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Neither broadcast nor cable television, nor 

any other form of media, are today required 

to run PSAs, although television broadcast-

ers are required to “serve the public inter-

est,” and any PSAs they choose to run can 

count toward that obligation. (Cable televi-

sion networks have no regulatory public 

interest obligations, although, as this report 

shows, they often donate substantial time 

anyway.) 

There are those who have argued that 

broadcasters (others say any media) should 

be required to dedicate a certain amount 

of airtime to PSAs in exchange for their 

use of the public airwaves, as part of their 

“public interest obligations.” Ten years 

ago, then-Chairman of the FCC Reed 

Hundt noted that PSA time had “dried up 

and disappeared like rain in the desert.” 

Some advocates have suggested a mini-

mum of one minute per hour of television 

be devoted to PSAs, but those proposals 

have never made headway either at the 

FCC or in Congress. Others have sug-

gested that given the expansion in cable 

viewing, new public interest requirements 

should apply there as well, despite the fact 

that cable providers don’t use the public 

airwaves. With the increasing use of other 

“new media” platforms, in future years this 

debate may extend to include the Web and 

mobile phones. 

It is this latter issue—the amount of time 

dedicated on television to public service 

announcements—that is the focus of this 

report. Without sufficient time on-screen,  

no PSA—and no commercial advertise-

ment, for that matter—can hope to have  

an impact. A first measure of a successful 

PSA is if it is seen at all. 

Public service campaigns have many dif-

ferent goals. In some cases, organizations 

are trying to raise funds, recruit volunteers, 

promote a specific event, or bring attention 

to the group’s work on an issue. In these 

cases, more modest allocations of airtime 

may suffice. In other cases, campaigns are 

designed to raise awareness, change atti-

tudes, or even change ingrained behaviors, 

such as reducing smoking, preventing drug 

or alcohol abuse, or promoting physical  

fitness. In these cases, having a substantial 

amount of airtime to get the campaign’s 

messages in front of the target audience  

is critical.  

Technically, by definition, PSAs are messages 

furthering a public interest issue that are 

aired for free by a media outlet. In this study 

we focus on televised PSAs. Decades ago, 

the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC), at the time focusing specifically on 

broadcast television, defined a PSA as “one 

for which no charge is made and which 

promotes programs, activities, or services 

of federal, state, or local government…or 

programs, activities, or services of nonprofit 

organizations…or any other announcements 

regarded as serving community needs”  

(47 U.S.C. _ 73.1810(d)(4) 1984). 

For example, the Nielsen media ratings 

company estimates that the television is 

on an average of more than eight hours a 

day in American homes, up an hour a day 

from 10 years ago (Nielsen Media Research, 

2006). Even teenagers (ages 15-18) spend 

twice as much time watching TV (2:46) 

as they do using a computer (1:22), and 

more than three times as much as they 

spend playing video games (0:49) (Kaiser 

Family Foundation, 2005). For many public 

education campaigns, television is likely to 

be essential—such as for reaching senior 

citizens with information about prescription 

drugs or very young children with messages 

about fitness or nutrition. 

So, just as commercial advertisers are 

sticking with TV as they experiment with 

new media, nonprofits still turn to television 

PSAs for many public education campaigns. 

Some organizations (including the Kaiser 

Family Foundation) have changed the way 

they use TV as they move more extensively 

into new media platforms: for example, 

using short TV spots to drive viewers to  

the Web or their mobile phones for more 

information, and looking at PSAs as one 

part of an integrated, multi-platform approach 

that may also include issue placement in 

popular shows.  

Some skeptics question the effectiveness 

of using PSA campaigns at all, deriding 

them as an outmoded relic. On the other 

side of the coin, there are those who treat 

PSA campaigns as a simple solution to any 

problem, whether it’s childhood obesity 

or preventing marijuana use. In fact, the 

research indicates that PSAs can inform 

and even change behaviors—if the spots 

themselves are well-crafted and if they  

get sufficient airtime in front of their target 

audience. 
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Although a PSA is, by definition, an ad  

that uses donated media space, from the 

viewers’ perspective there is no way of 

knowing whether the time for a particular 

PSA is provided at no cost or whether there 

is a paying sponsor. There are ads that 

appear on TV that may contain public inter-

est messages—urging viewers to refrain 

from smoking or drinking and driving, for 

example—even though the time for these 

spots was purchased. 

In recent years, there have been major 

“paid” PSA campaigns from the govern-

ment, from nonprofits, and from corpora-

tions. For example, the federal Office of 

National Drug Control Policy purchases 

airtime for PSAs on drug abuse (but with 

a requirement that stations “match” those 

purchases with donated time); the American 

Legacy Foundation relied on a purchased 

campaign against youth smoking when their 

funding allowed it and is now incorporating 

donated airtime; and companies such as 

Phillip Morris have their own ads against 

youth smoking (which some advocates 

argue are counter-productive). Accordingly, 

this study followed up with the television 

stations and sponsors to confirm whether 

each PSA that was reviewed was “donated” 

or “paid,” and those findings are specified 

in this report. 

This report updates a previous study—

Shouting to Be Heard: Public Service 

Advertising in a New Media Age—conduct-

ed by the Kaiser Family Foundation in 2000 

and released in 2002. The current report 

replicates the methodology of the first study 

and offers a picture of the PSA landscape 

on television, including both broadcast and 

cable, as of 2005; changes from five years 

earlier are noted. The report provides sepa-

rate data on donated and purchased PSAs. 

Like its predecessor, this study was guided 

by the following research questions:

■ How much airtime is donated to PSAs  

by broadcast and cable television?

■ What time of day do most PSAs run?

■ How prevalent is the practice of buying 

time for PSAs, and how does the airtime 

for “paid” campaigns differ from “donated” 

ones?

■ Who sponsors donated or paid PSA  

campaigns? 

■ What topics do PSAs most frequently 

cover?

■ What proportion of PSAs feature network 

stars or other celebrities?

■ To whom are PSAs targeted? Are they 

aimed at general or specific audiences?

■ How long are most PSAs?

■ How do broadcast and cable networks 

differ in their treatment of PSAs, if at all? 

Public service advertising is a potentially 

powerful tool in the effort to address the 

many public health and other social chal-

lenges facing this country. Whether it’s 

tackling childhood obesity, recruiting com-

munity volunteers, raising awareness about 

global warming, promoting HIV testing or 

raising money for medical research, PSAs 

have the potential to reach a large audience 

to get the message out. It is the purpose of 

this study to provide basic data about the 

state of public service advertising on televi-

sion today, and to ask where we want to go 

from here. 
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The study deliberately used an inclusive 

standard for designating non-programming 

content as PSAs. In addition to traditional 

PSAs from nonprofits (e.g., the United Way, 

American Cancer Society) and government 

organizations (e.g., Department of Health 

and Human Services), the study included 

most community calendar announcements 

and network-branded campaigns that 

showcase the networks’ own stars (some-

times referred to as “PSA-style promos”). 

A total of 1,595 public interest messages 

were identified. To determine whether they 

were donated or paid for, the study used 

letters, email, and telephone calls to sta-

tions, cable franchises, and sponsors. A 

total of 969 donated PSAs and 626 paid 

PSAs were identified and studied in depth. 

The topic area of the PSA, the name and 

type of sponsoring organization(s), the age 

of the primary target audience, whether the 

PSA related to a children’s issue, the use 

and identification of celebrities, and the  

presentation of phone numbers or Web  

sites for viewer follow-up were coded. 

The study examined a full week of television 

content on affiliates of ten major broadcast 

and cable networks: the four major broad-

cast networks; five basic cable channels 

that represent news, sports, music, chil-

dren’s and general audience programming; 

and one Spanish language network. The 

networks in the study are: ABC, CBS, Fox, 

NBC, CNN, ESPN, MTV, Nickelodeon, TNT, 

and Univision. For each network, program-

ming was sampled on local affiliates in 

seven different markets across the country: 

Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas, Denver, Los Angeles, 

New York, and Seattle. A total of 1,680 

hours of television content was collected 

and analyzed for the study.  

Because television content varies across 

weeks and seasons, the study used a com-

posite week of programming, collected from 

September 25 through December 3, 2005. 

All recorded television content was viewed 

and all non-programming content (e.g., 

advertising, program promotions, PSAs, 

and infomercials) was identified and coded. 

Coding was conducted by a group of care-

fully trained coders whose performance 

was systematically monitored to ensure 

high intercoder reliability. 

OVERVIEW OF METHODOLOGY 

In the tables, results are presented individu-

ally for each channel, and then the aver-

ages are presented for broadcast (ABC, 

CBS, Fox, and NBC), cable (CNN, ESPN, 

MTV, Nickelodeon, and TNT), and then all 

channels combined (all of the above plus 

Univision). Where relevant, findings from the 

current study are compared to the earlier 

results, and changes that are statistically 

significant are reported in the tables and 

text of this report. 

The study was designed by staff of the 

Kaiser Family Foundation in collaboration 

with Professor Walter Gantz of Indiana 

University. Implementation of the study was 

overseen by Nancy Schwartz of Indiana 

University. Analyses were run by James 

Angelini, then of Indiana University and 

currently of the University of Delaware. 

This report was written by Professor Gantz 

and Vicky Rideout of the Kaiser Family 

Foundation. 









AMOUNT OF ADVERTISING AND OTHER  
NON-PROGRAMMING CONTENT ON TV 

■ Across all channels in the study, a little 

more than one out of every four minutes—

or 27 percent of all airtime—was devoted 

to non-programming content (16:25 per 

hour, up from 15:35 in 2000). 

■ This includes an average of about  

12.5 minutes an hour of ads (12:25) and 

two and a half minutes an hour of pro-

mos (2:32), along with filler, infomercials  

and PSAs. 

■ The amount of time dedicated to advertis-

ing increased from 11:45 in 2000 to 12:25 

in 2005. 

■ The four major broadcast networks and 

their affiliates aired considerably more 

non-programming content per hour 

(18:47) than did the cable stations in  

the study (15:04). 

■ Half of all paid PSAs had a for-profit 

sponsor, 38 percent were sponsored by a 

nonprofit, 28 percent had a government 

sponsor, and 25 percent had a media 

sponsor. The proportion featuring a  

nonprofit sponsor dropped substantially 

from 2000 (from 64 percent to 38 percent), 

while the proportion with for-profit  

sponsors increased from 23 percent  

to 51 percent. 

■ Nearly half (47%) of all paid PSAs fea-

tured children’s issues. Likewise, half 

(50%) of all paid PSAs focused on a 

health-related topic (an increase from 

39 percent in 2000). The most common 

health topic in 2005 was alcohol and drug 

abuse prevention (7:29 per week, up from 

2:55 in 2000). Paid spots on smoking 

decreased to 3:22 per week across net-

works, down from 4:27. 

PAID PSAS 

■ Of all public interest messages being aired 

on television, more than a third (39%) 

used airtime purchased by the sponsor 

rather than donated by the station. This 

is roughly the same proportion found in 

2000 (36%). 

■ Across stations, there was an average of 

10 seconds per hour of paid PSAs, not a 

statistically significant change from 2000 

(9 seconds per hour). 

■ Paid PSAs continue to get better airtime 

than those relying on donated time:  

27 percent ran after midnight (compared 

to 46 percent of donated spots); 19 per-

cent ran during prime time (compared to 

13 percent for donated spots). 

■ A little more than a third (37%) of paid 

PSAs were sold at some type of discount, 

either a special nonprofit rate, or being 

part of a “match” in which sponsors pur-

chased one spot and got another for free.  

KEY FINDINGS
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Nonprofits seeking to use media as part of 

their public education efforts need to be 

creative in finding ways to secure airtime 

in front of their target audience. Obviously, 

continuing to look to less expensive new 

media options is key (if the campaign’s 

target audience uses new media). Seeking 

arrangements with specific networks and 

stations that have especially strong viewer-

ship among a target audience—for exam-

ple, a network that focuses on teens, or 

children, or Spanish-speaking viewers—is 

also an option.  

Of course, it also helps to be able to bring 

some money to the table. As was the case 

in 2000, a good proportion of the “PSAs” 

a viewer sees were actually paid for by 

nonprofits and government agencies. 

Arrangements here vary but include the 

purchase of some time with additional time 

then provided by the station or network 

for free. This may be a viable option at the 

national and local levels for well-funded 

nonprofits and government agencies—and 

perhaps even a viable option at the local 

level for those not as well financially 

endowed, where ad costs are much less 

prohibitive. 

On the stations in this study, 27 percent of 

every hour (16 minutes and 25 seconds) 

was devoted to non-programming content, 

an increase of 50 seconds, or one percent-

age point, from 2000. Time for donated 

PSAs went up by just two seconds an hour, 

not a statistically significant change—from 

.4% to .5% of all airtime. 

In short, television stations air a lot of 

advertising and a scant amount of donated 

public service announcements. In fact, a 

viewer would have to watch more than 200 

hours of television before they’d see even 

a single hour of donated PSAs; and during 

that time, they’d see more than 50 hours 

of ads and promos. And nearly half of all 

donated PSA time occurs after midnight 

(46%), with that figure rising to 60% on the 

major broadcast networks. 

Given this tiny amount of time, divided 

among so many organizations seeking to 

promote such a variety of issues, it is no 

wonder PSA campaigns often have a hard 

time making an impact. This report offers 

a sobering reminder to national and local 

nonprofits that relying solely on donated 

PSAs on television may provide neither the 

reach nor the frequency that public educa-

tion campaigns need. 

CONCLUSION

This report provides an overview of the PSA landscape on 
television in the year 2005, as well as a comparison to what 
that landscape looked like five years earlier. Although the 
non-programming environment on television was even more 
cluttered in 2005 than it had been before, the amount of time 
made available for public service announcements continued to 
be extremely limited—only a half percent of all airtime—and  
had remained essentially unchanged since 2000.  
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APPENDIX C:  
PSA TOPIC AREAS

The 14 first-tier topic categories are 

described below.

Animal rights: Messages focus on care for 

pets and support for animal rights. 

Civics: These messages call on viewers to 

vote, support U.S. armed services person-

nel as well as government social programs 

and reforms, and take pride in their commu-

nity. They emphasize civic pride, patriotism, 

and support of government initiatives. 

Community: Messages focus on commu-

nity organizations (e.g., Girl Scouts, 4-H, 

Junior Achievement) and community activi-

ties. They describe the role of these orga-

nizations and call on viewers to become 

members of or make use of their services. 

Community calendar messages in the pub-

lic interest fit within this category. These call 

on viewers to participate in specific events 

(e.g., band concerts, lectures, and meet-

ings) sponsored by community organiza-

tions, including the media outlet.

Education: This category includes formal 

and informal educational programs and 

opportunities for children and adults. Spots 

promote learning, highlight the value of high 

school and college education, describe 

specific programs, or call on viewers to 

read, use libraries, work hard in school, plan 

for college, or enjoy art and culture. 

Environment: These messages promote 

conservation of natural resources, recycling, 

prevention of environmental catastrophes, 

protection of natural habitats, and other 

environment issues including the conse-

quences of overpopulation.

Family and Social Concerns: Spots in this 

category stress the importance of the family 

unit and the role parents play in raising their 

children. Adults are asked to adopt foster 

children, be good parents, communicate 

with their children, protect their children 

from adult content found on TV and the 

Internet, and care for their elderly parents. 

Viewers also are asked to engage in every-

day pro-social behaviors such as sharing 

and are alerted to the problems of home-

lessness and missing children. 

Fundraising: Spots in this category empha-

size donating goods and/or money for local, 

national, and international organizations and 

causes (e.g., Samaritan’s Purse asking for 

gift items for Operation Christmas Child). 

To fit within fundraising, messages have to 

directly call for contributions or clearly point 

out that the organizations and activities 

featured are dependent on the generous 

support of viewers. Messages emphasizing 

volunteerism are coded elsewhere.

Government Services: Messages here 

describe government services available  

at federal, state, and local levels (e.g., 

Medicare, fair housing, emergency  

management).

Health: This topic area includes 14 tier-two 

categories. These are: alcohol and drug 

abuse, blood/organ donation, cancer, end 

of life services, fitness, HIV/AIDS, nutrition, 

prevention/overall wellness, smoking, STDs/

sexual health, health insurance, heart dis-

ease, other diseases, and other wellness. 

In turn, eight of these tier-two categories 

had third-tier sub-categories. For example, 

there are seven categories for sexual health 

(abstinence, condom use, teenage pregnan-

cy prevention, generic safe sex, pregnancy 

and prenatal care, options when faced with 

unexpected or unwanted pregnancies, and 

other), and seven for HIV/AIDS (prevention 

strategies such as getting tested, coping 

with AIDS, managing HIV/AIDS in the work-

place, fear and discrimination associated 

with AIDS, organizations doing research on 

AIDS, volunteering to help, and other). 

Human Rights: Spots call on viewers to 

treat others equally and support workers’ 

rights.

Safety: This category features messages 

on physical safety (e.g. what to do during a 

tornado, don’t play with matches) and driv-

ing safety (e.g., seat belts and car seats). 

Violence/Crime: This category includes 

messages about crime prevention (e.g., 

“Take a Bite Out of Crime” and neighbor-

hood watch groups), rape and sexual 

abuse, domestic violence, and gun safety. 

Volunteerism: This category asks viewers 

to be mentors, commit a full year or more 

of their lives to service, or donate time to 

community organizations (e.g., NFL and 

United Way asking for volunteers to help 

build homes for the homeless).

Other: Messages whose primary purpose 

falls outside of the categories described 

above are included in this catch-all category. 

This included spots to save family farms, 

stop excessive gambling, and encourage 

Hispanic pride. 
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