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INTRODUCTION 

 Public Service Announcements (PSAs) are a great way to spread awareness of important 

topics in our day-to-day life. My STS project is an exploration of the role that PSAs play today 

and how they are used to spread important information and promote social and public health 

messages. PSAs are a type of communication that is used to spread important information and 

promote social and public health messages to a broad audience. They are often broadcast on 

television, radio, or online platforms and are typically produced by non-profit organizations, 

government agencies, or other institutions. 

These research questions are important because they can help us to better understand the 

role of PSAs in society, and how they can be used to promote important social and public health 

messages. By examining the factors that contribute to their effectiveness, implementation, and 

intentions, we can develop recommendations for how they can be improved and better used in 

the future. Additionally, studying the effectiveness, implementation, and intentions behind PSAs 

can provide insights into the ways that different organizations and institutions use them to 

communicate important information and promote social and public health messages. 

In the next section I introduce my STS methods and frameworks that I will be using to 

present my findings through the rest of the paper. Then, I will take a look at the role of PSAs 

while going in depth on some previously successful PSAs such as Metro Trains Melbourne’s 

“Dumb Ways To Die,” various anti-bullying campaigns at school in the United States, or the 

U.S. Forest Service’s Smokey Bear and his slogan, “Only YOU Can Prevent Forest Fires”. I will 

then go into understanding the effectiveness of PSAs, what factors go into making one as well as 

general tips and tricks. Finally, I will discuss the challenges and limitations of PSAs. 

 



STS METHODS AND FRAMEWORKS 

For this study, the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) framework to examine the 

role of public service announcements (PSAs) in promoting social and public health messages. 

SCOT is a sociological theory that focuses on how social, cultural, and economic factors shape 

the development and adoption of technology. It views technology as a product of social 

interactions and relationships, rather than a neutral or objective entity. 

The SCOT framework is a good fit for this research for several reasons. First and 

foremost, it allows for a more holistic and nuanced understanding of the role that PSAs play in 

society. By examining the social, cultural, and economic factors that shape the development and 

adoption of these communications, we can gain a better understanding of the motivations and 

objectives of the organizations and institutions that create and distribute them, as well as the 

ways in which they are perceived and used by the general public. Furthermore, using the SCOT 

framework can help to shed light on the complex relationships between PSAs, the media, and 

society at large. By analyzing the social construction of these communications, we can better 

understand how they are situated within broader cultural and societal trends and the implications 

of their messages for individual and collective behaviors. 

In addition, the SCOT framework provides a useful lens through which to view the 

intersection of PSAs with broader societal issues. For instance, the framework allows us to 

explore the ways in which PSAs are shaped by and, in turn, shape cultural values and social 

norms. Additionally, it allows us to examine the role of power dynamics and economic interests 

in the production and distribution of PSAs. This is particularly relevant in the context of social 

and public health messaging, as issues such as public health policy and access to resources can 

significantly impact the effectiveness of PSAs. Overall, using the SCOT framework in this 



research allows for a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the role of PSAs in 

promoting social and public health messages. 

The SCOT framework is particularly useful for examining the complex and dynamic 

nature of communication technologies like PSAs. These technologies are not simply neutral 

conduits for information; rather, they are shaped by a variety of factors, including cultural 

values, social norms, power dynamics, and economic interests. By considering these factors, we 

can gain a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which PSAs are used to promote social 

and public health messages and how they may be influenced by various stakeholders. 

The framework's emphasis on the social construction of technology is particularly 

relevant in the context of PSAs. PSAs are not simply created and distributed in a vacuum; rather, 

they are shaped by the cultural and societal contexts in which they are produced and consumed. 

For example, a PSA addressing mental health issues may be shaped by societal attitudes towards 

mental health, cultural norms surrounding help-seeking behaviors, and economic interests of the 

organizations producing and distributing the PSA. Furthermore, the SCOT framework allows for 

an examination of the ways in which PSAs may be adopted, adapted, or resisted by various 

stakeholders, including the media, the general public, and policy-makers. By analyzing the social 

construction of PSAs through the SCOT framework, we can gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of their impact and potential for promoting social and public health messages. 

ROLE OF PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Public service announcements play a vital role in promoting social and public health 

messages in society. They are non-commercial messages that aim to inform and educate the 

public about important social issues. In this section, I explore the different types of PSAs and 

examples of effective PSAs that have made an impact in society. 



PSAs can be categorized into three main types: advocacy PSAs, educational PSAs, and 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) PSAs (SAMSHA, 2015). Advocacy PSAs aim to raise 

awareness about a particular social issue or injustice, and encourage viewers to take action to 

address the issue. Educational PSAs aim to educate the public about a particular topic, such as 

health or safety, and provide information on how to stay safe or healthy. CSR PSAs aim to 

showcase a company's commitment to social responsibility and promote a positive public image. 

Metro Trains in Australia created the "Dumb Ways To Die" campaign and is considered 

one of the most successful advocacy PSAs to date (Cauchi, 2013). The campaign was created in 

response to a growing concern about the number of accidents and fatalities that were occurring 

on train tracks. Metro Trains wanted to find a way to make the message of rail safety more 

engaging and entertaining for a younger demographic, and the result was a viral sensation that 

captured the attention of audiences around the world. 

The campaign featured a catchy tune and an animated cast of humorous characters 

engaging in various activities that, if not done safely, could lead to disastrous consequences. The 

lyrics of the song listed various "dumb" ways to die, including sticking a fork in a toaster, eating 

superglue, and poking a grizzly bear with a stick. However, the final message of the song was 

that the "dumbest" way to die was by not being careful around trains. 

The campaign's popularity quickly spread around the world, with the song reaching the 

top of the charts in many countries. The success of the campaign was not just measured in its 

entertainment value, but in the measurable impact it had on rail safety. The campaign resulted in 

a 21% reduction in accidents and fatalities on the rail network in Melbourne, Australia, where 

the campaign was originally launched (Allen, 2020). Numerous awards and accolades followed 



the campaign’s success, and it continues to be a shining example of the power of effective PSAs 

to promote important messages to a wide audience. 

Smoky Bear, a campaign created by the Ad Council and the U.S. Forest Service, is an 

iconic example of an effective educational PSA. It was launched in the 1940s to address the 

increasing number of forest fires in the United States, which were caused largely by human 

negligence (Bourgon, 2019). The U.S. Forest Service recognized that many people were unaware 

of the serious consequences of starting a forest fire, and they wanted to find a way to educate the 

public about the importance of fire prevention. The campaign featured the iconic Smoky Bear 

character, a friendly bear dressed in a ranger's hat and holding a shovel. The message of the 

campaign was simple: "Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires." This message was delivered 

through a series of print and television advertisements that emphasized the importance of 

responsible behavior outdoors and highlighted the devastating consequences of forest fires. 

The success of the campaign was due in large part to its memorable message and 

engaging character. "Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires" became a cultural phenomenon, and 

Smoky Bear became an instantly recognizable symbol of forest fire prevention. It also succeeded 

in raising public awareness about the importance of fire prevention, with a significant increase in 

public support for fire prevention efforts in the years following the campaign. 

Today, Smoky Bear remains an important part of public education efforts around forest 

fire prevention. Over time, the campaign has evolved, but the message remains the same: 

responsible behavior is the key to preventing forest fires. Smoky Bear’s success is a testament to 

the power of effective PSAs to communicate important messages to the public and promote 

positive social change (Oldham, 2021). 



Bullying in schools has become a growing concern in recent years, with many students 

experiencing harassment, exclusion, or physical and emotional harm. In response to this issue, 

many organizations and institutions have created anti-bullying campaigns that aim to promote 

positive behavior and prevent bullying from occurring. One such campaign is the "Be Kind" 

campaign, which was created by the non-profit organization, No Bully. This campaign 

encourages students to show kindness and empathy towards their peers and provides resources 

for students who may be experiencing bullying or harassment. Another effective anti-bullying 

campaign is the "Choose Kindness" campaign, which was created by the National Education 

Association (NEA). This campaign encourages students to choose kindness over bullying and 

provides resources for educators to help create a safe and inclusive learning environment. These 

anti-bullying campaigns often feature real-life stories of children who have experienced bullying, 

which can be a powerful way to illustrate the negative impact that bullying can have on a 

person's life (Gaffney, Ttofi, & Farrington, 2021). By highlighting the effects of bullying and 

promoting positive behavior, anti-bullying campaigns in grade schools can be an effective way to 

create a culture of kindness and respect among students. 

In conclusion, PSAs are an important tool for promoting social and public health 

messages in society. By examining the different types of PSAs and effective examples, we can 

gain a better understanding of how PSAs can be used to educate and inform the public about 

important issues. Whether it is an advocacy PSA, an educational PSA, or a CSR PSA, the power 

of PSAs lies in their ability to bring important messages to a wide audience and make a positive 

impact in society. 

 

 



UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF PSAS 

One critical element in crafting effective PSAs is the message content. The message of a 

PSA should be clear, concise, and impactful. The messaging should be designed to convey the 

desired message to the audience in a way that is easy to understand and memorable. The message 

should also be relevant and timely, addressing current social or public health issues that are 

important to the audience (Bigsby, Cappella, Seitz, 2013). 

Another factor that can greatly impact the effectiveness of PSAs is the target audience. 

The message should be tailored to the demographic characteristics and attitudes of the intended 

audience. For instance, a PSA aimed at teenagers should use language, visuals, and messaging 

that resonate with this demographic (Warfield, 2016). The messaging should be designed to 

effectively communicate with the target audience and influence their behavior positively. 

Message delivery is another essential factor that can affect the effectiveness of PSAs. The 

delivery of the message should be engaging and attention-grabbing, using techniques such as 

humor, emotion, or shock value. A creative and engaging delivery helps to capture the audience's 

attention and make the message more memorable. The medium of delivery should also be 

appropriate for the message and target audience. For example, PSAs aimed at younger audiences 

might be more effective if delivered through social media platforms or other digital channels. 

Timeliness and relevance are also important factors in the effectiveness of PSAs. PSAs 

that address current social or public health issues are more likely to be effective, as they are more 

likely to resonate with the audience. For instance, a PSA aimed at raising awareness about the 

dangers of opioid addiction will likely be more impactful if delivered at a time when the issue is 

receiving significant media attention (Hennessey, 2016). 



There are several tips and tricks that can be employed to create effective PSAs. One 

effective technique is to use real-life examples to illustrate the message of the PSA, such as the 

consequences of drunk driving or the importance of safe sex practices. Another technique is to 

use celebrities or other well-known figures to help convey the message and increase the impact 

of the PSA. By incorporating these strategies, organizations and institutions can create PSAs that 

are more engaging, memorable, and impactful. 

CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS OF PSAS 

One of the significant limitations of PSAs is their reliance on traditional media outlets 

such as television and radio, which can limit their reach and effectiveness. With the rapid growth 

of digital media and the changing media consumption habits of the audience, it has become 

increasingly challenging for PSAs to reach their intended audience effectively. Many people 

today consume media through social media platforms, streaming services, and other digital 

channels, which can make it challenging to ensure that the PSA reaches the desired audience. 

This shift in media consumption patterns has made it more challenging to create effective PSAs 

that reach a wide audience. 

Moreover, PSAs may be limited in their ability to promote behavior change, particularly 

when the message is complex or when the desired behavior change goes against established 

social norms. For instance, a PSA promoting safe sex practices may not be effective if the target 

audience views sex as a taboo topic (Chou et al., 2019). In such cases, PSAs may be less 

effective at promoting behavioral change, especially if they are not tailored to the specific needs 

of the target audience. In addition, the audience's level of knowledge about the topic and their 

attitudes towards the subject may also limit the effectiveness of PSAs. 



Another challenge of PSAs is that they may face competition from other messages or 

forms of media, which can reduce their effectiveness. For instance, PSAs that promote healthy 

behaviors such as exercise and healthy eating may face stiff competition from advertisements 

promoting unhealthy food and drinks, which can be more appealing to the audience. This 

competition can make it more challenging to ensure that PSAs are noticed and that their message 

is absorbed by the audience. 

Despite these challenges, there are strategies that can be employed to overcome the 

limitations of PSAs. For instance, organizations and institutions can use social media and other 

digital channels to deliver PSAs and reach a wider audience (McGuire et al., 2021). They can 

also use targeted messaging and other strategies to tailor the message to the specific needs of the 

target audience, which can increase the likelihood of behavioral change. By adopting these 

strategies, organizations and institutions can create effective PSAs that help to promote positive 

social and public health outcomes. 

Crafting effective PSAs is a complex task that presents several challenges. One of the 

biggest obstacles in creating effective PSAs is developing a message that resonates with the 

target audience. Achieving this requires a thorough understanding of the audience's attitudes, 

beliefs, and behaviors, which can be challenging to obtain. In-depth research and analysis are 

essential to identify the audience's specific needs and preferences, and to tailor the message to 

their needs. This step is critical to ensure that the PSA is relevant, engaging, and impactful. 

Another significant challenge in creating effective PSAs is developing a message that is 

memorable and impactful. In today's world, individuals are constantly bombarded with messages 

and advertisements across various platforms, making it increasingly difficult for a PSA to stand 

out and leave a lasting impression. To address this challenge, organizations and institutions must 



focus on creating a message that is engaging and memorable. The message must be designed to 

capture the audience's attention, provoke an emotional response, and inspire them to take action. 

This can be achieved through the use of creative storytelling, the inclusion of relatable characters 

or real-life examples, and by using humor or other emotional triggers to convey the message. 

In addition to these challenges, another obstacle that organizations and institutions face is 

delivering the PSA through the most effective channels. The delivery of the message should be 

appropriate for the target audience and the message itself. The PSA should be disseminated 

through multiple channels, including traditional media outlets, social media platforms, and other 

digital channels (SAMSHA, 2015). The delivery should also be timed correctly to ensure that the 

PSA reaches the audience when they are most receptive to the message. 

Despite these challenges, organizations and institutions can overcome them by adopting a 

strategic approach to developing and disseminating PSAs. By conducting in-depth research, 

crafting a compelling message, and using a range of effective delivery channels, organizations 

and institutions can create PSAs that resonate with the audience and promote positive social and 

public health outcomes. 

To overcome the challenges and limitations of creating effective PSAs, organizations and 

institutions must adopt a strategic approach. One such approach is to utilize multiple channels 

and mediums to distribute the message, such as social media and mobile apps. This helps to 

reach a broader audience and increases the likelihood that the message will be seen and 

remembered. By using a range of effective channels, organizations can reach audiences where 

they are most active and engaged, thus increasing the chances of the message having a positive 

impact. 



Another strategy that can be employed is to involve the target audience in the creation of 

the message (George, 2021). This can be done through focus groups, surveys, and other forms of 

market research. By involving the target audience in the process, PSAs can be tailored to their 

specific needs and preferences, increasing the likelihood of the message being effective. This 

approach ensures that the PSA resonates with the target audience and addresses their concerns 

and interests directly. 

Additionally, collaborating with other organizations and institutions can be a useful 

strategy for overcoming the challenges and limitations of PSAs. Working together with partners 

who share the same goals and objectives can help to increase the reach and impact of the PSA. 

Collaborating with organizations and institutions that have a broad reach and influence can help 

to ensure that the message is seen by a larger audience and that the PSA has a positive impact. 

In conclusion, creating effective PSAs requires careful planning, creativity, and a deep 

understanding of the target audience. While there are challenges and limitations, strategies such 

as using multiple channels, involving the target audience in the process, and collaborating with 

other organizations can help to overcome these obstacles. By employing these strategies, 

organizations and institutions can create PSAs that promote positive social and public health 

outcomes, making a significant difference in the lives of individuals and communities. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this paper has highlighted the key points surrounding the role, 

effectiveness, challenges, and limitations of public service announcements (PSAs) in promoting 

social and public health messages. Through various types of PSAs, organizations and institutions 

can communicate important information to different social groups, including the general public 

and specific target audiences. 



Effective PSAs depend on several factors such as message content, target audience, 

message delivery, medium of delivery, timeliness, and relevance. The message of a PSA should 

be clear, concise, and memorable to have a lasting impact on the audience. Additionally, the 

message should be relevant and timely, addressing a current social or public health issue. PSAs 

should be tailored to the demographic characteristics and attitudes of the intended audience to be 

more effective. The delivery of the message should be engaging and attention-grabbing, using a 

variety of techniques such as humor, emotion, or shock value. 

While there are several challenges in creating effective PSAs, organizations and 

institutions can overcome them by utilizing partnerships, tailoring messages to specific target 

audiences, and utilizing new technologies and social media platforms. Challenges in creating 

effective PSAs include limited budgets, difficulty in reaching specific target audiences, and the 

need to balance entertainment with message delivery. 

The importance of PSAs in promoting social messages cannot be overstated. They serve 

as a valuable tool for communicating important information and promoting social and public 

health outcomes. By utilizing effective PSAs, organizations and institutions can make a 

significant impact on individuals and communities. 

There is a need to continue exploring future directions and possibilities for these 

communications in promoting social change. With the rise of digital media, it is crucial to adapt 

and incorporate new technologies and platforms into the creation and distribution of PSAs. 

Furthermore, continued research and evaluation of the effectiveness of PSAs can help to improve 

their impact and reach. 
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