
1  

Why 
They 
Fight 
The 
Facts

August 6, 2017

Promising practices for 
creating impactful programs 
on controversial topics

by Heather Imrie M.Ed.

It’s no secret to those of us in prevention programming 
that sexual violence is an epidemic on college 
campuses as evidenced by recent research that found 
23% of women on college campuses were victims 
of unwanted sexual contact (AAU Campus Survey, 
2015). Due to increased attention on this topic, 
anti-sexual violence programming and education is 
now mandatory on campuses across the country. 
Creating effective programing to end sexual violence 
requires understanding how students think about the 
subject and what barriers they have about engaging in 
learning about this topic. This paper will discuss what 
we are up against and how to break through those 
barriers to create successful prevention programming.
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Why aren’t audiences buying 
what we’re selling?
As prevention educators, we are very familiar with the 
pushback that we receive in our trainings. We are faced 
with audience and administrators’ fears, memories of past 
behaviors, misinformation, and beliefs in rape myths. 
Emotions, behaviors, and beliefs are all the components 
that make up an attitude. So, what are attitudes and why 
are they making my audience into jerks? 

Attitudes are evaluative judgements 
of a person, object, or entity 
(LaPiere, 1934; Eagly & Chaiken, 
1993; Sinantra & Seyranian 2015; 
Hogg & Vaughan, 2005; Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975). Attitudes are believed 
to have three components that you 
can simplify as thinking of the ABCs 
(Figure 1). The “A” stands for affect. 
An affect is the feelings and emo-
tions induced by the person/object 
or entity being presented. Kraft, Lodge & Tabor 
(2015) found that the emotional reaction to a 
controversial topic or object was 0.2 seconds. The initial 
emotional reaction then decides what sort of information 
the brain looks for to either support or refute the new in-
formation (Kraft, Lodge & Taber, 2015). What emotions do 
our students experience?  They run the gamut: everything 
from fear to relief, from anger to gratitude, and everything 
in-between. Prevention educators must be concerned with 
attending to our student’s emotional state first and 
foremost, otherwise any negative emotional reactions they 
have toward our presentations may create a block to hear-
ing what we have to say. Ask yourself, how can I start my 
program in a way that creates positive emotions for my 
students?

The “B” stands for behavior. This can either be the verbal or 
physical responses to the information present or the 
memory of prior behavior experience about the information
being presented. Many of our students are doing an 
inventory of their past behaviors. They may be thinking 
about a date, a party, the last time they had sex and alcohol
was involved, etc. They will evaluate your presentation 
based on their past behaviors and whether they believe 

those behaviors were acceptable. 
So, when teaching information, we 
need to have an understanding on 
how the information we are teaching 
may, or may not, conflict with what 
they have experienced.

And finally, “C” which stands for 
cognitive, which is what people 
think, know, or believe about what 
you are teaching. Kraft, Lodge & 

Taber (2015) argue that both affective and 
cognitive reactions to events are triggered unconsciously 
and almost instantaneously. Prevention educators are very 
familiar with the false beliefs students have about sexual 
violence. For folks reading this who are just starting their 
careers, the “false belief” students carry with them about 
rape are also called “rape myths.” Bohner et al. (2009) 
describe four general categories of rape myths: those that 
blame the victim, those that believe most rape reports are 
unfounded or false, those that absolve the perpetrator, 
and those that attack the victim’s character or are based in 
sociocultural stereotypes about the victim.  

Figure 1 
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How this gets expressed in the prevention 

presentation may look like this...

You see our students in the top left-hand corner of 
Figure 2. They are attending a rape education 
prevention program. They have a negative attitude 
about this topic, and they feel frustrated because 
they don’t believe this information applies to them or 
anyone they know. They believe that it is bad 
behavioral choices that are the problem (for instance,
if the victim wasn’t behaving like such a slut they 
wouldn’t be putting themselves in dangerous situations) 
which prompts the student to roll their eyes when 
information contrary to this belief is presented. 

Along with combating audience attitudes, we have other 
cognitive phenomena such as Confirmation Bias. 
Confirmation Bias is a theory that says that generally brains 
like to confirm what we think we already know and dismiss 
everything else (Marks & Fraley, 2006). This happens 
because our brains hate cognitive dissonance, which is 
simply the uncomfortable feeling we have when what we 
think we know doesn’t match what we are being told.

Confirmation Bias helps get rid of that by saying, “let’s 
keep only THIS information and trash the rest”. Brains are 
tricky that way. Confirmation Bias is related to the Backfire 
Effect. The Backfire Effect can occur when people have 
very strongly held beliefs and are given contradictory 
information to that belief. Traditionally, we have believed 
that more facts will change a mind. But sometimes what 
can happen is that people will double down on their prior
beliefs and hold on to their original position even more 
strongly (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). People are motivated 
reasoners. If the new information does not match what 
they think they already know, they could be demotivated 
to learn (Kraft, Lodge & Taber, 2015). 

Certainly, prevention educators are all too familiar with 
the person in the audience who becomes more dug into 
their beliefs no matter how many statistics or facts you use 
in your presentation. This can happen to anyone who has 
strong feelings about a topic. 

For example, as someone who has worked in their field for 
almost 20 years, I know that when new information and 
research is released that challenges what I previously 
believed, I admit I am resistant, argue why that new 
information is incorrect, and why what I believed prior is 
the correct information. But if the information is presented
to me in a clear and concise way that is relevant to me, I 
am more apt to hear it than when it is an overwhelming 
information dump. 

At this point you may be thinking, “ahhhhh if all of this is 
stacked against us how are we ever going to make cultural 
change?” This takes us to our real issue: it’s not that we 
can’t change minds; it’s that often we don’t know how and 
are working based on instinct rather than research. Attitude 
change is possible; it’s just not as simple as telling someone 
the facts and letting them sort it out. This next section will 
concentrate on how we can create programs that create 
change.

Figure 2
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The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), Figure 3,  is a 
way for us to understand how our students are processing
our messaging and what is the best way to achieve long 
lasting attitude change. Developed by Petty & Cacioppo 
in 1986, the ELM proposes there are two different routes 
to persuasion: the Central and the Peripheral. Central 
Processing is the route to long-lasting attitude change, and
because of this, I will concentrate on that route. The ELM 
suggests that if we want our messages to make it through, 
they need to be personally relevant for the audience and 
the audience themselves must be motivated to learn the 
information. Right here is where we often meet our first 
road-block. I think we can safely assume that rape prevention 
programs are not courses in which students are always 
psyched to learn.

This is where personal relevance can be key—we need to 
bring messaging on our topic that is relevant for the group 
we are talking to—which means we need to understand 
why this information is important to them and not just 

important to us. Making your material relevant to the 
audience is key to creating programs that change peoples 
minds. Relevance is more than changing a title or adding a 
graphic; to increase relevancy educators should include multiple 
and diverse educational examples that are applicable with the 
culture and needs of that audience. This is something we as a 
movement have not always been strong on (Yocco, 2014). Yes 
we have programs that differentiate for grade-schoolers 
versus high-schoolers, but for college and adult audiences 
we often do the same program over and over again. This is, 
in part, because we are often asked to present the same 
topic to a multitude of audiences, and with lack of time and 
resources we often end up doing very similar presentations 
to a wider variety of audiences. Additionally, we are not always 
sure how to make our messages relevant to our audiences. 
Very often we teach this topic by telling people why we think 
they should care rather than understanding how this topic is 
relevant to understanding for their lives. This also means the 
message cannot be the same for every audience. For example, 
what is relevant to first-year students may not be as relevant 

How a mind gets changed

Figure 3 
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for athletes. Finally, programs should be intersectional and con-
siderate to sociocultural differences. Students need to feel 
motivated to learn. Creating a positive emotional 
environment can contribute to motivation. Emotions are 
related to acceptance and engagement (Broughton, Sinatra 
& Nussbaum, 2011; Heddy & Sinatra, 2013). Putting affect 
first creates a positive learning environment and increases 
motivation in learners (Kraft, Lodge & Taber, 2015).

Positive emotions equal more engagement and acceptance 
while conversely, negative emotions are understandably 
related to a lack of engagement and resistance to change. 
Increasing the positive emotions in your training will increase 
engagement, which increases motivated learning and ups 
your chances for your audience being open and accepting 
of your messaging. How can you improve emotional reaction 
to your training from the start? Here at Catharsis Productions 
we start every training with high energy, low cost opening 
conversations, and positive affirmations for our audience to 
demonstrate we are not there to blame. We let them know 
we will be working as a group to come up with solutions to 
keep us all safer. 

Finally, I want to focus on crafting strong messages. It is 
crucial for our community to critically evaluate in our 
practice how to determine whether our message is strong. 
Strong messages are reliable, convincing, and 
well-constructed (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Catharsis 
Productions offers a program called The Force of Awesome 
Institute that helps prevention educators go from good to 
great in both presention skills and strengthening their 
curriculum. One of the things we see the most is prevention 
educators with strong presentations skills struggling with 
putting together a well-constructed argument. Many people 
present in a “spray and pray” model, telling their classes 
everything they think is important for them to know about 
sexual violence without a solid thesis statement, educational 
goals, or argument structure. When the teacher is unsure of 
what their central argument is and educational goals for a 
presentation are, the audience will not know it either. Weak 
arguments are open to attack by the well-established 
beliefs many students already possess. As educators, we 
need to be certain our programs are founded on 
well-researched, reasoned, and rehearsed arguments.

• Create a training environment that is positive and welcoming

• Create presentations that are personally relevant to their audience and 
   applicable to their audience’s life or work

• Create curricula that are founded on a well-reasoned, researched and 
   practiced argument

If pratictioners: 

.... then they will increase the chances that their message will survive 
scrutiny and contribute to positive attitude change!



Best practices from the 
prevention world, what works in 
creating successful prevention 
programs? 

According to Nation et al. (2003), effective prevention 
strategies are: comprehensive; appropriately timed in 
development; have sufficient dosage; administered by 
well-trained staff; based on a sound theory of change; 
build on supportive and positive relationships; utilize 
varied teaching methods; and include outcome evaluation. 
Taking this research and looking at best practices from 
various researchers, I have outlined some specific 
actionable pieces practitioners can incorporate in every 
training.

“If you want someone to accept new 
evidence, make sure to present it to 

them in a context that doesn’t trigger a 
defensive, emotional reaction…

In other words, paradoxically, you don’t 
lead with the facts in order to convince. 

You lead with the values so as to give 
the facts a fighting chance.”

 -Chris Mooney
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1. Lead with Values to buffer the emotional,   
    defensive response

(Cook & Lewandowsky 2011; Heffernan, 2009; Yocco, 
2014; Kahan et al., 2007)

Understanding your audience means understanding what they 
value, what is important to them. Dan Kahan et al. (2007) 
found that when your students believe that your values are 
like theirs, they make themselves more open to hearing new 
and challenging ideas. This creates an in-group effect that 
produces a safer space for them to reconsider their views, 
which means more of your content can get through their 
barriers. Even if you don’t feel you are aligned with your audience, 
consider some very basic and almost universal values to draw 
from—autonomy over self, looking out for each other, and 
reducing harm—all messages when taken out of a political 
framework are ones that make sense in a prevention presentation. 
Ask yourself, “What do you know about your audience?” If 
nothing, follow it up with “How can you learn and who can 
you ask?”

Figure 4



2. Stories are more powerful than statistics.
(Cook & Lewandowsky, 2011)

Using narrative is one of the best ways to change the mind 
of an audience. Ask yourself what community appropriate 
stories can you use to support your examples? People 
remember stories over statistics; stories make the information 
come alive and are far more relatable than dry statistics. If 
you must use statistics, use them sparingly, make them as 
local as possible, and to tell a story. Here at Catharsis 
Productions all of our programs are research supported, but 
we strive to use that research to tell a story that is meaningful 
for our communities. 

3. Avoid shaming, politics, and jargon
(Cook & Lewandowsky, 2011)

Avoid reactions that shame your audience for asking questions 
or getting it wrong. This may be the first time they have had an 
open conversation about rape, and they may say things that 
are victim blaming, and because of the cultural prevalence of 
rape myths, they may truly believe them. Remember that 
victim blaming is something people often do without realizing 
it. Take the time to correct the misinformation, but do not 
attack or overwhelm them with facts. Try asking them why 
they think that and get at the logical fallacy to what they are 
saying. For example, if someone in your class says something 
to the effect of “Did they say no? How many times? That’s 
kind of their own fault; you need to be explicit about what 
you’re willing to do.” You can ask them a question that keeps the 
conversation going and calls into the logical fallacy of their 
argument. Something such as “Does being clear about 
your limits guarantee that the other person will respect 
them?”opens up the conversation, rather than shutting it 
down. Asking questions that cause students to rethink 
their own position lets them teach themselves, rather than 
having the facilitator throw stats that could be more easily 
rejected as bias. 
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Frame the information in a way that is less threatening to a 
person’s worldview. As stated earlier, find common ground 
with your audience’s values and viewpoints. How can you 
weave them in to your presentation? Remember to not 
agree with ideas that disagree with the facts, or are tied to 
stereotypes or bias speech. Always respond to these types 
of comments as we are modeling positive behaviors on how 
to intervene for others in our classrooms. When you make 
that correction, do so through conversation and questions 
rather than information dumps. 

Finally, avoid jargon or ideologically loaded language that 
can trigger folks and put them on the defense. To that end, 
avoid words that feel they are arguing a political point rather 
than a moral or ethical one. One should always use language 
that empowers, and prevention educators should work with 
folks from underrepresented populations to make sure that 
they are using current and empowering language.  

4. Less is more
(Schwarz, Sanna, Skurnik & Yoon, 2007)

Often, we think that if we can get them to hear the facts 
they will change their mind. As already discussed, the 
backfire effect will often cause the opposite to happen. The 
more facts, the more resistant people can get. Too much 
cognitive dissonance happens which makes people 
uncomfortable, causing them to double down on their original 
belief. When you are making an argument, use three (or 
less) examples, facts, or stories per idea. You also need to 
be strategic with how you order your ideas. Arguments 
presented last are the most effective. So, the end of your 
presentation should be what you need the audience to walk 
away knowing or doing. Make sure your end message is 
simple: something they can easily remember, say, or do.



5. Create strong research-based arguments 
    based on a theoretical framework that drive    
    your presentations

(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Nation et al., 2003)
As previously mentioned, strong arguments, even if initially 
they are ones our audience does not agree with, go further 
than the “spray & pray” technique that often is present in 
prevention programming.  Successful prevention programs 
operate from a sound theory of change that informs us on 
how to build these arguments. For example, we at Catharsis 
Productions, like many promising prevention programs, use 
the Social-Ecological Theory (SET) for building our 
prevention programs. SET is a public health model that 
suggests multiple levels for reducing community violence 
(Fielding, Teutsch & Breslow, 2010). SET considers cultural 
change from four levels of  social influence: the individual, 
interpersonal, group/community, and systems/societal 
levels. It is essential to implement interventions that create 
sustainable cultural change (Fielding, Teutsch & Breslow, 
2010). To that end, all our programs discuss the issue of 
sexual violence from an individual perspective, unpacking 
and debunking the individual gains of operating in a sexist 
society. We then reframe social norms by differentiating 
between what are real healthy relationships versus what 
stereotypes we have in our collective schema about sexual 
relationships. Additionally, our educators facilitate discussion 
about inter personal relationships, healthy versus unhealthy 
interpersonal reactions, discussions on boundaries, prosocial 
helping behaviors, and other helping behaviors. Participants 
in our programming are reminded that this a community 
issue rather than an individual problem. We teach them to 
unpack how everyone plays a part in making communities 
safer. Finally we want them to consider the ways people often 
unintentionally aid the commission of sexual violence. The 
SET allows us to create programs that are intersectional 
and considerate of how sexual violence disproportionally 
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effects individuals or people based on their access to power 
from the personal level to the systemic. Using SET as our 
theoretical framework we can create prevention programming 
that gets beyond the bar and proposes everyday intervention 
strategies stressing that everyone plays a part in creating 
positive cultural change in their community.

Creating a presentation is like creating a  strong argument 
for writing a paper. You want to start with the what - what 
is the topic you are reviewing that day, followed by the so 
what - what about this topic is important for the population to 
know, why do we care about this topic andthen the now 
what - what do you need them to do with this information. This 
approach creates a strong foundation to build a streamlined, 
personable, and logical argument. 

6. Use humor to decrease stress, increase
     engagement, and increase rentention and
     recall

(Wortley & Dotson, 2016)
I want to close this paper talking about something that is 
near and dear to Catharsis Productions’ heart - humor. We 
are known for using humor to teach this topic, and this is 
often a controversial thing. Therefore, I wanted to review 
some of the research showing how humor works in creating 
positive classroom interactions, which in turn aids in the 
retention and recall of information. 

When used appropriately, humor is positively associated 
with students’ learning, retention, and recall of information. 
Humor decreased negative feelings in the student and 
increased engagement which in turn increased recall 
(Martin, Phulik-Doris, Larsen & Grey, 2003).  

Additionally, content-based humor (humor which is 
referencing the content being taught) has been found to 



be positively correlated with student learning and motivation 
(Wanzer, Frymier & Irwin, 2010). Additionally, it is 
ill-advised to use humor that “goes over student’s heads” 
or humor that is convoluted or confusing as this creates 
a negative environment in the classroom. Humor based 
on bias or hate speech should never be used. Finally, using 
humor that stereotypes students, singles certain students 
out, makes fun of students, or makes them the butt of the 
joke causes the other students to feel uncomfortable and 
to view the teacher negatively (Zillman & Cantor, 1996).

Finally, humor was shown to decrease stress and increase 
both psychological and physiological wellness in both 
students and instructors (Chang, Tsai & Hsieh, 2013). 
This aids in engagement - if you are less stressed you are 
more able to engage and concentrate on the lessons at 
hand.  Humor should not be used casually, instructors that 
use humor are best served by practicing their humor and 
tracking what pieces work and which do not. At Catharsis 
Productions, we often share jokes that both support the 
learning point and work with the group we are teaching. 
These jokes may start off in the moment, but are continually 
crafted, tested, and updated in order for them to be 
effective. Lastly, consider utilizing humorous videos and 
images that resonate with the group you are teaching. 
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In the end... 

Often the goal of prevention programs is to “check the 
box” rather than to achieve cultural change. This is not
surprising: creating programs that can change culture is hard; 
giving folks only the information that is required is far less
controversial. It is easier to give people information about a 
policy or give them information about their resources than 
it is to ask them to critically examine their own beliefs and 
the socio-cultural supports that blame victims. When we 
do engage our communities in critical discussions, we are 
often met with resistance as this topic evokes myriad 
reactions from folks which run the gamut from supportive 
to fearful to hostile. Hopefully, this information has been 
helpful in understanding why our audiences fight our facts; 
what barriers, attitudes, and resistance prevention practitioners 
face in the classroom; and gave you some insight and 
actionable ideas on how to overcome that resistance in order 
to create programs that make sustainable change in our 
communities. If practitioners: 1) create a training environment 
that is positive and welcoming, 2) create presentations that are 
personally relevant to their audience and applicable to their 
audience’s life or work, 3) create curricula that are founded on 
a well-reasoned, researched and practiced arguments, they will 
increase their chances that their message will survive scrutiny 
and contribute to positive attitude change. We know you can 
do it, it’s time you believed it too. Go forth and be 
awesome!

Call: 312-243-0022

Email: info@catharsisproductions.com

Visit: www.catharsisproductions.com

Follow us on

    
 To learn more about

@CatharsisProductions
@CatharsisProduc
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