorized a new, disturbing fact: the 
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seemingly harmless vapor contained toxic metals including nickel, 
chromium, and lead. Multiple rounds of research inspired “Scary Enough,”  
 
which communicated the new troubling fact within an attention-grabbing 
story. The spot received the highest copy-testing score in the campaign’s 
history, a 4.29 out of 5. The content was extended on social and digital  
 
platforms in customized executions, and the scary metal monster became an 
iconic representation of a threat that couldn’t compete with the real danger 
of toxic metals you inhale every time you vape.  
 
 
Consumer Insight  
 
Vaping is not a “safe” risk. Vaping can deliver toxic metal particles like 
nickel, chromium, and lead into your lungs.  
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Marketing Challenge 
 
NEW GENERATION OF ADDICTED AMERICANS: For half a century, 
cigarettes were the focus of most tobacco prevention campaigns. The Real 
Cost, which we developed for FDA’s Center for Tobacco Products in 2014, 
helped reduce smoking to 4.6% of the teen population. But just when the 
battle was almost won, a new threat emerged in the form of electronic 
nicotine delivery systems, aka vapes, which spread rapidly through the teen 
population. Within months after their launch, vapes acquired the cool, 
trendsetting appeal once occupied by cigarettes. Teens were attracted to the 
sleek, high-tech appearance of products like JUUL that were easy to use, 
hide, and disguise — and left no unpleasant smell behind.   
  
THE SEEMINGLY “SAFE” RISK: Multiple studies have shown that the 
current cohort of teens are more risk averse than previous generations — 
less inclined to drink, engage in early sexual activity, or even play football — 
but they still had the natural life-stage impulse to rebel. Vapes perfectly 
fulfilled teens’ unmet need for a seemingly “safe” risk. Everything about the 
format — from what teens mistakenly thought was just water vapor to the 
fruit-flavored pods — suggested they were a harmless way to experiment. 
The 2019 Monitoring the Future study revealed that around 80% of high 
schoolers said there was no great risk to vaping occasionally. It didn’t help 
that vapes were brandished by celebrities like Miley Cyrus and pro-vaping 
messages were flooding social media. A Stanford University study found 
“even just a very short viewing of Instagram posts had an effect” on teens’ 
likelihood to vape.1 By 2019, a stunning 27.5% of high school students had 
used vapes in the past 30 days. It was an epidemic we had to stop.  
  
LACK OF RESEARCH: Unlike the vast research on the dangers of cigarettes, 
vapes were very new and their consequences were still being researched. 
Without scientifically validated facts, it was difficult to convince teens that 
vaping was harmful. But that didn’t stop the consequences of vaping from 
appearing. Addicted teens began to experience those effects — from reduced 
lung capacity to increased anxiety. The risks of vaping were real and severe, 
even if most teens still thought vaping was safe.  
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Methodology  
 
WE START WITH THE FACTS: All the FDA’s communications must be 
grounded in facts established by peer-reviewed research and authorized by 
the FDA. With the years of research behind cigarettes, we have an abundant 
set of facts to communicate — from premature wrinkles to stunted lungs. 
However, the recent emergence of vapes meant the consequences of vaping 
were still being researched. In 2018, the FDA authorized us to communicate 
the fact that vape aerosols contain toxic metals including nickel, chromium, 
and lead. Even though we still didn’t know how toxic metals impacted the 
body, we suspected that the threat of inhaling toxic metal particles into their 
lungs could function as a powerful deterrent.    
  
MAKING A STORY ABOUT METAL: It’s never easy to change the mind of a 
teen, especially about something they consider “fun.” We needed to present 
the fact in a visually striking context; however, at the same time, we must 
always be on guard against slipping into exaggeration, which can damage 
credibility, or using too much humor, which can trivialize the consequence. 
To achieve the balance between engagement and education, we developed 
10 concepts that we exposed to over 200 at-risk and experimenting teens in 
focus groups in 4 markets. As you’ll read in the next section, teens were 
compelled by the metal fact but rejected the irreverent humor in the creative 
idea. We didn’t give up, and we re-briefed creatives on the same strategy 
but with new guidelines on tone. With an epidemic raging, we didn’t have 
time to return to focus groups, so we produced “Scary Enough” and took it 
straight into copy testing.  
  
COPY TESTING: A produced version of “Scary Enough” was copy tested 
with an independent research company and exposed to over 400 at-risk and 
experimenting teens. The spot was then evaluated along 6 key measures, 
from memorability to its ability to inform, engage, and convince. “Scary 
Enough” received a Perceived Effectiveness score of 4.29 out 5. Perceived 
Effectiveness is a validated measure predictive of an ad’s potential to 
produce tobacco-related attitude/behavior change. 4.29 was the highest 
score we’d received in our 7 years of work on The Real Cost.  
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TARGETING EVERY TEEN: Research revealed that vaping was an every-
teen problem. It had infiltrated teens of all backgrounds and peer groups — 
the “good kids,” athletes, class presidents, civic leaders. Our content needed 
to be as far-reaching as it was impactful and our marketing plan expanded 
well beyond TV. In fact, to reflect the rapidly changing media habits of 
today’s teens, over the years, we’d steadily been redirecting our media buy 
away from linear TV to a digital-first media plan. To stop the epidemic, we 
needed to be on the same channels that accelerated the adoption of vaping 
in the first place, prioritizing social media channels like TikTok, Snapchat, 
Instagram, and Reddit. Additionally, we extended the channels that 
historically drove success for KAB lifts due to their unskippable, full-screen 
nature, like OTT and pre-roll.  
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Creative Execution 
 
 VISCERAL REACTION: As mentioned above, we didn’t have many hard 
facts to communicate to teens about vapes. Worse, the ubiquity of vaping 
(“If valedictorians vape, how bad can it be?”) made teens skeptical of the 
risk. For example, in groups back in 2018, we told teens that e-liquids 
absorbed through your skin could potentially poison the user to death (yes, 
death) but teens wouldn’t have it: “How many people have really died?” 
“JUUL pods don’t leak.” However, the fact that vapes contained toxic metals 
struck a nerve. This was another key executional insight: Viscerally powerful 
communications - a fact or image that makes the audience physically cringe 
- can also motivate behavior change. We needed to overcome what 
behavioral economists call “time discounting,” the cognitive bias that inclines 
us to undervalue benefits or costs in the distant future. But you don’t need 
to be a biochemist to know that metals in your lungs can’t be good.   
  
“KNIGHT” FALLS, BUT METALS BREAKS THROUGH: In 2019, we 
developed a creative concept called “Knight” to communicate the threat of 
toxic metals. In the concept, a medieval knight in full armor casually walks 
through a park with a metal spear in his chest while gleefully pointing out to 
a group of vaping teens that they, too, have metals in their bodies (through 
the vape that they were inhaling). The teens found the hero unconvincing, 
but admitted that the list of toxic metals freaked them right out. As one 
respondent put it, “The fact is scary enough, you don’t need to sugarcoat it.” 
The consumer is not always right, but they were in this case. We re-briefed 
the creatives, directing them to explore a platform that highlighted the 
scariness of the fact itself and to avoid any distracting humor. The research 
respondent’s remark led directly to the title of the new concept, which we 
called “Scary Enough.” In the spot, an actor on a stage set describes a CGI 
metal monster who might look scary but that could not compete with the 
dangers posed by inhaling metal particles into your lungs.    
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URGENT ACTION REQUIRED: The vaping epidemic was spreading too 
quickly for us to delay our work with another round of focus groups. We 
were so confident in the strategic guidance provided by our 
previous research; we went straight to production. In copy testing with an 
independent, Government-approved researcher, “Scary Enough” received 
the highest Perceived Effectiveness score we had received in 7 years of work 
on The Real Cost, beating the benchmark by a wide margin.  Our research-
informed gamble had paid off.  
  
CAMPAIGN MEDIA BUDGET: The dire and widespread threat demanded 
we direct most of our effort and resources to stopping vaping, but in April 
2019, we were still in the early stages. From the launch of “Scary Enough” 
to the end of data collection that measured its impact, we estimate that we 
spent $6.5MM in paid media.  
  
CUSTOMIZING FOR EVERY CHANNEL: We knew we had a powerful spot 
that would stem the tide of the vaping epidemic. Past The Real Cost work 
had relied heavily on TV, as broadcast was shown to have the most dramatic 
impact on teens’ Knowledge, Attitudes, and Beliefs (KABs). But teen viewing 
of broadcast media had been dropping for a decade. They were spending 
their media time on social, OTT, digital audio, and gaming platforms. To 
maximize our impact on every channel, we created custom executions for 
the channels where teens spent the most time, including Snap Lenses, 
Reddit Takeovers, and 3D audio for Spotify. For skippable social units, we 
placed the messaging front and center to stop the scroll, and the pre-roll 
videos had the message within the first 25%, which ensured the teens 
received the fact.  
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Business Results/Lessons Learned  
 
THE THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOR: Federal public health campaigns 
are required to follow a rigorous process, starting with an established model 
of behavior change. The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that sustained 
behavior change is built on shifts in the audience’s KABs about a specific 
behavior, which, in turn, predict their intention. Examples of KABs for 
smoking and vaping include statements like “If I smoke, I will have small 
lungs” or “If I vape, I will become addicted.”    
  
Since the goal of The Real Cost is to stop a behavior, we are essentially 
measuring a non-behavior. We don’t have purchases or even brand affinity 
to use as a gauge for success. The primary way we know our campaigns are 
effective is measuring change in teen KABs about vaping, which, according 
to the theory, predict teens’ eventual behavior, or rather non-behavior.    
  
EVALUATION: The change in KABs is measured by an independent 
evaluator, using a robust, nationally representative longitudinal study with 
over 4,000 11- to 16-year-olds over the course of several years. The data is 
collected in 5 different waves, beginning with a baseline in-person collection 
in the summer of 2018. “Scary Enough” entered the market in April 2020, 
just in time to be included in the second data collection, which ran from April 
2020 to July 2020. Despite its minimal time in-market, “Scary Enough” had 
a dramatic impact on teens’ KABs.    
  
INSTANT IMPACT: The primary KAB we were measuring was “If I vape, I 
will inhale metal particles.” At baseline data collection, 58.3% of teens 
agreed with this statement. Although it often takes a year to see significant 
movement in KABs, almost immediately after “Scary Enough” hit the 
market, 75.9% of teens agreed with the statement, a movement of 17.6%! 
A secondary analysis further revealed that seeing the ad more frequently 
had a disproportionately positive impact on KAB movement, an additional 
6% increase in agreement KABs.  
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BEATING EVERY BENCHMARK ON EVERY CHANNEL: The visceral power 
of fact transcended television. Once it was adapted to digital channels, the 
executions repeatedly beat brand benchmarks. To name a few:  

• Snapchat Lens had a 17.5-second play time, which is >1.5X 
higher than avg. play time among teens, and had a 4.42% share 
rate, which is >2x higher than benchmark.  
• Reddit Takeover had VCR of 16.9% vs. benchmark of 11.66%.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


