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Frank, the government’s drug information body, celebrates its

fourth birthday this month with a back-slapping end of term report.
Yet critics say it is already straying from its original aim of providing
impartial and accurate advice. Helen Gregory reports

Has Frank
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ORE young people seem to be just
saying no to drugs if official figures
are to be believed: drug use among
young people has fallen 21 per cent
since 1998, according to the Home
Office. But is it because they've been talking to
Frank, the government’s national helpline?

For the last four years, young people have been
told to speak to this figurative friend who offers
advice and information. It’s an increasingly
expensive relationship, as the service spent £4.25
million in its first year, which has risen to £9.05m,
and this year, £6m is being spent on advertising,
£605,000 on PR and £340,000 on the website.

Despite the investment, a recent UK Drugs
Policy Commission report — An Analysis of UK
Drugs Policy — criticises education, prevention and
awareness-raising campaigns intended to warn
youngsters about the dangers of taking drugs.

It believes that what might be termed recreational
drug use has become firmly established as an
experience for many young people.

It’s true that many teenagers were less inclined

to believe adverts using shock tactics when they
saw that friends using drugs weren’t coming to
any harm; the Leah Betts campaign didn’t have
the expected impact because young people who
experimented with ecstasy knew a tablet was very
unlikely to kill them.

But the ‘Talk to Frank’ campaigns launched in
2003 marked a significant change in emphasis.
Frank moved on from ordering teens to Just Say
No’ to empowering people with information, such
as explaining what happens to your teeth when
you take crystal meth, so they could make
informed and educated choices. It boasts that it’s
now ‘a trusted, informed and inclusive brand for
young people, parents and stakeholders’. Indeed,
awareness of Frank is now at its highest ever level,
according to its most recent review, with 68 per
cent prompted awareness among young people
and 49 per cent prompted awareness among
parents.

Parents are probably more likely to respond
to the brand, says Nina Cooper, senior brand
consultant at Dragon brands agency, as she
reckons Frank is still seen as the establishment,
giving an adult view. “It hasn’t tried to use youth
speak and has kept its credibility by using neutral
language — probably doing as good a job as any
brand like that could hope to do,” she says, “but
its ‘knowing, nudge-nudge’ approach may not be
shocking enough.”

So what’s Frank getting right? It hasn't been
patronising and it’s not full of ‘shock horror’
messages while its initial advertising didn’t get
people’s attention by saying drugs are really bad,
says drug education expert Dr Jenny McWhirter.

She says that Frank set out to be a genuine
information campaign and not to try to spread
misinformation about the risks of drug taking.
“Evidence suggests that the more sensitive issues
are discussed in families, the less likely young
people are to get into difficulties with drugs,”
adds McWhirter.

Independent drug education consultant Adrian
King agrees that young people seem to appreciate
the fact that Frank doesn’t talk down to them and
treats them as adults. And he stresses that the
service should not be seen as a way of changing
behaviour: “Drug education is about preparing
young people in terms of their beliefs and giving
them an understanding of how to take care of
themselves,” says King.

Much of Frank’s work is about connecting with
young people through advertising, and it started
off well with intelligent and gently humorous ads
about ecstasy not just being about hugging.
However, its recent Brain Warehouse TV adverts
are veering dangerously into the realm of
propaganda with the message seemingly that
drugs ‘screw you up’ which is not in the spirit of
the helpline’s ethos, say critics.

“The TV ads were initially very good, but it's
not that difficult when your message is simply
telling people that there’s a helpline and you've
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got the money to afford the best creatives,”

says Mike Linnell, director of communications at
Lifeline, who reckons that Frank has ended up

as a mouthpiece for the government. He believes
that when dealing with complicated information,
Frank has toed the current political line, hence the
“ridiculous” campaign focusing on cannabis and
schizophrenia. “The Brain Warehouse campaign
was propaganda and not based on real evidence —
they’re saying drugs send you mad because that’s
much easier and safer than trying to explain a
very complex message,” he says. “You need to
tailor information to specific groups of young
people — saying ‘don’'t do it’ and exaggerating the
dangers simply alientates the target audience and
blows any credibility Frank might have had with
drug users.”

Others have concerns that the information
simply isn’t getting through to the right people.
By attempting to connect with those with low
reading ages, some teachers fear messages aren't
challenging enough for older, more able young
people who could be encouraged to discuss issues
such as why we don’t buy up the Afghan poppy
harvest, for example.

But there are more serious concerns being
levied at the service. Frank was branded a
‘complete and utter disaster’ in a tabloid
newspaper investigation when a journalist
approached counsellors for advice about drugs
and their effects but were met with a series of
simplistic and unhelpful answers. When Druglink
asked Frank for advice around a possible heroin
and crack-using teenage son, it was told: a single
dose of cannabis for an inexperienced user can
sometimes induce a variety of intensly unpleasant
psychic effects. A request for help about a
workplace urine test was deflected to independent
drugs helpline, Release.

The fact that it provides inaccurate information
crops up again and again. “The website is rubbish
and doesn’t provide enough detailed information
that would be of any use to people who actually
use drugs — one quiz they ran with 12 questions
had eight errors but when I told them they didn’t
bother to put it right,” reports Linnell. “There’s no
excuse for having shoddy information.” This is in
direct contrast to the Frank review’s assertion
that 88 per cent of helpline callers rate the service
‘very good’ (35 per cent) or ‘excellent’

(53 per cent).

Gary Sutton at Release, who is frustrated that
heavily funded Frank diverts many of its most
problematic calls to Release (a fifth of DrugScopes’
calls are diverted from Frank), points to basic
inaccuracies on the website which he warns could
have potentially damaging consequences. “There
are mistakes in the definition of heroin, for
example. It’s incredibly frustrating and I think it
damages people’s confidence in Frank’s ability to
do anything properly,” he says. “Their helpline
staff aren’t empathic and can be judgemental too —
you need people who have lived part of that life
or at least done counselling courses.”

Frank believes it has achieved the difficult
balance between engaging young people and also
being credible to parents. However, it admits that
there has been a small (seven per cent) fall in the
percentage of young people who believe that

Frank advisors ‘know what they are talking about’.

It admits this could be due to increasing pressures
to deal with more specialist queries as the Frank
helpline becomes more widely used, or perhaps a
negative reaction among teens to the more hard-
edged approach being adopted in recent TV and
radio advertising campaigns. However, it insists
that stronger messages have encouraged more
parental trust.

There is still progress to be made, admits the
service, which now aims to build deeper
relationships with its target audiences, in
particular through developing more interactive
communications by continuing with national
advertising, developing the website and helpline,
and extending PR coverage to work with brands
that will appeal to young people.

One improvement, says Jane Fountain,
professor of substance use research at the Centre
for Ethnicity and Health, University of Central
Lancashire would be to make it accessible for
non-English speaking families. “Research amongst
black and minority ethnic populations has
revealed a great need for information about drugs
and drug services, so I'm dismayed that the Frank
website caters only for people who read English.
Although English isn't a problem for many (but
my no means all) young people from these
communities, it is for many of their parents. As
Frank can be accessed privately and anonymously,
it appeals to all ages in those communities, where
the stigma of drug use is so strong that many
won't even read a poster about drugs in case
someone sees them and tongues start wagging.”

The Home Office is determined to continue
giving young people the ability to make informed
choices about drugs, which it says is the most
effective way of educating them. Drug advisors
applaud the sentiment, and hope that the service
continues not only to be frank, but also gets its
facts right.

Helen Gregory is a freelance journalist
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