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Societal learning

 2 Sustainable development takes health into account
The World Health Organization (WHO) and the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) are the international pacemakers when 
it comes to societies engaging in collective learning. The definition of «health» 
as enshrined in the WHO constitution enables them to view the pathogenesis, 
spread and development of a disease in its social context. In 1986, the WHO 
launched the concept of health promotion worldwide in the Ottawa Charter. The 
Charter does not define health as a state but as a dynamic process. The OECD, 
on the other hand, is stepping up its commitment to sustainable economic de-
velopment, supports equality of access to education and healthcare systems and 
engages in efforts to combat social marginalisation and unemployment.

 3 When society learns
What goes on when a society as a whole undergoes a collective learning process? 
This is known as societal learning. Insights into the mechanisms of such learning 
processes provide answers to, for instance, basic questions of prevention. How 
did society react to the wretchedness of addicts in the open drug scenes of the 
1980s and 1990s? What form does the learning process take in the case of pas-
sive smoking? Societal learning – the topic of the second Academy for Addiction 
Research held in Ticino – is about building skills in a society, enabling it to joint-
ly analyse complex problems and develop possible solutions. And it’s ultimately 
about institutionalising the changes in values so as to make them sustainable.

 4 Flu campaign in record time
In a record time of only four weeks, the Federal Office of Public Health has 
developed and launched a campaign to stop the spread of the flu pandemic in 
Switzerland. Three to five times as many people as in normal years could be in-
fected with the virus this autumn. Simple instructions on what each and every 
one of us can do to halt the spread of the disease are provided in an entertain-
ing way, with different well-known comedians communicating the campaign 
messages in TV spots and emphasising in the process that it’s no joke!
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WHO and OECD. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) and the 
Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) 
are important international points 
of reference for Switzerland in the 
field of societal learning.

Successful societal learning processes 
always culminate in some form of insti-
tutionalisation (laws, directives, etc.). 
This tends to be preceded by political 
decisions that have been influenced by 
guidelines and standards of internation-
al organisations. For Switzerland, the 
WHO and the OECD are the most impor-
tant points of reference in this respect. 
When these bodies seek to influence a 
process effectively, they, too, employ so-
cietal learning methods, most common-
ly the development and dissemination of 
conceptual approaches and compara-
tive analyses. 

WHO definition of health  
as motor

The WHO, which was founded in 1947, 
is one of the most influential organisa-
tions to initiate societal learning proc-
esses in the health sector. It supports its 

Pictorial warnings. As from 1 Janu-
ary 2010, all tobacco products sold 
in Switzerland will be required to 
carry a pictorial as well as a verbal 
health warning. Each packet will 
also refer consumers to the quitline.

The pictures will be taken from three  
series, each comprising 14 subjects. To 
continue attracting attention, each series 
will be used for two years and then  
replaced by the next one. Most of the 
pictures used in Switzerland will stem 
from the European Union, while those 
showing the effects of mouth cancer will 
be from Swiss-based patients. The 
warnings will be printed in German, 
French and Italian and will address a 
variety of subjects, ranging from pro-

member states in their efforts to achieve 
the highest attainable standard of health 
for their inhabitants. The actual motor 
of this commitment is the definition of 
«health» enshrined in the WHO’s consti-
tution: «Health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity». From the outset, this defini-
tion enabled the WHO to view the patho-
genesis, spread and development of  
a disease in its social context. As a re-
sult, worldwide successes have been 
achieved in efforts to combat infectious 
diseases, and structural and behaviour-
al prevention methods have been estab-
lished. In the globalised world, however, 
the fight against infectious diseases con-
tinues to be a challenge with far-reach-
ing consequences affecting even the 
every day life of society. From this view-
point, pandemic planning is one of  
the most evolved instances of societal 
learning. 
In 1986, the WHO launched the concept 
of health promotion worldwide in the 
Ottawa Charter. The Charter no longer 
defines health as a state, but as a pro-
cess that people create and experience 
in their everyday environment. The key 

tecting children against passive smok-
ing to the harmful effects on the unborn 
child, typical smoking-related diseases, 
premature death, addiction and help 
with quitting the habit. 

Pictures have a stronger  
warning effect

These new warnings are an important 
goal of tobacco control efforts. A com-
bination of pictorial and verbal warn-
ings has been proved to have a stronger 
impact than purely verbal warnings and 
is a cost-effective measure for reducing 
smoking. Pictures are more effective in 
informing smokers about the risks of to-
bacco use and are more likely to mo-
tivate them to quit the habit. In addition, 
they make a contribution towards stop-

conditions that underpin this dynamic 
definition of health are political stability, 
appropriate living conditions, opportun-
ities for education, a balanced diet, a min-
imum income, a stable ecological system 
and social justice. Strategies to integrate 
health-related concerns into other po-
litical sectors have been developed. The 
best known is the «Health for All in the 
21st Century» strategy. In 2002, the 
Swiss Society for Public Health fleshed 
out these health targets to meet the spe-
cific requirements of Switzerland. 

OECD for sustainable  
economic development

The OECD was founded by 16 Euro-
pean countries in 1948. Its aim was to 
draw up and implement joint ap-
proaches to economic reconstruction 
and cooperation in Europe. The OECD 
now has 30 member states and has 
stepped up its commitment to sustain-
able economic development. It pro-
duces analyses and recommendations 
to underpin its support for equality of  
access to education and healthcare 
systems and it engages in efforts to 
combat social marginalisation and un-
employment. 

ping non-smokers, particularly children 
and adolescents, from starting to smoke.  

Quitline makes success  
more likely

The reference to the quitline will im-
prove the chances of people successfully 
giving up smoking. People wanting to 
give up the habit triple their likelihood 
of success if they use the service. 
Charged at local rates, this telephone 
helpline receives financial support from 
the Tobacco Prevention Fund and is run 
by the Swiss Cancer League and the Ar-
beitsgemeinschaft Tabakprävention, 
the Swiss tobacco control association. 

WHO initiative 
Belgium introduced combined verbal 

Worldwide initiatives to promote societal learning processes

Pictures are a salutary shock for smokers

EU as legislator
From the viewpoint of societal learning, 
the European Union (EU) has, above all, 
a legislative function. Though responsi-
bility for most activities in the health 
sector rests with the member states, the 
EU is obliged to supplement their efforts. 
In the health sector, it is active in the  
areas of cross-border health risks, patient 
mobility and dismantling of barriers to 
health equality. The Lisbon Agenda is 
the EU’s most important political tool 
that is geared to economic growth and 
productivity. The inclusion of health in 
the Agenda can be rated as one of the 
biggest successes in efforts to integrate 
health into other political sectors. 

Links on the topic:
www.who.int
www.oecd.org
www.ec.europa.eu/health

Contact: Regula Rička, 
Health Policy Directorate, 
regula.ricka@bag.admin.ch 

and pictorial warnings as far back as 
2006, and the UK and Romania did so in 
2008. Other EU countries such as 
France, Ireland, Malta, Poland, Spain 
and Hungary are about to follow suit. In 
the context of this year’s World No To-
bacco Day (31 May), which focused on 
picture warnings, the WHO called for 
cigarette packets to carry clear and 
prominent pictorial warnings about 
smoking-related diseases. 

Contact: Michael Anderegg,  
Food Safety Division,  
michael.anderegg@bag.admin.ch

www.tabak.bag.admin.ch/ 
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If the 19th and 20th centuries focused on 
generating knowledge, the 21st century 
will be more concerned with preserving 
this knowledge and putting it to effective 
use. To do so, we have to communicate it 
to people in such a way that they recognize 
it as having a bearing on their own actions. 
But we first have to address the question of 
how societies learn, i. e. what makes them 
adapt their norms, attitudes and actions to 
new insights. Such adaptation cannot be 
taken for granted, as the history of efforts 
to control smoking shows. It took fifty years 
for our knowledge of the dangers of smok-
ing to be really acknowledged by politicians 
and society and then be translated into ef-
fective action. Only when passive smoking 
became a subject of discussion did the gen-
eral public feel a sense of personal concern 
in their everyday lives. Once this hurdle 
had been taken, it then became possible to 
seek widespread support for restrictions 
on smoking that were undisputed from the 
viewpoint of public health. 

Looking back, what can we learn from such 
processes? Can they give us an idea of how 
we should tackle other significant social 
problems so that our efforts have lasting 
effects? This and other related questions 
were discussed at this year’s Academy for 
Addiction Research held in Ascona from 
26 to 28 March 2009. Conclusive answers 
were not found. However, the beginnings 
of an addiction policy that would combine 
addiction-specific knowledge with an under-
standing of the principles of societal learn-
ing were discussed. 

The Academy for Addiction Research 
brought people from different professional 
backgrounds and with different political 
views closer together. Thus, societal learn-
ing was not just discussed, it was also ex-
perienced at first hand. In the present issue 
of spectra, we want to motivate you to take 
on board the ideas expressed in the differ-
ent articles and communicate and further 
develop them in your circle of colleagues 
and friends. You, too, will then be engaging 
in societal learning.

Markus Jann, Head, Drug Section, Federal 
Office of Public Health

At first hand

Addiction issues and societal 
learning processes. A societal 
learning process occurs between 
the time science establishes that 
smoking is harmful to health and 
the decision to officially ban 
smoking in enclosed public spaces. 
What form does this process take? 
To what influences is it subject? 
Such questions on the topic of 
«societal learning» were the focus 
of the second Academy for Addic-
tion Research held in Ascona from 
26 to 28 March 2009. 

Smoking cowboys were potent adver-
tisements for cigarettes at the end of the 
20th century. Nowadays, smoking has 
nothing heroic about it, and it is increas-
ingly being banished from enclosed 
public spaces to people’s own four walls. 
Attitudes to smoking have changed rad-
ically – not overnight, but in a decades-
long process of societal learning.

The example of tobacco
Societal learning, as the name suggests, 
is concerned with the learning process-
es that society undergoes, as opposed to 
individual learning. The focus of societal 
learning is the way society deals with 
changes in values and how it institution-
alises the consequences of such changes, 
for instance in the form of new laws or 
regulations. 
The societal learning process – or even 
learning blockages, for that matter – can 
be illustrated by the example of smok-
ing. A gap of about fifty years lay be-
tween the medical findings that smoking 
was hazardous to health and the  
legal consequences. The scientific publi-
cations of the 1950s did not lead to the 
expected breakthrough in efforts to 
combat tobacco abuse – not even in the 
medical profession. The tobacco indus-
try disrupted the collective learning 
process for decades. «Bought» scientists 
helped obfuscate the crystal-clear data 
situation with «critical» arguments. For 
fear of losing rich sources of financial 
funding, even large and important NGOs 
shied away from speaking out on the 
problem. It was only after coming under 
pressure as a result of liability trials in 
the USA that the tobacco industry was 
no longer able to deny the harmfulness 
of its products. Nowadays, smoking 
bans in enclosed public spaces are com-
monplace and not smoking has become 
the norm.

Workshop for ideas and learning: 
the Academy for Addiction 
Research  

What conclusions can be drawn from 
the example of smoking that are appli-
cable to other forms of addiction? What 
factors play a key role in such learning 
processes? How can the public be per-
suaded to accept health-related change? 
How can the multiplicity of players in-
volved ensure a coherent policy on ad-
diction? These questions were ad-

dressed by the 80 or so professionals 
working in the field of addiction who at-
tended the second Academy for Addic-
tion Research on Monte Verità above As-
cona. They had been invited to attend 
this ideas and learning workshop by the 
EWS (Expert Group Continuing Educa-
tion on Addiction) on behalf of the Fed-
eral Office of Public Health (FOPH). The 
aim was to discuss the nature of societal 
learning, analyse societal change and 
learning processes in the field of addic-
tion on the basis of practical examples, 
and draw conclusions that could be ap-
plied to future developments. 

Basic knowledge from sociology
An outline paper prepared by Prof. San-
dro Cattacin, head of the Dept. of Sociol-
ogy at the University of Geneva, served 
as a basis for the discussions and work-
shops. Among the points he makes is 
the ambivalent role of addictive sub-
stances in young people’s emancipation 
process. The adult world tends, for in-
stance, to take a positive view of alcohol 
consumption and «initiates» young peo-
ple into how to go about it. But it tends 
to reject cannabis and other substances 
subject to the Narcotics Act. It is this re-
jection that makes such substances at-
tractive to young people, who want to 
create their own boundaries, break 
rules and cultivate «addictions of their 
own». Accordingly, in an open society 
like Switzerland, new lifestyles may 
emerge that are based on new ideas of 
what is right or wrong. Developments in 
the drug scene in the 1980s and 1990s 
were a clear demonstration of this  
moral dimension. The side effects of the 
open drug scenes triggered great social 
pressure as result of the suffering in-
volved and – unlike smoking – generated 
a rapid societal learning process. This 
can enable new moral attitudes to be in-
stitutionalised, for instance tolerating 
cannabis or providing helpful services 
such as testing party drugs or providing 
behavioural recommendations. A clas-
sic example of such attitudinal change is 
the general public’s growing acceptance 
of the medical prescription of heroin in 
the most serious cases of dependence. 

The state reacts  
to ideas initiated by the public

Changes in attitude and behaviour hard-
ly ever come from the state, which al-
most always reacts to ideas initiated by 
the public. For instance, the main impe-
tus for new legislation only developed 
with the public demand to protect non-
smokers against involuntary passive 
smoking. For the state, it is important 
that such social attitudes be enshrined 
in law before they are forgotten again. 
This was the case in the drug sector dur-
ing the 1990s. The relative open-mind-
edness of the public to drug-related 
problems was lost on account of the 
long-drawn-out political process, there-
by preventing the liberal revision of the 
Narcotics Act that had been envisaged.

Insights and strategies  
for the future

The focus of the panel discussions and 
workshops was on how the conclusions 
drawn from the insights gained to date 
could be applied to future learning pro-
cesses. The discussions centred around 
the following aspects of societal learning 
processes:
–  In order to initiate societal learning 

processes, a degree of involvement 
with an addiction problem has to be 
created.

–  Emotionality can be an important 
aid, provided it is supported by facts. 

–  Efficient and effective societal 
learning processes tend to take place 
in a limited time frame. Constant 
highlighting of a topic can be 
counterproductive.

–  As the example of cannabis shows, 
pragmatic solutions such as public-
order fines or the promotion of 
competence-building in drug issues 
are more successful than dogmatic 
insistence on abstinence.

–  The obesity epidemic raises the ques-
tion of regulatory measures for food 
provision. 

–  A broader definition of addiction 
makes more interdisciplinary 
cooperation essential.

–  Providers of addictive products 
(ranging from computer games to 
foodstuffs) must be persuaded to take 
more responsibility.

–  There should be an examination of 
whether and, if so, which ideas from 
other areas of addiction can be 
applied to the electronic media field.

The EWS has been tasked by the FOPH 
to further develop the subject of societal 
learning. The Academy for Addiction 
Research is a key element in the EWS’s 
approach and offers a forum for an in-
terdepartmental and interdisciplinary 
dialogue on addiction-policy issues. In 
the wake of the Academy, regional con-
ferences will be held in the German and 
French-speaking regions of Switzerland 
to establish this dialogue and the result-
ing insights in the practical arena. 

Link on the topic: 
www.suchtakademie.ch

Contact: René Stamm, Drug Section, 
rene.stamm@bag.admin.ch

«Societal learning» or how not smoking  
became the social norm
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which can respond to new findings and 
new needs by communicating new mes-
sages. Our partners keep us supplied on 
a daily basis with ideas on how the cam-
paign messages can be disseminated 
even more effectively. This input is fed 
into the planning of subsequent phases 
of the campaign. A second public survey 
held in late August will show what the 
campaign has achieved and where there 
are still gaps in the provision of infor-
mation. The second phase of the cam-
paign, from September on, will be based 
on these findings.
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Flu prevention. Three to five times 
as many people as in an average 
year – this means up to two million 
– could catch the flu this winter. 
Before the wave of influenza 
reaches Switzerland in autumn, the 
Confederation is running a cam-
paign to inform the general public 
on the steps that each and every 
one of us can take to stop the 
disease from spreading.

Staying at home and paying attention to 
personal hygiene if we have the flu – these 
simple measures can help us protect 
ourselves and others against the illness. 
The Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) 
communicates these clear, straightfor-
ward messages to the general public in 
TV spots that have been broadcasted on 
national channels since 27 July 2009. 
Since then, the information campaign 
on flu has been regularly expanded to 
keep abreast of developments. 

Information instead of  
panic-mongering

The FOPH has launched the information 
campaign «Together against the flu» in 
order to raise public awareness of the 

Five questions for Adrian Kammer. 
The head of the Campaigns Section 
at the Federal Office of Public 
Health (FOPH) answers questions 
on the flu epidemic campaign that 
was put together in record time.

Switzerland has probably never 
before had a nationwide preven-
tion campaign that was created 
in such a short time. 

That’s true. We took two days to draw up 
a detailed briefing, which was then ap-
proved by the FOPH management with-
in 24 hours. With this briefing as a basis, 
we directly invited six agencies to sub-
mit a strategy, a concept and cre ative 
realization proposals within the record 
time of ten days. The agency that we 
chose – Krieg Schlupp Bürge / Springer 
& Jacoby in Zurich – was then given just 
two weeks to implement the core of the 
campaign’s first phase: the pandemia.ch 
website providing useful information 
sheets for downloading, and four TV 
spots aimed at Switzerland’s three main 
language regions. The whole campaign 
was therefore produced from scratch in 
four weeks. 

What was the thinking behind 
using three comics well known 
in the German- and French-
speaking regions and in Ticino 
as campaign ambassadors? Are 
comedians the right agents for 
such a serious topic?

For one thing, we believe that comedi-
ans are good communicators and cred-
ible personalities. And credibility is a 
key feature of this campaign. For anoth-

flu pandemic and to motivate people to 
change their behaviour. To this end, an 
advertising agency was commissioned 
to design a campaign that would cred-
ibly communicate prevention messages 
on seasonal and pandemic flu. The «To-
gether against the flu» campaign is also 
able to adapt to new developments on a 
day-to-day basis.

Tackling the seriousness of  
the situation with humour

When the popular comedians Beat 
Schlatter, Ferruccio Cainero or Marie-
Thérèse Porchet (a.k.a. Joseph Gorgoni) 
appear on the screen, the viewing pub-
lic expects to laugh. The fact that all 
three are ambassadors for the flu cam-

er, we were looking for a concept that 
would enable us to take prompt action. 
We had to inform the whole of Switzer-
land quickly – and therefore TV spots 
were the media of choice. Our brief was 
to communicate different messages – 
the preventive hygiene measures – at 
relatively short intervals. The films had 
to be as simple as possible to produce. 
The featured comedians were given very 
much of a free hand and put across the 
messages in their own personal way. 
Marie-Thérèse Porchet, for instance, 
addressed the subject quite differently 
from Beat Schlatter. When you see a 
well-known comic on the screen, you ex-
pect a joke or a gag. The surprise here 
is the conclusion of the spot: the state-
ment that it is no joke. 
The campaign is designed to counteract 
the finding of a public survey that the 
Swiss do not really take the subject seri-
ously and do not feel particularly affect-
ed by it. Many make fun of it or dismiss 
it as panic-mongering. 

A large-scale campaign can raise 
a lot of dust. When viewed from 
a longer time perspective, will 
the FOPH one day have to accept 
the reproach that swine flu was 
no more of a problem than avian 
flu a few years ago?

Observations in the southern hemi-
sphere suggest that the flu epidemic 
reaching Switzerland in the coming au-
tumn or winter could result in three to 
five times more cases of flu than the reg-
ular seasonal incidence. This is an ex-
ceptional situation and the Swiss public 
must be prepared for it. Experience of 

paign comes as a real surprise and makes 
a lasting impression – after all, the flu 
pandemic is no joke. The first part of the 
2009 flu campaign consists of TV spots 
broadcast in all parts of the country in 
German, French or Italian. In addition, 
information boards have been produced 
for airports and the website www.pan-
demia.ch has been revised and updated 
by the addition of an extensive cam-
paign section. The main phase of the 
campaign as from September 2009 will 
involve five further TV spots screened in 
all parts of the country, plus partner ac-
tivities using posters and the Internet, 
stickers in buses and trams, Internet 
banners and adverts. The information 
sheets, posters and pictograms that can 

communication and prevention cam-
paigns has shown that impartial, fact-
based information has nothing to do 
with panic-mongering, it is simply the 
Confederation exercising its responsi-
bilities towards the public. 

What kind of feedback are you 
receiving on the campaign? 

Acceptance of the campaign is very 
good. This is true of both media report-
ing and the response from our partners, 
who include the cantonal health author-
ities, cantonal health officers, schools, 
universities, family doctors, pharma-
cists, large and small businesses, etc., 
and who consider it right and proper 
that the Confederation has taken on this 
information task. Large numbers of  
people are consulting the many useful 
information sheets offering simple tips 
that have been made available on the 
pandemia.ch website. They are current-
ly provided in the three national lan-
guages and English. In a further step, 
they will be offered in the 13 most com-
monly used languages. 

Where does the flu epidemic 
campaign stand in relation to 
the tradition of federal preven-
tion campaigns? What distin-
guishes it from an AIDS or an 
anti-smoking campaign?

Not much. Like other campaigns, the flu 
campaign provides the public with in-
formation and tools to help people im-
prove their health skills and empower 
them to exercise their responsibilities by 
protecting themselves and others.
The campaign is a «rolling» campaign 

«Together against the flu»– providing information and clear messages 

«The whole campaign was produced from scratch in four weeks.»

be downloaded from www.pandemia.ch 
have been translated into the thirteen 
most important languages spoken in 
Switzerland, including Romansh. A 
16-page information brochure is also 
available in a number of different lan-
guages. The  Confederation has approved 
3.5 million francs for the campaign. 

www.pandemia.ch

Contact: Adrian Kammer,  
Head of Campaigns Section,  
adrian.kammer@bag.admin.ch 

Valérie Maertens, Flu Campaign Project 
Manager, valerie.maertens@bag.admin.ch


