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Introduction

Health priorities and patterns of prevalence and occurrence
of diseases change rapidly. Policy makers need effective tools for
fast and inexpensive estimation of health-related problems. While
in many countries public health agencies have extensive require-
ments for data reporting by treatment agencies, this information
is usually outdated and/or not used in program planning (Thomas,
2005). Furthermore, because of the very dynamic nature of changes
in drug use, reliable epidemiologic data are often scarce (Pergolizzi
et al., 2012). Therefore, new methods are required to monitor
changes in the illicit drug use.

In the field of addiction, text messages have been used for
interactions between health care providers and their clients. For
example, text messages have been used as an intervention tool by
clinicians to consult with their patients (e.g. Cole-Lewis & Kershaw,
2010; Laursen, 2010). For examining public concerns, Twitter and
other social networking tools have been used as a source of infor-
mation (e.g. “Mapping Online Publics, 2013”). However, to our
knowledge, text messaging to a TV program has not been used as a
tool to analyze interest in and concerns about drug use.

For this study, we have assumed that there is an association
between the public concern about drug misuse and the volume of
text messages that would be received during a TV show about the
topic, although we recognize that this association could be affected
by confounding factors such as “media-driven” public concerns, as
Montagne (2011) has described.

Methods

One of the most popular Iranian TV shows on the topic of
problem drug use is called “Hobab” (Bubble). This program was
first aired in Autumn 2010 and has been broadcast for two seasons.
Season one consisted of 57 biweekly episodes; season two started
after a four-month gap and comprised 60 episodes. Season one
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attracted nearly one million viewers and interacted with them
through a text messaging system. During each show, a cell phone
number was  posted so that viewers could send text messages with
questions and comments.

All data have been collected in the first session of season two.
In that session, as a general introduction, the host invited the audi-
ence to comment on the topic of addiction: “Please send us your
questions and concerns on any topic of addiction to the program
using text messages.” The TV show moderator arranged a general
discussion to avoid any bias toward any specific drug or concern
during the show.

We employed MS-Excel (Microsoft, USA) program to analyze the
text. The data did not contain the last two  digit numbers of the cell
phone number to protect privacy. Filters were used to count the
number of occurrences for each word. All synonyms of the same
keyword were counted in its frequency. Content analysis was used
to extract meaningful data from the viewers’ feedback, with a focus
on identifying public concerns about drugs.

Findings

The total number of text messages received during this sin-
gle session of the program was 5443. The average number of
characters of each message was 98.89 with the range of 4–705
(� = 72) characters. Nearly half of the text messages (2975) were
sent from monthly subscribers of regular cell phones, while the
other half (2761) were sent from prepaid phones, which are
less traceable. Notably, 711 text messages (13%) were sent from
Azarbayjan province, located in the north-west of the country
neighboring Turkey. About one percent of the population of Iran
lives in this area (Statistical Center of Iran, 2012). Nearly three-
thousand (2988) of the text messages (55%) contained a question
word or mark. Questions starting with ‘do you/are you’ were the
most common questions (724), followed by ‘what’ (517). The words
‘how’ (322), ‘why’ (282), and ‘where’ (98) were also commonly
used.

Those who made the inquiries or comments

We  analyzed the content to estimate if the drug user had con-
tacted the program or if a relative had sent the message. In Farsi, it
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