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Abstract 

This article investigates the linguistic features of English-language public 

service advertisements (PSAs), also known as social advertising, and examines 

their potential as didactic material in English language teaching. Structured 

according to the IMRAD model, the study analyzes the phonetic, lexical, 

syntactic, and stylistic characteristics that distinguish PSA discourse from 

commercial advertising, drawing on recent linguistic research into English, 

Lithuanian, and Indonesian public service texts. The results show that PSAs are 

characterized by a dense concentration of expressive and persuasive linguistic 

devices, including alliteration and assonance, emotionally coloured 

vocabulary, imperative and elliptical syntax, rhetorical questions, and tropes 

such as metaphor, antithesis, and personification, all of which serve the genre's 

central communicative functions of informing, warning, and persuading. The 

article further argues that, precisely because of their brevity, authenticity, and 

linguistic density, PSAs constitute a valuable and underused resource for 
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teaching vocabulary, grammar, phonetics, and stylistics, as well as for 

developing learners' critical media literacy. Practical recommendations for the 

classroom application of PSA texts are proposed, together with a discussion of 

the limitations that should guide their selection for pedagogical use. 

Keywords: public service advertising, social advertising, PSA discourse, 

linguistic features, stylistic devices, English language teaching, didactic 

material, media literacy. 

Introduction 

Advertising discourse has long attracted the attention of linguists as a rich 

field for the study of persuasive language use. Within this broad domain, public 

service advertising (PSA), also referred to as social advertising, constitutes a 

distinct genre that, unlike commercial advertising, does not aim to sell a product 

but rather to draw public attention to socially significant problems and to 

change attitudes or behaviour1. Public service announcements address such 

issues as road safety, smoking and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, 

environmental protection, and public health, and they rely on a distinctive 

combination of verbal and visual means to achieve their persuasive aims2. 

Because PSA discourse pursues a socially oriented, non-commercial 

communicative goal, its language differs in important respects from that of 

commercial advertising: it tends to employ a narrower range of evaluative 

adjectives, favours imperative and declarative sentence types with a clear 

behavioural orientation, and frequently resorts to communicative strategies 

otherwise typical of media and political discourse, including hidden subtext, 

 
1Cook G. The Discourse of Advertising. – 2nd ed. – London; New York: Routledge, 2001. – 256 p. 

2Goddard A. The Language of Advertising. – London: Routledge, 2001. – 176 p. 
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polarization, and false-choice argumentation3. At the same time, comparative 

research on social advertising in different languages has shown that certain 

grammatical and lexical choices, such as the predominance of imperative verb 

forms and “mental” adjectives appealing to the addressee's feelings, are not 

accidental but systematically reinforce the persuasive effect of the message4. 

Despite the growing body of linguistic research on PSA discourse, its 

potential as authentic material for foreign language teaching remains 

comparatively underexplored. Authentic advertising texts, including television 

and print advertisements, have long been recognized as valuable classroom 

material because of their brevity, cultural relevance, and capacity to integrate 

linguistic, social, and value-related content within a single short text. The 

present article aims to examine the principal linguistic features of English-

language public service advertisements and to assess their didactic potential in 

English language teaching. The study addresses the following research 

questions: (1) what phonetic, lexical, syntactic, and stylistic features 

characterize the discourse of English PSAs; (2) what communicative functions 

do these features perform; and (3) how can these authentic, linguistically dense 

texts be productively exploited in the EFL classroom. 

Materials and methods 

The study employs an analytical-descriptive method based on a review of 

linguistic research on public service and social advertising published between 

2001 and 2023. Sources were selected according to the following criteria: (a) 

direct relevance to the linguistic or discourse analysis of public service 

advertising in English or in comparable European languages; (b) inclusion of 

 
3Amatov A.M. PSA discourse: pragmatics of pragmatism // Research Result. Theoretical and 

Applied Linguistics. – 2021. – Vol. 7, № 1. – P. 4–13. 

4Rimkutė E., Pakalnytė N. Topics and linguistic features of social advertisements // Respectus 

Philologicus. – 2009. – № 16 (21A). – P. 57–72. 
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concrete textual examples suitable for illustrating linguistic features; and (c) 

publication in an academic journal, monograph, or a university-supervised 

research work. 

The empirical basis of the linguistic analysis draws primarily on a 

systematic linguostylistic study of fifty English-language public service 

advertisements collected from British sources, which classified verbal means 

of influence at the phonetic, lexical, syntactic, and stylistic levels5. This 

material is complemented by a functional analysis of public service 

advertisements based on Jakobson's model of language functions6, a 

comparative study of the morphological, syntactic, and semantic features of 

social advertising texts7, a pragmatic analysis of the communicative strategies 

of PSA discourse8, and foundational theoretical accounts of advertising 

discourse and its language9. 

For the didactic component of the study, the analysis draws on a 

methodological framework for the classroom exploitation of authentic 

advertising texts, which details criteria for the linguistic analysis of advertising 

spots and proposes a categorization of classroom exercises based on textual 

typology10. The analysis proceeded in two stages: first, the linguistic features 

 
5Khmara M. Public Service Announcement in Great Britain: Bachelor's paper / Supervisor A. 

Stoliarova. – Kyiv: Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, 2023. – 58 p. 

6Setyowati R., Lubis I.S. Language functions in public service advertisements: Gerakan Literasi 

Nasional (GLN) // CaLLs. – 2020. – Vol. 6, № 1. – P. 83–98. 

7Rimkutė E., Pakalnytė N. Topics and linguistic features of social advertisements // Respectus 

Philologicus. – 2009. – № 16 (21A). – P. 57–72. 

8Amatov A.M. PSA discourse: pragmatics of pragmatism // Research Result. Theoretical and 

Applied Linguistics. – 2021. – Vol. 7, № 1. – P. 4–13. 

9Cook G. The Discourse of Advertising. – 2nd ed. – London; New York: Routledge, 2001. – 256 p. 

10Costa E., Sayós R. Ideas para la aplicación didáctica de la publicidad televisiva en el aprendizaje 

de la lengua // Comunicar. – 2005. – № 25. – DOI: 10.3916/C25-2005-090. 
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reported across the reviewed sources were classified by linguistic level 

(phonetic, lexical, syntactic, stylistic) and by communicative function; second, 

these features were evaluated for their pedagogical exploitability in terms of 

the language skills and competences they could plausibly support in an EFL 

classroom. 

Results 

The reviewed material indicates that English-language PSAs display a 

consistent set of linguistic features across the phonetic, lexical, syntactic, and 

stylistic levels. At the phonetic level, alliteration and assonance are frequently 

used to increase the memorability and rhythmic cohesion of slogans, as in the 

repeated /pl/ sound of “Planet or Plastic?” or the vowel patterning of “Reduce, 

Reuse, Recycle”. At the lexical level, PSAs make extensive use of emotionally 

coloured vocabulary, exact numerical data for persuasive precision, lexical 

repetition for emphasis, and the second-person pronouns “you” and “your,” 

which create an illusion of direct, individualized address. Comparative analysis 

further shows that social advertising favours mental and evaluative adjectives 

that appeal to the addressee's feelings and psychological state, in contrast to the 

more product-focused evaluative lexis of commercial advertising11. 

At the syntactic level, PSA texts are dominated by short, simple, and often 

elliptical sentences, alongside a marked preference for imperative and 

interrogative constructions used to issue direct behavioural appeals, as in 

slogans such as “Save a life. Give blood” or the rhetorical question “Will you 

turn a blind eye?”. Syntactic parallelism, parceling (the deliberate splitting of a 

sentence into separate fragments), and direct address are likewise recurrent 

devices used to intensify the emotional and persuasive force of the message. At 

 
11Rimkutė E., Pakalnytė N. Topics and linguistic features of social advertisements // Respectus 

Philologicus. – 2009. – № 16 (21A). – P. 57–72. 
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the stylistic level, tropes such as metaphor, personification, epithet, antithesis, 

and oxymoron are widely employed; for example, the metaphor in “Stop the 

bullets. Kill the gun” and the antithetical structure of statements presenting 

contrasting outcomes (“There's an 80% chance I'll die. There's an 80% chance 

I'll live”) demonstrate how figurative language is exploited to sharpen the moral 

and emotional contrast central to PSA messaging12. 

From a functional perspective, an analysis grounded in Jakobson's model 

of language functions identified referential, emotive, conative, and poetic 

functions as the dominant functions realized in public service advertisements, 

while phatic and metalingual functions were largely absent, since PSA 

discourse is characteristically a one-directional, non-interactive form of 

address13. A complementary pragmatic analysis of PSA discourse further 

identified manipulative communicative moves, including hidden subtext, 

polarization, and false-choice argumentation, situating PSAs within a broader 

family of persuasive institutional discourses that also includes media and 

political communication14. 

Linguistic 

Level 

Representative Features Communicative Function 

Phonetic Alliteration, assonance 

(e.g. “Planet or Plastic?”) 

Memorability, rhythmic 

cohesion, attention-getting 

 
12Khmara M. Public Service Announcement in Great Britain: Bachelor's paper / Supervisor A. 

Stoliarova. – Kyiv: Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, 2023. – 58 p. 

13Setyowati R., Lubis I.S. Language functions in public service advertisements: Gerakan Literasi 

Nasional (GLN) // CaLLs. – 2020. – Vol. 6, № 1. – P. 83–98. 

14Amatov A.M. PSA discourse: pragmatics of pragmatism // Research Result. Theoretical and 

Applied Linguistics. – 2021. – Vol. 7, № 1. – P. 4–13. 
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Linguistic 

Level 

Representative Features Communicative Function 

Lexical Emotive vocabulary, 

numerals, repetition, 2nd-

person pronouns 

Emotional appeal; direct, 

individualized address 

Syntactic Imperatives, rhetorical 

questions, ellipsis, 

parallelism, parceling 

Direct behavioural appeal; 

emphasis; urgency 

Stylistic Metaphor, antithesis, 

personification, oxymoron, 

epithet 

Moral/emotional contrast; 

figurative persuasion 

Pragmatic Hidden subtext, 

polarization, false choice 

Manipulative reinforcement of 

the intended stance 

Table 1. Summary of the principal linguistic features of English PSA 

discourse and their communicative functions. 

Discussion 

The results confirm that English-language public service advertisements 

are linguistically dense, authentic texts in which a wide range of phonetic, 

lexical, syntactic, and stylistic devices converge within a very short span, 

making them a potentially efficient resource for English language teaching. 

Because a single PSA slogan often combines alliteration, an imperative 

structure, and a trope within a sentence of no more than ten words15, such texts 

allow teachers to illustrate several linguistic phenomena simultaneously 

without requiring learners to process lengthy passages, which is consistent with 

 
15Khmara M. Public Service Announcement in Great Britain: Bachelor's paper / Supervisor A. 

Stoliarova. – Kyiv: Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, 2023. – 58 p. 
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the general pedagogical argument that commenting on an advertisement is, in 

effect, commenting on a compact and richly structured text16. 

On this basis, several classroom applications can be proposed. For 

vocabulary instruction, PSAs offer concentrated examples of emotionally 

coloured and evaluative lexis that can be used for lexical-field exercises and 

register awareness. For grammar teaching, the recurrent use of imperative 

forms, elliptical structures, and conditional or contrastive constructions makes 

PSA slogans well suited to focused practice of these structures in an authentic, 

communicative context rather than in isolated drill sentences. For 

pronunciation and phonetics, slogans built on alliteration and assonance 

provide natural material for practising sound patterns and reading aloud with 

appropriate rhythm and stress. For stylistics and discourse analysis, the 

identification of tropes, rhetorical devices, and Jakobson's language functions 

in short PSA texts offers learners an accessible entry point into literary and 

rhetorical analysis before they are asked to apply the same categories to longer 

literary texts. 

A further pedagogical value of PSAs lies in their capacity to foster critical 

media literacy: because the genre relies on persuasive and at times manipulative 

strategies17, analyzing how a PSA achieves its effect can help learners develop 

an awareness of persuasive language that extends well beyond the language 

classroom. Productive tasks in this respect include analyzing the linguistic 

means used in an authentic PSA, comparing PSAs on the same theme from 

different countries, and, as a creative extension, drafting an original PSA slogan 

 
16Costa E., Sayós R. Ideas para la aplicación didáctica de la publicidad televisiva en el aprendizaje 

de la lengua // Comunicar. – 2005. – № 25. – DOI: 10.3916/C25-2005-090. 

17Amatov A.M. PSA discourse: pragmatics of pragmatism // Research Result. Theoretical and 

Applied Linguistics. – 2021. – Vol. 7, № 1. – P. 4–13. 
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on a socially relevant topic, thereby combining lexical, grammatical, and 

rhetorical practice with genuine communicative purpose. 

At the same time, the use of PSAs in the classroom requires careful 

pedagogical mediation. Since PSAs frequently address sensitive topics such as 

violence, addiction, or serious illness, teachers must select materials 

appropriate to the age, cultural background, and emotional readiness of their 

learners, and should be prepared to contextualize potentially distressing 

content. In addition, as with any authentic material, the sociocultural and 

idiomatic specificity of PSA slogans may require pre-teaching of background 

knowledge before the linguistic analysis itself can proceed effectively. For 

English language teaching in Uzbekistan, publicly available PSA videos and 

posters from English-speaking countries offer a freely accessible, low-cost 

authentic resource that can be integrated into courses on stylistics, discourse 

analysis, and communicative English at the tertiary level, although further 

empirical classroom research is needed to evaluate their measurable impact on 

learner outcomes in the local context. 

Conclusion 

The analysis presented in this article shows that English-language public 

service advertisements constitute a linguistically rich and pragmatically 

distinctive genre, characterized by the dense co-occurrence of phonetic, lexical, 

syntactic, and stylistic devices oriented toward informing, warning, and 

persuading the addressee. Precisely because of this density, combined with 

their brevity and cultural authenticity, PSAs hold considerable, currently 

underused didactic potential for teaching vocabulary, grammar, phonetics, and 

stylistics, as well as for developing learners' critical media literacy. It is 

recommended that English language programs, including those in higher 

education institutions of Uzbekistan, consider the systematic incorporation of 

carefully selected, age-appropriate PSA texts into course materials for 
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stylistics, discourse analysis, and communicative skills, while further 

classroom-based research is conducted to assess their pedagogical effectiveness 

in the local educational context. 
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