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Abstract 
This essay is a study which is intended to explore how public service announcements in 

broadcast media use humour as a method of conveying their core messages in a manner which is 

both memorable and persuasive; to consider why humour is chosen as a strategy; and to identify 

the similarities and differences in the use of humour in PSAs and commercial broadcast 

advertising. Six video commercials were analysed in total: three PSAs and three advertisements. 

The analysis identified semantic and stylistic features including metaphors, puns, idioms, 

vagueness, polysemes, homonyms, homographs and homophones, as well as visual metaphors. It 

continued on to investigate how PSAs contextualise their messages, applying Grice's co-

operative principle, as well as the principles of relevance, as proposed by Sperber and Wilson 

(1986). 

The results revealed that the PSAs examined appear to show the application of a range of 

linguistic devices that contribute to making their content humorous. Ambiguity, mostly 

generated by verbal and visual metaphors, vagueness and polysemy, appears to be the most 

common strategy for stimulating interest and engaging the viewer. It was observed that viewers 

must possess the ability to recover meaning through non-linguistic signifiers, such as body 

language, and through contextual cues. It was also established that similar linguistic devices tend 

to be used in the production of PSAs and advertisements to create humorous content, but to a 

different extent.  

 

Key words: Public service announcements, Advertisements, Advertising, Semantics, Pragmatics, 

Ambiguity, The United Kingdom, The United States, Australia. 
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1. Introduction  
Public service announcements take the form of short films or radio broadcasts 

commissioned by local or national government, state agencies and, in some instances, 

charities. They have been used in broadcast media since at least the early 1940’s, 

although they have been shown in cinemas since the early days of cinematography. They 

are often used in tandem with static media, such as newspaper announcements and 

billboard posters. Slogans such as “Loose lips sink ships” (1942), “Only you can prevent 

wildfires” (1944) and “Take a bite out of crime” (1980) all come from successful PSA 

campaigns which are remembered and/or recognised by many still. 

Besides being memorable and effective, these campaigns have in common the fact 

that they have been produced supposedly for altruistic reasons rather than the pursuit of 

profit and, consequently, they adopt an educational approach when delivering their 

content. However, as the decades passed and the public’s appreciation of broadcast media 

became more sophisticated, PSAs were forced to change and adopt similar techniques 

and strategies to those used in advertising. Commercial advertising, on the other hand, is 

a means of marketing goods and services and unashamedly motivated by a desire to sell, 

and thus to maximise profits for businesses.  

With the ambitions to influence and change behaviour(s), producers have various 

approaches to consider when creating PSAs. One is the informational approach, where 

messages seek, in a relatively straightforward manner, to create awareness and/or provide 

instruction to the public (Atkin and Rice, 2012, p.8). Another approach is the use of fear 

appeals, where messages focus attention on the negative effects of potentially dangerous, 

harmful, antisocial or otherwise detrimental behaviours, such as consuming sugary foods, 

driving under the influence of alcohol or smoking cigarettes (ibid). In contrast, there are 

some PSAs that use humour in a variety of forms, a technique which is also widely used 

in advertising. In fact, observing the benefits of using a humorous approach to deliver 

messages is becoming an increasingly more common approach for PSAs (ibid. p.65).  

This essay will attempt to determine the degree to which humorous PSAs are 

influenced or inspired by advertising, what similarities and dissimilarities are evident and 

why this may be the case. Therefore this study will conduct a series of analyses for the 

purpose of answering the following three questions: 
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 What English semantic and pragmatic devices are used to create humour in public service 

announcements? 

 What linguistic similarities and differences can be detected in humorous English public 

service announcements and humorous English advertisements? 

 What does the use of humour contribute in terms of making PSAs, and their core 

messages, memorable and thus effective? 

 

The study will begin with covering scholarly articles and other relevant texts that 

relate to the linguistic subfields of semantics and pragmatics, but also on the subject of 

advertising. Having surveyed both the theoretical aspects and existing research, a 

Methodology will be presented which will outline the process of data collection and 

analysis. This will be followed by a chapter in which the data will be presented and 

analysed (Data and Analysis). Subsequently, the results of the study and their analysis 

will be connected to previous studies and the implications explored.  Lastly, the essay 

will terminate with a Conclusion chapter which will summarize the process undertaken 

and the results, and suggest further research. For the purposes for this essay, the term 

“video commercials” will be used to refer to short films produced either for commercial 

purposes, i.e. advertisements, and those made as PSAs.   

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Public Service Announcements 

For decades, mass media campaigns promoting consumerism have been commonplace on TV.  

Similarly, public service announcements (PSAs), also known as public information films (PIFs) 

in the UK (Suggett, 2016), that promote healthy behaviours, have become almost as common 

(Van Stee et al., 2012, p.1568). The primary objectives of PSAs are first and foremost to inform 

and educate the public (Suggett, 2016) and secondly to provoke emotion that leads to reaction, 

such as change in public attitudes, behaviours and/or beliefs (Rice and Atkin, 2001, p.50). The 

leading producer of PSAs in the US, the non-profit organization Ad Council explains their 

mission:  
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          “The Ad Council distributes and promotes campaigns that improve everyday lives. 

Our memorable work inspires ongoing dialogue, engagement and action around 

significant public issues, creating a measurable difference in society.” (2016) 

 

In other words, a topic of current interest is chosen, such as drinking and driving, obesity, teen 

pregnancy, smoking, alcoholism or safe sex. Whole campaigns and/or single messages are then 

carefully planned (what modes and media to use etcetera) and tailored to suit the target group(s), 

and then broadcasted. 

Since the first PSAs were shown in the early 1940’s (Halbrooks, 2016), numerous 

messages have been delivered to the public with varying degrees of success. These campaigns 

and messages have often taken the traditional educational approach, and studies have primarily 

been conducted on the effectiveness, effects and the reactions to such PSAs (Weber et al., 2013), 

(Bertrand et al., 2011) and (Van Stee et al., 2012). A search for relevant sources has, however, 

revealed a dearth of studies that analyse PSAs linguistically. Also, PSAs have changed 

immensely during the intervening decades, and have gone from being excessively long and often 

tedious films to shorter more information dense, and sometimes even humorous, segments. In 

fact, many campaigns and messages today rely on humour (Rice and Atkin, 2001, p.65).  

 

2.2 Advertisements 

For the last three decades, the linguistic and discoursal characteristics of advertising have been 

popular objects of research (Simpson, 2001, p. 499), and studies have been made across the 

various levels of language. Notably among those examining advertising from a semiotic 

perspective (the study of signs) are Barthes (1972), Williamson (1978) and Kress and Van 

Leeuwen (2006). Leech (1966) approached advertising through semantics, Tanaka (1994) 

through pragmatics, and others still from a critical discourse analysis perspective, like Mills 

(1995). Cook (1992) and Myers (1994) analyse advertising by mixing approaches from semiotics 

and linguistics. 

Discussing the issue of defining an “ad”, Cook claims that: “many people decide…that 

the crucial distinguishing feature is its function”, that it always aims to sell a product and that 

it always must include the name of a product (1992, p.5). He points out that there are ads 

which do not promote a product or service, but rather warns or seeks support for a particular 
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cause (ibid). An example of the latter is a commercial which urges Americans to vote for 

Bernie Sanders who, in early 2016, was seeking the Democratic nomination for president. The 

people featured in the ad, some of them famous civil rights activists, explain their reasons for 

supporting Sanders, such as his manifesto commitments offering considerable improvements 

in the standard of living of minority groups (Alcindor, 2016). 

2.2.1 “Reason and tickle”  

A widely recognized concept in advertising is, according to Bernstein (1974), the distinction 

between reason and tickle (Simpson, 2001, p.591).  Reason-dominant ads provide motives for 

purchase (Cook, 1992, p.10) and they are, according to Bernstein, “direct”, “factual” and 

“simple” (Simpson, 2001, p.591). For example, the slogan for Fairy washing-up liquid has been: 

“'Squirt for squirt, Fairy washes more dishes than any other washing-up liquid.” This implies 

that it is better to buy Fairy than other, competing washing-up liquids (ibid).  

In contrast, tickle-dominated ads appeal to mood, emotion, humour and desire. Their 

approach is indirect and more subtle and sophisticated, and their interpretation requires greater 

processing effort on the part of the receiver (ibid). Bernstein argues that tickle ads are more 

successful as they do not “spell everything out” and risk the reaction to be indifference, but 

rather intrigue people by not providing immediate comprehension, which might make them more 

eager to engage with the advertising and act upon it (ibid). Also, according to Bernstein, every 

advertisement contains elements of both reason and tickle in varying degrees. Some are almost 

all reason; meanwhile others are almost all tickle, but "no advertisement can be all one or other” 

(ibid). Cigarette ads offer examples of commercials that are more tickle than reason (Cook, 1992, 

p.10) as there are few logical reasons for promoting the product. 

2.2.2 Visual metaphors  

Another useful tool in advertising is the visual metaphor which, according to Van Mulken et al., 

is vital to modern advertising (2014, p.333). A visual metaphor is an image used instead of, or in 

combination with, another image, suggesting an analogy between them or making a statement 

with them (ibid). The components being compared are often contradictory, deviating from what 

is expected (the norm), thus attracting the attention of the consumer (Gkiouzepas and Hogg, 

2011, p.107). An example of a visual metaphor is an image of a tiger next to a car, suggesting 

that the vehicle has similar qualities as the animal, such as speed and power (van Mulken et al., 

2014, p.333). Van Mulken et al., compare decoding and understanding a visual metaphor to 
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solving a riddle (ibid). Solving a riddle can be a pleasant and rewarding experience for the 

audience because it flatters their intellect as it shows them that they possess the relevant 

knowledge to figure out the problem (ibid). Advertisers aim to give their audience such 

experiences, and hope that the consumer will associate the positive experience with the product 

or service that is being advertised (ibid).  

 

2.2.3 Multimodal communication 

There are multiple ways to express and shape messages. Multimodal communication enables 

messages to be delivered by exploiting a range of different modes which work together to 

produce a unified meaning. Kress claims that: “There is a potent point to multimodality as such, 

namely the assertion that ‘language’ is just one among the resources for making meaning” (2011, 

p.242). This statement is especially true in the business of advertising, where using multiple 

modes is not only important, but necessary (Suggett, 2016). For instance, if an advertising 

company is making an advert for a new perfume, those creating the advert have to ask 

themselves what modes are most apt for their content and the message they want to convey, 

decide what modes are most appealing to their target audience(s), and determine what modes 

they prefer for shaping their message. They also need to decide what media they and their target 

audience(s) prefer. All of these questions require choices to be made, based on the assessment of 

the company’s environment in which the communication is occurring (Kress, 2011, p.245). 

From a media perspective, Suggett categorizes advertising into two groups, traditional 

media and non-traditional media (2016). Traditional media includes: TV slots (usually 15, 30 or 

60 seconds long), radio spots, cinema ads, print advertising, billboards, direct mail, mobile 

advertising and online advertising, whereas non-traditional advertising media brings advertising 

to different (and sometimes new) places, like printed on coffee cups, shopping bags, shoe soles, 

taxi cabs, escalators, 3D billboards or stunts etcetera (ibid). 

 

2.3 PSAs versus advertisements 

Public service announcements and advertisements are constantly changing to meet the wants and 

needs of society. As advertisements are associated with selling and promoting products and/or 

services, they might be somewhat different from the PSA, with its aim to inform and educate. 

However, as PSAs have changed a great deal during these last 80 years; they have become more 

like the modern advertisements, and today they share great many of their features. For instance, 
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both use multimedia to reach their target group(s), and use traditional media such as television, 

radio and newspapers, as well as non-traditional media, such as billboards, posters, websites and 

songs (ibid). Similarly, they combine multimodal techniques such as text, pictures, music and 

speech, to attract widespread attention. Furthermore, long-running campaigns are produced for 

both PSAs and advertisements. Examples of this might include the PSA campaigns Smokey the 

Bear
1
 (1944-now) and McGruff the Crime Dog

2
 (1979-now), and the advertisement campaigns 

Nike’s “Just Do It”
3
 (1988 – now) and Old Spice’s “Smell Like a Man, Man”

4
 (2010-2012).The 

latter examples, which are also taglines, are created for these campaigns and advertisements for 

the sake of attention, memorability and to make their company and product stand out (Lake, 

2016). 

The core messages of both PSAs and advertisements adapt to trends and strive to keep 

their information relevant and contemporary by choosing to address the most burning and 

relevant topics. Also, they produce content that will apply to empathy, making the audience feel 

included, with the hopes of making them act as well as react (Van Stee et al, 2012, p.1570). This 

is achieved by creating fictional situations and characters, which viewers can relate to and “root 

for” (ibid), but also by using well-liked celebrities and using personal pronouns (to connect). 

Similarly, the purpose of both PSAs and advertisement is to change attitudes and behaviours by, 

for example, enticing the target group(s) to buy a “new and improved” detergent and/or 

demonstrating the dangers of certain undesirable driving behaviour. For instance, the Emmy 

awarded campaign “Love Has No Labels”, promotes acceptance and inclusion (Stanley, 2016). 

This consists of a video of a live outdoor performance where individuals are placed in pairs 

behind an enormous X-ray screen. They interact by hugging, dancing, bowing to each other etc., 

and all the audience can see are skeletons performing these actions. The participants later come 

out from behind the screen to reveal themselves. Each pair is comprised of “opposites” or people 

that are different from each other in some aspect, such as old versus young, straight versus gay, 

                                                           
1
 The Smokey Bear campaign is the longest running campaign in U.S history, and has since 1944 

educated people about their role in preventing forest fires (Smokeybear.com, n.d). 
2
 The crime prevention campaign “Take a Bite out of Crime”, featuring McGruff  the Crime Dog, was 

introduced to Americans in the late 1970’s, and has since taught children, teenagers and adults about 

drugs and violence and how to contribute to safer and more caring communities (AdCouncil, n.d). 
3
 The shoe company Nike launched its “Just Do It” campaign in the late 1980’s, the main purpose of 

which was to increase Nike’s share of the American sport-shoe business (Sharkey, 2015). 
4
Old Spice, a brand of male grooming products, launched their “Smell like a man, man” campaign in 

2010 with the ambition to make Old Spice the top selling brand with men of all ages (D&AD, n.d.). 
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black versus white and Jew versus Hindu. The purpose of the campaign is to make people 

confront their prejudices (ibid).  

There are, however, also several differences between PSAs and advertisements, one of 

which relates to their different purposes. For instance, they often have different objectives. The 

main objective of PSAs is to be informative or educational and a PSA has no profit motive, while 

advertisements focus on selling a product or service, this contributing to the profitability of one 

or other commercial enterprise (Suggett, 2016). Also, PSAs usually aim for realism as research 

has proven that persuasion is enhanced when the audience believes that the scenarios presented 

are reasonable and realistic (Van Stee et al, 2012, p.1570). Conversely, in advertising, dream 

worlds and/or dream scenarios are often created to encourage the audience to buy a product or 

service. PSAs are often donated ad time as they are regarded as serving the public interest 

(Halbrooks, 2016), while advertisements have to buy their time slots. It is therefore common that 

PSAs are aired during weaker time slots, i.e. occasions where it is expected there will be fewer 

viewers and/or listeners, while advertisements receive more favourable time slots (ibid). In fact, 

many broadcasters do not air PSAs at all, as it is neither obligatory to do so, nor financially 

beneficial. Conversely, most broadcasters’ air advertisements as this is profitable (ibid). 

2.4 Humour 

Humour is difficult to define and measure, as it varies with individuals and cultures 

(Low, 2011, p.60). Since the time of Aristotle, attempts have been made to explain the 

origins, functions and importance of humour (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2004, p.147). 

Classical theories have been developed, often going under different names, but there are 

three theories that emerge regularly, namely relief theory, incongruity theory and 

superiority theory (ibid).  

According to relief theory, people need to laugh to release physiological tension. 

It is assumed that laughter and amusement result from nervous energy being released. 

Thus, in this view, the main function of humour is to reveal suppressed emotions and 

desires and to overcome social inhibitions. Relief theory is often used to explain humour 

that involves aggressive and/or sexual themes, with Sigmund Freud as one of the leading 

theorists in the field (ibid. p.147-148). Incongruity theory, however, claims that people 

laugh at unexpected occurrences that surprise them or something that, in a non-

threatening way, is odd (Meyer, 2000, p.313). A familiar pattern is violated, or some 
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deviation from the norm is noticed. That very difference, which is neither too shocking 

nor too banal, is what creates humour in the receiver’s mind (ibid). Unlike relief theory, 

which focuses on emotions, incongruity theory emphasizes cognition. Individuals must 

have an understanding of normal patterns of reality, possess the capacity to notice, 

comprehend and categorize incongruous changes to experience humour (ibid). 

Furthermore, according to the perspective of superiority theory, people laugh outwardly 

or inwardly because they need to feel superior to others or to experience triumph over 

them (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2004, p.148). Humour results from seeing oneself as 

superior, triumphant or right, while others are inferior, defeated or wrong (Meyer, 2000, 

p.315).  

There is no absolute consensus amongst humour theorists as to which of these 

theories is most viable. Originally, followers of one theory maintained that their theory 

could explain all humour satisfactorily. However, modern theorists usually regard these 

three theories as complementary and can recognise the benefits of using more than one 

theory (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2004, p.148). 

2.5 Ambiguity  

Ambiguity occurs when a word or phrase carries double or multiple meanings (Myers, 1994, 

p.208) and is defined by Empson as: “any verbal nuance, however slight, which gives room for 

alternative reactions to the same piece of language” (1949, p.1). As there have been a substantial 

number of studies in this area, such as Empson (1949), Kess and Hoppe (1981) and Oaks (2010), 

there are a number of different definitions of ambiguity. However, for the purposes of this paper, 

an additional definition by Empson will be used to explain it further: 

 

           “an indecision as to what you mean, an intention to mean several things, a probability that 

one or other or both of two things has been meant, and the fact that a statement has 

several meanings” (1949, p.5-6).  

 

In his work, Seven Types of Ambiguity, Empson analyses the language of poetry (1949). 

Three of those types are especially relevant to this essay and will therefore be explained briefly. 

Empson’s first type of ambiguity, the metaphor, is where one concept, on the basis of similarity, 

is used to describe another similar concept (Myers, 1994, p.125). For instance: “You are my 
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sunshine” (ibid.p.210), where the word “sunshine” is used to describe the feelings of happiness 

and warmth one individual can bring to another. In contrast, Empson’s third type of ambiguity, 

also known as the “pun” (see section 2.5.1), occurs “when two ideas, which are connected only 

by being both relevant in the context, can be given in one word simultaneously” (1949, p.102).  

Furthermore, when a statement says nothing, by contradiction, by tautology or by 

irrelevant statements, and the reader is forced to invent meaning(s) of her own, ambiguity of the 

sixth type is occurring (ibid.p.176). Empson uses the sentence: “Zuleika was not strictly 

beautiful”, as an example (ibid). The problem with this sentence is that the reader is not given a 

useful explanation of how Zuleika looks. “Not strictly beautiful” can be interpreted as “ugly” or 

“common-looking”. The interpretations are interchangeable, thus creating ambiguity. Similarly, 

another type of indeterminate use of meaning is vagueness, in which no distinct meaning can be 

determined, creating a vague quality to the word (Myers, 1994, p.67). This is a popular technique 

among advertisers and can be seen in phrases like "new and improved", without a description of 

what is new and improved about the product (ibid). Myers use a slogan from the brand Cinzano: 

“Vibrant, Rich, and Extremely Well-Balanced”, as an example to illustrate vagueness (ibid), as 

there are too many possible interpretations of these words to create one specific definition. 

 

2.5.1 Puns 

The pun is a humorous device based on wordplay and double or multiple meanings (Lems, 2013, 

p.26). Puns are often built on intentional ambiguity and constructed to achieve humorous effect 

(Alm-Arvius, 2003, p.148), and as a result of that they are sometimes considered as being “the 

lowest form of humour” (Lems, 2013, p.26). However, even if this linguistic device often elicits 

reactions such as groans and sighs, the process of decoding and understanding it demands 

sophisticated language knowledge as one must process its sound and meaning at least twice 

(ibid.p.27). Thus there are also those who value the pun highly, including the playwright and 

poet William Shakespeare, for instance, who used it frequently in his plays. His works are 

therefore often used to explain this linguistic device (Empson, 1949 and Alm-Arvius, 2003). 

There are several types of puns and different classifications have been formulated by 

different linguists (Myers, 1994, p.64). Lems classifies four categories of English puns; 

“soundalike puns”, “lookalike puns”, “close-sounding puns” and “texting puns” (2013, p.27-28). 

Soundalike puns, otherwise known as homophones, are words that are pronounced in the same 
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way (or in a very similar way), but are spelt differently and have different unrelated meanings 

(ibid. p.27). In the sentence “Seven days without water make one weak”, for example, the pun 

plays with the word “week” and the word “weak”, as they are homophones, and can thus change 

the meaning of the sentence (Alm-Arvius, 2003, p.146). There is also a play with the pronoun 

“one” and the number “one” (ibid). Alongside homophones there are homographs, which are 

words that are spelled the same, but are pronounced differently (Dubinsky and Holcomb, 2011, 

p.51). The pronunciation of the word “tears” is one such example, as it differs according to 

whether it is being used as a noun or a verb: “Whenever he makes a mistake, he tears another 

sheet of paper out of the notepad” and “Whenever he makes a mistake, he sheds a lot of tears” 

(ibid). Alm-Arvius stresses that homographs are better suited for written humour than verbal as 

the latter often relies on the phonological structure of words (2003, p.146). Homonyms, on the 

other hand, are words that have the same spelling and pronunciation as each other, but which 

have different and unrelated meanings (ibid.p.144). For example, regarding the noun “bank”, one 

meaning could be “the financial establishment”, and another “the sloping land bordering a river”. 

Sentences such as “I went to the bank” and “She found her wallet close to the bank” are thus 

ambiguous and need context to be resolved (ibid. p.144-145). 

The second type of English puns is the lookalike pun, and these are based on polysemy, 

i.e. words that have several related meanings (Dubinsky and Holcomb, 2011, p.51). The word 

“loud” can, for example, have multiple meanings, “Turn down the music, it’s too loud!” and 

“You can’t wear that tie, it’s too loud”. In the first sentence “loud” refers to “strongly audible”, 

meanwhile in the second sentence, where it also functions as a metaphor, means “obtrusive or 

over flashy” (ibid). According to Myers, polysemous words are commonly used in advertising 

puns due to their ability to create several possible interpretations and thus urges consumers to 

engage actively to decode and deconstruct the meanings (1994, p.66).  

The third type of English puns is close-sounding puns (Lems, 2013, p.28), also known as 

oronyms. These are words, usually a pair or more, which have similar sound patterns but 

different spellings and meanings (ibid). Oronyms can create confusion in speech in cases where 

it is hard to differentiate where one word ends and another one begins (O’Callaghan, 2011, 

p.799). This confusion can lead to misunderstandings. For instance, “mint spy” can be 

interpreted as “mince pie” or “Some others I’ve seen were plaid” can become “Some mothers 

I’ve seen wear plaid” (ibid). 
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The last type of Lems’s puns is the texting pun, which occur when one “use the sound 

and/or spelling of alphabet letters, numbers or symbols, or simplified spelling as a way to 

represent or 'spell' a word” (2013, p.28). An example of a texting pun might be writing “R U 

L8?” to ask the question “Are you late?” or “@tmosphere” for the word “atmosphere” (ibid). 

Lems claims that many pun jokes rely on, and can be found inside of, English idioms 

(ibid). This type of pun requires more effort to solve as it relies on the interpreter having a more 

advanced language and background knowledge, as well as exposure to English culture (ibid). As 

an example, a lookalike pun is present in the sentence: “Ben Franklin used to fly his kite in the 

storm because he got a charge out of it.” To “get a charge out of something” is an idiom, which 

means “to enjoy something very much.” This was originally an allusion to the time that 

Benjamin Franklin was struck by lightning (ibid. p.29). 

 

2.6 Pragmatic theories 

2.6.1 Gricean theory 

Grice claims that expressing and recognizing intentions is an essential feature of communication 

(verbal and non-verbal) (Wilson and Sperber, 2002a, p.249). That claim laid the foundations for 

an alternative to the classical code model, namely the inferential model of communication. 

According to the code model, communication is a process of encoding and decoding messages 

(ibid) whereas, according to the inferential model, a communicator provides evidence of what he 

intends to communicate. The audience then use their evidence to infer its meaning. 

Simultaneously, the audience will be processing the utterance against the expectations about the 

information they are about to receive, and then they will react to the information based on how 

they have interpreted the speakers intended meaning (Wearing, 2015, p.88). 

Grice claims that the audience’s interpretive inferences are guided by the co-operative 

principle, which asserts that communicators construct their conversational contributions to the 

ongoing conversation and its “accepted purpose or direction” (ibid). Working around this 

principle, Grice proposes a cluster of maxims, or “norms of conversation” as Fallis calls it (2012, 

p.565), that communicators are to observe for successful communication to occur. These maxims 

are as follows:  
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 Quantity, do not provide more or less information than required;  

 Quality, make your contribution as true as possible, do not say that which you do 

not believe to be true;  

 Relation, be relevant;  

 Manner, avoid obscurity and ambiguity and be brief and orderly (Cole and 

Morgan, 1975, p.45-46).                    

 

In everyday conversations, utterances often carry more information than is explicitly 

asserted. Implicature combines the words uttered with the context in which they are said (Bach, 

1999, p.327). Grice argues that there are two types of implicature, namely conventional and 

conversational. Conventional implicature involves using certain words, like conjunctions, that 

bear neither the truth nor falsity of what is said, but due to their conventional meanings, create 

implicatures (ibid. p.329). For example, uttering the sentence: “She is poor but she is honest”, the 

speaker does two things: 1) says that someone is poor and honest, 2) suggests that a contrast 

exists between poverty and honesty (or that the speaker himself thinks so) (ibid.p.330).  

Conversational implicature is recovered by assuming adherence to the four maxims, or 

recognizing flouting (the obvious and deliberate violation of one or more conversational 

maxims) (Cole and Morgan, 1975, p.49). Assuming that a speaker and listener are cooperating 

with the intention to be relevant, a speaker can imply a meaning, certain that a listener will 

understand. Thus, a possible conversational implicature of “It sure is cold in here” might be “I’m 

cold. Can you close the window?” as well as “There is a palpable tension in this room.” 

2.6.2 Relevance theory 

Relevance theory is a development and a later contradiction of Grice’s theories (Wearing, 2014, 

p.87). It aims to explain what is communicated beyond words that require supplemental 

contextual knowledge in order for the intended meaning to be recovered as efficiently as possible 

(ibid). The theory builds upon the definition of relevance and two principles: a cognitive 

principle (that humans have an innate disposition to track and attend to information that is most 

relevant to them) and a communication principle (that utterances are expected to provide optimal 

relevance) (Wilson and Sperber, 2002a, p.249). Wilson and Sperber define relevance as: “…any 

external stimulus or internal representation which provides an input to cognitive processes may 

be relevant to an individual at some time” (ibid. p.250). They agree with Grice about utterances 
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raising expectations of relevance. However, they question the need for maxims and the co-

operative principle (ibid.p.250-251), meaning that the search for relevance is a basic cognitive 

feature. They contend that the only maxim which should be considered is the maxim of relation 

(relevance), as all implicature is recovered through relevance (ibid). 

According to relevance theory, interpreting and understanding information conveyed 

through utterances depends on two interacting components: effect and effort. An input and/or 

representation will be more or less relevant depending on its effect and how much useful 

information the cognitive system can gain from the processing (Wearing, 2014, p.88). If an input 

contributes new (true) information and/or eases the update of false information already existing 

in the system, it creates a positive cognitive effect and only then is the input relevant for the 

individual (Wilson and Sperber, 2002a, p.251). Wearing states that the most important type of 

positive cognitive effect is the contextual implication, which is an implication that is derivable 

through processing the stimulus in conjunction with information about the context at hand (2014, 

p.88). For example, being told that dinner is ready might generally be good news. However, 

receiving such news five minutes before leaving for the cinema will not be as pleasing. One can 

infer that eating before leaving is an option, and miss out on the first part of the movie, or having 

to experience hunger for the duration of the movie. 

The effort required to interpret and understand inputs is the second factor in determining 

relevance. Individuals tend to spend as little effort as possible in understanding the message(s) 

while simultaneously trying to acquire as much effect as possible (van Mulken, van Hooft and 

Nederstigt, 2014, p.334). In other words, the greater effort (perception, memory and inference) 

the individual has to put in, the more effect they will acquire (ibid). Provided that more effect 

will be acquired, the individual is likely to spend more cognitive effort in the exchange for more 

information, but also for more pleasure (ibid). Van Mulken et al. claim that humorous effects, 

such as the satisfaction in solving incongruity, a pun or a visual metaphor, are worth the 

additional cognitive effort (2005, p.710). The individual experiences pleasure (chapter 2.2.2) by 

processing what at first seems as a complex message, and in the search for more amusing 

entertainment, the individual is presumably willing to devote some additional cognitive resources 

(ibid).  
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Linguistic approach 
This essay has a semantic and pragmatic approach on public service announcements and 

advertisements (with focus on linguistic devices that create humour). It covers the subject of 

semantics through ambiguity with regards to puns, (verbal and visual) metaphors, vagueness, 

homophones, homographs, homonyms, polysemes, oronyms and idioms, and other linguistic 

devices such as metonymy, hyperbole, sarcasm and irony. It also contains a section on 

pragmatics (which is somewhat smaller than the one on semantics) which covers: Grice’s 

maxims and the co-operative principle, relevance theory and implicatures. Additionally, there are 

also sections concerning the “mechanics” of advertising.  

3.2 Method 

In order to analyse the humour in PSAs, and to compare and contrast them with 

commercial advertisements, a total of six examples were selected. All were in English; 

three of these were PSAs and the other three were advertisements and all of durations 

between 15 and 60 seconds. The analysis will have regard to the internal meanings 

generated through word choice (semantics) and meanings derived externally by way of 

context (pragmatics).    

With regard to the selection of video commercials, the process involved the 

search engine Google and the video commercials were found on three different Internet 

sites, four of them on YouTube, one on Ad Forum and one on The National Archives 

(UK). The six of them were chosen because they are exemplars that contain a range of 

features which are commonly used in such commercials, and because of their use of 

humour as a stimulus. Furthermore, the “popularity” of the video commercials collected 

from YouTube, was taken into account. In other words, the number of viewings, upvotes 

and positive feedback from viewers were taken into consideration when choosing these 

(it was interpreted as indications that they successfully delivered their message(s) with 

humour.) 

When the process of collecting the primary data was completed, notes were taken 

on the context as made evident by the sets and/or locations, the actors, the events 

depicted and the words spoken (or in some cases, written). These were classified and the 

semantic, semiotic and pragmatic properties were identified so as to construct a detailed 
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hypothesis which explained their function, with particular emphasis on how the humour 

was generated and how it contributed to the core message(s) and their impact. This 

provided the research with the basis of the analysis in Chapter 4 (Data and Analysis), 

where the data will be presented further. For ease of comprehension, it will be divided 

into two sections: “PSA analyses” and “Advertisement analyses”. Also, the PSA analyses 

will be shown first, as they are the main focus. In each section, the video commercials 

will be thoroughly analysed, one at a time, in consideration of their semantic and 

pragmatic aspects. 

 

4. Data and Analysis 

4.1 Primary data 
Table 1 shows a detailed description of the PSAs and advertisements selected for the 

purposes of this study. 

Primary data 

Type Title Campaign 
Advertiser 

and/or agency 
Country Broadcasted 

PSA 
The Double 

Date 

Safety belt 

education 
Ad Council USA 1990 

PSA            - Anti-smoking 

Health 

Education 

Authority 

UK 1992-1994 

PSA The Interview 
Mental health 

(issues) 
- UK 2005 

  Advertisement 

 

 

Road Trip 

You’re Not 

You When 

You’re 

Hungry 

Snickers and 

AMV BBDO 
USA 2010 

Advertisement 
 

Train 

Irn-Bru gets 

you through 

Irn-Bru and 

Leith Agency 
UK 2015 

Advertisement 
Lookalikes: 

Posh 
Lookalikes 

Sara Lee and  

O'Shea and 

O'Brien Agency 

AUS 2016 
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4.2 PSA analyses  

4.2.1 Anti-smoking PSA  

The first PSA chosen is from the British anti-smoking campaign, which starred ex-smoker John 

Cleese (1992-1997). Cleese is depicted sitting at a desk in a study, talking directly into the 

camera about smoking. 

 

John Cleese: “Let me show you how much ash a twenty-a-day smoker makes.”  

John Cleese: “‘Course they’re not all cremated, I mean some of them are buried.” (The Monty 

Python Museum, 2008). 

 

“Let me show you how much ash a twenty-a-day smoker makes.” Cleese says, and pours ash 

from a container into an ashtray. The utterance seems straightforward, but there are elements of 

ambiguity present here. Firstly, the sentence is ingeniously worded as its meaning(s) depends on 

the verb “makes”. This verb can both be used as an active verb with an agent (e.g. she makes 

jam), but also as a verb of occurrence (e.g. mixed berries make a colourful snack). Thus, giving 

the word “makes” several possible interpretations. Secondly, “twenty-a-day” is a word that is 

associated with smoking and smoking’ habits, therefore these connotations makes it likely that 

we will interpret the sentence as meaning that Cleese will show the audience how much ash is 

produced from the cigarettes of a smoker smoking twenty cigarettes a day. One might not even 

consider other plausible interpretations. However, the meaning can also be literal, even though 

morbid, suggesting that he is referring to the amount of ash the body of a person who smokes 

twenty cigarettes per day produces when cremated. In that case, that would make the expression 

“twenty-a-day” a case of metonymy, the figure of speech in which a thing is referred to by means 

of referring to something related to it (Myers, 1994, p.210), as the cigarettes represent a whole 

person. 

In the second utterance: “‘Course they’re not all cremated, I mean some of them are 

buried.” the first half contains an implicature from which we infer that some are cremated.  

Relevance theory can then be applied to understand why they are cremated. There is an 

assumption of reader knowledge that it is routine for dead people to be cremated and so the 

referent “smoker” is the most likely candidate for the ash. Now, the second interpretation of the 

utterance is the more accessible one as we understand that Cleese meant what he said literally. 
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4.2.2 “The Interview”  

This British PSA is a parody of attitudes surrounding mental health issues. The scene depicts a 

young man attending a job interview. The interview begins with the interviewer expressing his 

satisfaction with the interviewee's skills and invites him to present any further information about 

himself that may be of relevance. The young man then reveals that he has a history of 

depression. The interviewer attempts to act unfazed, but his discomfort is visible in his body 

language and evident by the awkwardness in his verbal responses. 

 

Interviewer: “Well, you’ve certainly got the skills and if you join us, we’ll take those to the next 

level. Is there anything else you think I should know?” 

Interviewee: “Well, I should probably tell you that I have a history of depression but it’s nothing 

I…” 

Interviewer: “Oh! Good, good, excellent! Er, we’re ten floors up here. Is that going to be OK? 

Er, obviously we won’t sit you next to window. Er, but honestly, don’t worry, we’re all a bit mad 

here!” 

Interviewee: “It’s fine. I can cope with everything.” 

Interviewer: “I’ve actually got a nut allergy. Hmmmh! No nuts allowed in the building!… 

present company excepted, obviously…” 

Female voice: “This man has a problem, but he and many others like him can get help. For a 

better understanding of mental health issues, visit direct.gov.uk/mental health. 

(Nationalarchives.gov.uk, 2005) 

 

The second half of the first sentence: “…we’ll take those to the next level”, contains what 

Empson classifies as his first type of ambiguity: the metaphor, where one concept, on the basis of 

similarity, is used to describe another similar concept (Myers, 1994, p.125). To take something 

to the “next level” is a metaphor, which means to “further improve or develop something that is 

already successful” (Oxford Dictionary, 2016). This phrase is well-established and its 

metaphorical character might not be apparent to an audience. As an established metaphor, 

minimal processing effort is required to recover its meaning. However, visualizing this phrase, 

one might think of a lift leading to the next floor, or someone walking up a flight of stairs. 

The interviewer proceeds by asking: “Is there anything else you think I should know?” 

Here the modal verb “should” expresses obligation to share additional and relevant information 

(if having any). Thus, there are two possible outcomes, one: the young man answers “no”, as he 

has no more relevant information to share, and the interview comes to an end, or two: the man 
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says “yes” and proceeds to tell the interviewer new and relevant information. As each utterance 

raises expectations of relevance, according to Wilson and Sperber (2002a, p.249), it can be 

argued that the audience infers that this question is asked because it is relevant for the plot of the 

PSA, and thus that the young man probably has some new and “situation-altering” information to 

share with the interviewer. The young man takes the opportunity to make a personal disclosure 

and says: “I should probably tell you that I have a history of depression…” On one hand, the 

expectations of relevance are fulfilled but on the other, as one might not expect such a forthright 

answer; there is some deviation from the norm which creates an element of surprise.  

The interviewer, who does not seem to expect this answer, then says: “Oh! Good, good, 

excellent!” nods several times and lets out what may be interpreted as an awkward laugh. The 

utterance is hyperbolic due to the adjective “excellent” and it appears to be an exaggerated 

positive response to the new information which is at best neutral and, at worst, negative. 

However, there is also an implication that can be recovered through interpreting the interviewer’s 

body language in conjunction with the words he utters. The utterance is not ironic, but rather a 

hastily formulated answer out of fear and ignorance.  

He continues by uttering the suggestive sentences: “…we’re ten floors up here. Is that 

going to be OK?” and “…obviously we won’t sit you next to a window”, which all imply that the 

interviewer fears that the young man may be suicidal, and thus that he would be a risk at the 

workplace. In addition to those utterances, the interviewer can also be seen hiding a letter knife. 

According to relevance theory, this would be an act of ostensive-inferential communication by 

the writer of the advertisement to the audience (ibid. p.255). The purpose of an ostensive 

stimulus is to attract the audience’s attention, and attention to this stimulus will only be paid if it 

seems relevant enough (ibid). Thus, the act of hiding the knife is the ostensive-inferential 

communication. The message intended to be conveyed by inferencing was that the interviewer 

removed the knife out of concern that it posed a risk considering the information the candidate 

had just shared. 

The interviewer continues by saying: “…we’re all a bit mad here”, and this is 

immediately followed by a hand gesture and a weak laugh. By claiming that everyone in the 

office is "a bit mad", he is trying to make the candidate feel like he could be accepted. However, 

by associating the interviewee’s depression with madness, he simultaneously labels him a 

lunatic, and thus shows his ignorance of depression as he associates it with insanity. It could also 
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be argued that the word “mad” is ambiguous and a case of polysemy as it could have several 

meanings in this scenario. One possible interpretation being “mad” as in “mentally ill or unable 

to behave in a reasonable way”, and another is “extremely silly or stupid” (Cambridge 

Dictionary, 2016). Both interpretations fit the situation as it describes what the interviewer thinks 

about the interviewee (he is a lunatic) and how the interviewer presents himself (silly and 

stupid). The utterance might also be an allusion to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, which is 

a story that is known for exploring the themes of “madness” and “sanity”, where the iconic line 

is uttered by the Cheshire Cat: “We’re all mad here” (Carroll, 1988). 

 The word “nut” in the phrase “I’ve actually got a nut allergy” is polysemic ambiguity as 

it carries multiple meanings. One possible literal meaning is “an edible seed” and the figurative 

meaning, “a mentally unstable person”. By now, the theme of the PSA (mental health issues) is 

well known, and the second interpretation is the one most likely to be recovered, and hence the 

utterance becomes a metaphor. By saying that he has a nut allergy, the interviewer again implies 

that the young man is mentally unstable, but he also makes available an interpretation that he 

does not want to be near him, not now, and not later as a future employee. This is implied by the 

word “allergy”, as allergies tend to be something that one avoids coming in contact with, and 

most certainly not something that one wants to surround oneself with. He further implies this by 

saying: “No nuts allowed in the building”. As “nut” refers to the young man, the utterance could 

be interpreted as “you are not welcome here”. He then adds: “…present company excepted”, 

which carries the implication that the candidate is a “nut”, but one that will be an exception from 

the general rule (no “nuts” allowed). 

When a female voice sounds, she refers to “this man”, “he” and “him” and that this 

certain man has “a problem”. These are vague words which makes the utterance ambiguous. The 

ambiguity of "this man" and the anaphoric "he" and "him" depend on the fact there are two 

possible referents, the candidate and the interviewer, and that this is exploited. Also, the word 

“problem” is vague and could refer to the interviewee and his former mental health issues, as 

well as the interviewer’s narrow-mindedness about mental health issues. However, when she 

utters the second sentence “For a better understanding of mental health issues, visit…” it clarifies 

that it is the interviewer that has “the problem” and that he needs to educate himself. This 

vagueness and ambiguity is deliberate and generates an element of surprise which will, it is 

hoped, keep the viewer curious enough to watch the whole PSA (to solve the riddles). 
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4.2.3 “The Double Date” 

This PSA is from a long-running safety belt education campaign. It relies upon a great many 

semantic and pragmatic aspects. The scene depicts the inside of a car. The crash test dummies 

Larry, Vince, Darleen and Janet are on a double date, and no one is wearing their safety belt.   

 

Larry: “Gosh, Darleen, it sure is amazing how much we have in common.”   

Darleen: “I know, Larry. We both love three car pile-ups, we both were built in Buffalo…” 

Larry: “…and we both know wearing safety belts helps save thousands of lives.” 

Vince: “Yeah, this is fascinating.” 

Larry: “Don’t mind Vince. He’s getting over a bad break-up.” 

Darleen: “I know. Janet’s picking up the pieces too.” 

Janet: “They’re in here.”  

Larry: “I wish they understood it’s all worth it to get people to buckle up.” 

Vince: “Hey, lacerated love birds. I sense a major crush.” 

Text appears: “YOU COULD LEARN A LOT FROM A DUMMY. BUCKLE YOUR 

SAFETY BELT.”  

Janet: “Talk about head over heels…” (Ad Council, 2011) 

 

It is likely that all four names are carefully chosen and carry some associative meaning; however, 

the most relevant to this analysis seems to be the name Darleen. The pronunciation of her name 

is similar to the American pronunciation of the noun “darling”, which means “someone that is 

dearly beloved”. Also, attributes associated with a “darling” are usually positive ones, such as 

the adjectives “charming” and “cute”. Thus, by choosing the name “Darleen”, Ad Council has 

personified the doll, and given her the role as the love interest.  

The PSA begins with Larry and Darleen talking about what they have in common. The 

first half of this utterance might seem ironic to the viewer, as Darleen express their mutual love 

for vehicle collisions (involving three cars specifically). Car collisions are in general perceived 

as something negative as people can be seriously injured or killed. However, the second part of 

the utterance, the verb “built” stress the fact that the dolls are non-living objects, which 

dehumanizes them, diminishing the force of the utterance. Thus, a familiar pattern is violated 

(describing car pile-ups as something positive) and humour is created by irony and incongruity. 

Vince interrupts the pair of lovers by leaping up from the backseat, saying: “Yeah, this is 

fascinating”, in a sarcastic tone. There is ambiguity to this utterance as it hinges on the 

demonstrative pronoun “this”. Vince could be referring to the details that Larry and Darleen are 
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sharing about their relationship, and his disinterest on that subject, but he could also be referring 

to Larry’s utterance about saving lives by wearing safety belts. Either way, the audience can 

infer that Vince is troubled by something.  

Larry then excuses Vince’s rude behaviour to Darleen, and explains that his friend is 

“getting over a bad break-up”. The basic meaning of the phrasal verb “break-up” is to end a 

relationship. However, as Vince is seen literally attaching his right hand to his wrist, the viewer 

becomes aware of the utterance being meant literally. Thus, the contextual meaning of the 

utterance differs from the basic meaning, and it can be concluded that the word “break-up” is 

being used metaphorically here. Also, the action of Vince attaching his hand is a visual 

metaphor, which works in conjunction with the verbal metaphor of “breaking-up”, creating 

analogy between them. Similarly, Darleen points out that her friend Janet is “picking up the 

pieces too”. To “pick up the pieces” is a common expression, which usually refers to the process 

of figuratively “restoring one’s life after a shock or disaster” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2016), which 

here could suggest that Janet is heartbroken. According to relevance theory, hearers tend to 

search for optimal relevance and often stop searching when they find an interpretation that 

satisfies them (Wilson and Sperber, 2002a, p.259). It is therefore likely that the viewer would 

only consider this interpretation (Janet is heartbroken), as the most plausible one and that no 

further interpretations are needed. However, when the camera pans over to Janet as she is 

picking up her detached arm from a box in the backseat, and she says: “They’re in here” (her 

pieces), the viewer is presented with an alternative meaning which equates to a literal 

interpretation.  

As a reaction to Janet and Vince’s obvious dissatisfaction with the situation, the 

somewhat concerned Larry says: “I wish they understood it’s all worth it to get people to buckle 

up.” The pronoun “they” here refers to his two friends, as they are the ones that have been 

complaining and/or gotten hurt. The referents of the noun “people” also seem rather 

straightforward, partly due to the generic use of the word and its ability to include all those that 

watch the PSA that consider themselves belonging to that category. Additionally, due to the 

contrast that is created by the words “they” and “people”, a distinction is generated between the 

dolls and the human viewers. This, in conjunction with the expression “buckle up”, which is an 

idiom that means to fasten ones safety belt, makes it clear that the dolls are teaching and/or 

reminding people to wear safety belts. 
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However, the utterance also carries ambiguity, due to the vague word “it”, which is not as 

easily defined as it here presents multiple plausible interpretations. Applying relevance theory to 

the utterance can, however, provide clarity. Firstly, the context: four crash test dolls are in a 

moving car, on what here is called “a double date”. Neither of them is wearing their safety belt. 

Two of them have lost limbs and are now expressing feelings of anger and discomfort; 

meanwhile the other two are talking with excitement and pride about crashed cars and helping 

others realise the importance of using safety belts. Secondly, the unfastened belts could, 

according to relevance theory, be interpreted as a stimulus. Interpreting that stimulus in 

conjunction with the context offers the interpretation that these dummies have been in vehicle 

collisions before, without their safety belts fastened, to show people the dangerous outcomes. 

Larry and Darleen take pride in their work, but Janet and Vince are frustrated and tired of it. This 

interpretation could then suggest that “double date” is actually a metaphor for the crash test, as 

they are having “a meeting” with the wall, rather than having a pleasant time with their friends. 

“Lacerated love birds” are words which are not collocates, i.e. they are probably seldom 

put together in a sentence. “Lacerate”, which means “to cut” (usually human flesh or skin), and 

the idiom “lovebirds”, which means “two people who are obviously very much in love” 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2017), creates an unexpected combination, making it fresh, funny and 

alliterative. Vincent continues by saying: “I sense a major crush”, foreshadowing what is about 

to happen. The utterance hinges on the words “sense” and “crush”, which provides the utterance 

with multiple plausible meanings. For a brief moment, one probably only considers the meaning 

of “crush” as the noun with the figurative meaning, “infatuation”, referring to Larry and Darleen. 

However, a few seconds later the car crashes into a wall, damaging the front of the vehicle badly, 

and suddenly the word verb “crush”, as in “pressing something very hard so that it is broken or 

its shape is destroyed”, seems more appropriate (Cambridge Dictionary, 2016). Thus, once more, 

a metaphorical utterance has been supported visually. 

The sentence “You could learn a lot from a dummy. Buckle your safety belt.” is an 

ingeniously worded tagline as it is sharp enough to promote action, yet vague enough to avoid 

offence. The word “dummy” is a case of polysemy as it carries two meanings. One meaning is “a 

large model of a human” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2017), in this case crash test dolls, and a 

second meaning is “a stupid person”. Then using the pronoun “you” works well here as it both 

targets the single individual, yet reaches the generic “you” of the public. To learn from a dummy, 
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either a doll or a stupid person, the implication is made that the viewer is less intelligent than it is 

(that is, if the viewer omits to buckle their seatbelt).  

Furthermore, when the car has crashed into the wall and all four dummies are piled up on 

the hood, Janet is holding one of her legs in her hand and says: “Talk about head over heels”. 

“Head over heels” is another well-known expression, which carries multiple meanings. 

Nowadays the phrase is most often used as part of “head over heels in love” (Martin, 2017), 

describing a state of serious infatuation, which is a metaphor for how quickly and carelessly 

humans can enter such state. This interpretation would suggest that Janet is referring to Larry and 

Darleen’s relationship. A second interpretation of the expression is its original meaning, which 

exclusively refers to “temporarily being the wrong way up”, as in doing a somersault or a 

cartwheel (ibid). The expression makes no literal sense though, as the head usually is over the 

heels. Thus, it can be argued that it is a metaphor for (someone) “taking a tumble”, which is what 

Janet and her friends have done (visual metaphor).  

 

4.3 Advertisement analyses  

4.3.1 “Train”  

This is an advertisement for the fizzy drink Irn-Bru. The scene depicts the inside of a train 

carriage and a train bathroom. The sliding toilet door opens as a shocked young man sits on the 

porcelain unit. A female drink attendant and two other women are looking at him as he tries to 

close the door, but fails and falls to the floor. The drink attendant hands him an Irn-Bru. 

Female drink attendant:  “Bottoms up, son.”   

Young man: “Ladies!”  

Cyclist: “Can you tell me where I can park my bike?”  

Young man: “Crack on!” 

Text appears: “IRN-BRU Gets You Through.” (irnbru, 2015) 

 

The first utterance: “Bottoms up, son” have multiple meanings. The phrase “Bottoms up” is an 

idiomatic drinking expression akin to “cheers!”, which means to consume the contents of a glass 

by literally tilting the bottom of it upward until empty (Urban Dictionary, 2016). As the man is 

handed a beverage, it makes sense that the utterance could be interpreted figuratively. However, 

there are a couple of literal meanings that also make sense and that create some humour here. For 
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instance, the word “bottoms” is also the plural of the body part “bottom”, as in “bum; the part of 

the body that you sit on” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2016). The young man stands on all fours on 

the floor with his buttocks bared, similarly to how an empty glass exposes its bottom when 

emptied. Furthermore, “bottoms” can also refer to “trousers", which could make sense in this 

scenario as the utterance then could be interpreted as something like “pull your pants up”. 

According to Lems, this would be a lookalike pun, as the utterance has multiple meanings that 

are based on a word with several related meanings (2013, p.27). 

After having taken his first sip of the Irn-Bru, the young man winks at the three women 

present and confidently says “Ladies!” This may be interpreted as an allusion to the former 

Celtic star Frank McAvennie (O'Hare, 2016), who off-court is known for his philandering ways, 

and his fondness of alcohol (Campbell, 2000). A cyclist then enters the shot, and asks the drink 

attendant: “Can you tell me where I can park my bike?” This is also a reference, but to Billy 

Connolly's debut that he made on BBC's Parkinson show in 1975 (ibid). He made a joke about a 

man killing his wife, burying her “bottoms up” in their garden, and then using her buttocks for a 

bike rack (like the ones made out of concrete with a slot in it).  

The young man looks frightened at first but, after taking another sip of the Irn-Bru, says: 

“Crack-on!” smiles and nods. Although not explicitly expressed, one can, through an 

understanding of ambiguity and implicature, recover more meaning from this utterance. The 

phrasal verb “crack-on” is British slang which is defined as “proceed or progress quickly” 

(Oxford Dictionaries, 2016). Also, the word “crack” is slang for “butt crack”; “the cleft between 

the buttocks” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2016), and thus this utterance is a case of homonymic 

ambiguity, as the young man lies there with his “crack” exposed. Hence, a possible implicature 

of “crack-on!” could be that the cyclist is allowed to park his bike in the butt crack of the young 

man (the utterance can, in combination with the smile and nod, be interpreted as consent). 

Similarly, the slogan “IRN-BRU Gets You Through” also carries multiple meanings. “To 

get through” is an idiom and a phrasal verb, with suggested explanations like: “to survive 

through some ordeal”, “to succeed in making contact” and “to successfully convey a message” 

(Idioms4you, 2016). This polysemic ambiguity serves the slogan as it contains many 

connotations which contribute to a perception of the fizzy drink as something positive and 

versatile. Also, it can contribute to a possible implicature being that the audience needs Irn-Bru 

to succeed and survive ordeals in their everyday lives. The slogan appears at the end of the 
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advert in a close-up of the automatic doors, where two cans of Irn-Bru prevent them from 

closing. Not only does this fizzy drink figuratively get people through life, but in this case it does 

so in a literal sense as well. Thus it is an example of an extended metaphor, i.e. of doors opening 

and closing, having a parallel with life's opportunities, and in this case it is depicted visually. 

Using the pronoun “you” in this manner has practical advantages for the advertiser as 

they cannot know exactly with whom they are communicating, but by using the generic “you”, 

they include all those who observe the advertisement (Myers, 1994, p.79). It can also be 

interpreted as the second person pronoun “you”, that targets particular individuals and creates a 

“one-to-one” relationship (ibid). Thus, in this instance, Irn-Bru’s slogan targets individuals as 

well as the broader public. It can therefore be argued that it functions as a stimulus under 

relevance theory as, in an environment of competing stimuli, the advertiser want to make sure 

that their information feels relevant to the receiver (Sperber and Wilson, 2002a, p.252). 

4.3.2 “Lookalikes: Posh”  

This is an Australian advertisement from a campaign for Sara Lee cheesecakes. The scene 

depicts a dining room where lookalike actors are present and portray the celebrities Tom Cruise, 

Victoria Beckham, Ricky Gervais, Barack Obama and Taylor Swift. They are served Sara Lee 

cheesecakes by an actor who is a Bono lookalike. 

Bono lookalike: “Tadaaa! Oh, you gotta’ try these Sara Lee incredibly crunchy cheesecakes.”  

Obama lookalike: “Ohh, yummy!” 

Victoria Beckham lookalike: “Posh cake.” 

Ricky Gervais lookalike: “We are gonna’ eat these with or without you.” 

Male voice: “Skimp on your celebrity endorsement, but never skimp on dessert.” 

Text: Incredibly easy to justify. (AdForum.com, 2016) 

 

The Bono lookalike begins by describing the cakes as “incredibly crunchy”. The degree adverb 

“incredibly” means that something is so extraordinary that it is hard to believe that it is true. It 

seems highly unlikely that a cake can live up to such a bold claim, and thus this is a case of 

hyperbole. The phrase “crunchy cheesecakes”, though short, contains a significant amount of 

information about the qualities of the cakes. Firstly, the adjective “crunchy”, which means 

“crisp” or” brittle”, provides information about the texture of the cakes. Secondly, the words 

“crunchy” and “cheesecake” carry connotations. For instance, connotations of “crunchy” would 

likely include a perfect consistency whereby the experience of chewing the food would be 
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pleasant. The connotations of the word “cheesecake” could include it feeling chilled, silkiness 

and smoothness in the mouth, and mildness or sharpness of flavour, depending upon the hearer’s 

memory of previously tasting this food type. So, even as the information of the actual taste is 

sparse, the advertiser has told the viewer a great deal about the cake due to the choice of words. 

However, as this is an advertisement about desserts, it is natural that the audience expects more 

information, and explicit information, about the available flavours. Thus, the search of maximal 

relevance is fulfilled at the end of the advertisement, as the four different flavours of cheesecake 

are presented, arranged in a neat row, with a picture and text corresponding to their content.  

The Victoria Beckham lookalike receives her slice of cake, and says: “Posh cake”. The 

literal meaning of “posh” is “chic”, “luxurious” and/or “elegant”, but it is also the chosen 

sobriquet applied to and adopted by Beckham during her days as a member of the pop group 

Spice Girls. The punning word used here is a polyseme, since the word “posh” is both spelled 

and pronounced the same but has two different, but related, meanings. Thus, the utterance can be 

interpreted as the cake being luxurious and chic, but also that it is “Posh’s” cake, her cake. Both 

meanings are possible and relevant. Also, there is some irony to this advertisement as Beckham 

is known for being extremely thin and weight conscious (News.bbc.co.uk, 2001). Thus, one 

possible intended interpretation might be that even Beckham, who is known for maintaining her 

lean figure, is unable to resist Sara Lee cheesecakes. 

When the Ricky Gervais lookalike receives a slice of cake, he says: “We are gonna’ eat 

these with or without you.” This utterance contains a joke that relies on the audience’s 

understanding of the utterance’s literal meaning, as well as the allusion it contains. As the Bono 

lookalike is serving cake to the other celebrity lookalikes, he has not had the opportunity to sit 

down and take a piece for himself. The literal meaning, of the utterance could therefore be: “we 

are going to eat our pieces of cake right away, whether you are having a slice or not”. However, 

the utterance also alludes to the famous U2 song entitled “With or without you”, which is a 

reference as Bono is the front man of that band. For this meaning to be recovered, one must be 

able to access the requisite encyclopaedic knowledge, which is knowledge that is not 

immediately relevant to linguistic structure, associated with the phrase (Wilson and Sperber, 

2002a, p.266). Thus, the literal meaning of the phrase works by itself, but the joke is lost if one is 

not aware of that connection. 
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At the very end of the commercial, there is a contextual implication (stimulus + context) 

to be recovered in the utterance: “Skimp on your celebrity endorsement, but never skimp on 

dessert”, which is that the brand has skimped on celebrity endorsement by using lookalikes 

instead of the real celebrities, to make the point that there are some pleasures, dessert in 

particular, that should not be skimped on. The utterance is accompanied by the tagline: 

“Incredibly easy to justify”, in written form. This phrase is hyperbolic, as the advertisers again 

use the adverb “incredibly”. It also suggests that there is something that needs to be justified. The 

audience can recognise the notion that the intake of sugary delights and the act of indulging in 

luxury often needs to be justified (in society), thus a possible intended interpretation could be 

that these cheesecakes are so delicious that finding reasons or excuses to eat them are easy, and 

worth it. Furthermore, it could also be an allusion to the Biblical notion of sin, the sin of gluttony 

in this instance, with the cakes representing the pleasures of the flesh. The advertisement justifies 

gluttony, and thus justifies sin. 

4.3.3”Road Trip”  

This is an advertisement from the Snickers campaign “You’re Not You When You’re Hungry”. 

The scene depicts four individuals taking a road trip on a hot day.  

 

Aretha Franklin: “Can we turn the AC up? I’m dying back here.” 

Passenger nr 1: “It’s on. Can’t you feel it?” 

Aretha Franklin: “Can you feel that?” 

Passenger nr 2: “Oooh.” 

Passenger nr 3: “Jeff, eat a Snickers. Please.” 

Aretha Franklin: “Why?”  

Passenger nr 3: “Every time you get hungry you turn into a diva. Just eat it so we can all coexist 

in here.” 

Aretha Franklin: “Oooh, I turn into a diva.” 

Driver: “Mmmhmm.” 

Passenger 2: “Put it in your system, cranky pants.” 

Aretha Franklin: “Ok.”  

Driver: “Thank you.” 

Passenger nr 3: “Better?” 

Jeff: “Better.” 

Liza Minnelli: “Will you get your knees out of the back of my seat?” 

Jeff: “Oooh.” 

Male voice: “You’re not you when you’re hungry.” 

Male voice: “Snickers satisfies.” (tototoo2u, 2010) 
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The advertisement begins with Franklin complaining about the heat, asking the passenger in the 

front seat to turn the air-conditioner up, and that she is “dying” in the backseat. This utterance is 

hyperbolic as it exaggerates and emphasizes that Franklin is, in fact, very warm and fatigued. 

She is not, however, depicted as literally dying. The friend in the front seat then assures Franklin 

that the air-conditioner is turned on (full speed), and answers, in an annoyed tone: “It’s on. Can’t 

you feel it?” The phrase “it’s on” is also slang of “a new competition or argument beginning or 

of an existing competition or argument, intensifying” (Onlineslangdictionary.com, n.d.). It can 

thus be argued that it is implied that the friends have already been arguing about the heat and the 

AC, prior to the scene that is depicted at the moment, and/or that the argument is about to 

intensify. Obviously unhappy with the answer (or how it was delivered perhaps) Franklin retorts 

with: “Can you feel that?” and hits the friend in the face. 

Franklin is then asked to consume a Snickers bar: “Jeff, eat a Snickers. Please”. This 

utterance contains implications that are vital for the message(s) of this advertisement. Firstly, he 

implies that by consuming the candy bar, his friend’s mood will improve, and secondly, calling 

Franklin “Jeff” reveals that there is more to her character than what meets the eye. Asking for an 

explanation as to why Franklin should consume the candy bar, the same friend replies: “Every 

time you get hungry you turn into a diva”. The utterance carries ambiguity due to the phrasal 

verb “turn into” and the word “diva”. There are two distinct meanings of the phrasal verb “turn 

into”; the figurative meaning is “to become something” as in “Our dream wedding turned into a 

nightmare”, and the second is “turn somebody into something” as in “The prince was turned into 

a frog by an evil witch” (Oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com, n.d.). In this instance, the latter 

interpretation appears to be the intended one as one of the passengers literally has turned into 

another human being (Franklin) when he or she experienced the sensations of hunger and 

fatigue. The word “diva” can then either describe someone who is “a self-important person who 

is temperamental and difficult to please” or “a famous female singer” (Oxford Dictionaries, 

2017). In this instance, both interpretations are applicable as Franklin is a famous singer, and is 

depicted as being temperamental. Thus, the utterance “Every time you get hungry you turn into a 

diva” is a metaphor for behaving badly due to hunger and/or fatigue.  

The same friend continues: “Just eat it so we can all coexist in here”, “it” referring to the 

Snickers bar. The audience can then infer that by consuming this Snickers bar, “Franklin” will 
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feel better, but also that she might turn back to his or her normal self, and by extension, that 

eating any Snickers bar can help others (the viewers) with similar issues and/or in similar 

situations. The passenger in the front seat adds: “Put it in your system, cranky pants”, urging 

Franklin to consume the candy bar. “Cranky pants” is a metaphorical expression for a person 

who is irritable. It can also be argued that it is a case of metonymy as the “pants” represent a 

whole person. It becomes evident that Franklin is presented as an archetype, representative of a 

young man in need of an energy boost, as after having one bite of the Snickers bar, he is 

transformed back to his true self: Jeff. Similarly, the passenger in the front seat has now been 

replaced by the actress and singer Liza Minnelli, who angrily says: “Will you get your knees out 

of the back of my seat?” The audience can then infer that the passenger (who is now Minnelli) 

has exhausted his supply of energy, turned into a diva because of that, and needs a Snickers bar 

to return to his normal state. Thus, Minnelli is presented as the archetypical “diva”. 

The tagline “You’re not you when you’re hungry” contains the contradictory phrase “you 

are not you”. This is an oxymoron, the figure of speech in which two contrasting ideas are joined 

to create an effect (Literary Devices, 2015). The utterance provides a literal as well as 

metaphorical meaning, both which are relevant to the situation. As a metaphor, the utterance 

suggests that one behaves differently than one usually does when one is hungry. The literal 

meaning hinges on the pronoun “you” and its suggested referents. All three occurrences of the 

pronoun refer to the “you” as in the specific individual (the viewer). However, the second 

occurrence of the pronoun works in conjunction with the adverb “not”, creating a negation, and 

thus making it “not you” (not the viewer), referring to “someone else”. This provides the literal 

meaning that you (the viewer) are someone else (Franklin for example) when you are hungry. 

Also, as this utterance, and similar utterances, already have been depicted literally (the depiction 

of the men turning into Franklin and Minnelli), the literal meaning becomes the more dominant 

one and the famous singers functioning in the advertisement in a similar way to visual 

metaphors. 

The advertisement then ends with the phrase, “Snickers satisfies”, with a close-up image 

of a Snickers bar being cut in half, revealing its appetizing inside. The verb “satisfies” which 

means “to please someone by providing them with what they want and/or need”, works in 

conjunction with the product name, making the claim that the Snickers bar pleases the consumer 

and provides them with what they want and need. Also, as it follows the utterance “You’re not 
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you when you’re hungry”, it implies that the Snickers bar is the solution to that problem, and that 

it will not only satisfy, but that people behave out of character and become less efficient, 

reasonable or congenial when they are running low on energy. The men thereby begin to behave 

as stereotypical “divas” until such time that they are re-energised, and the necessary energy is 

supplied by Snickers bars.  

5. Discussion 
The aims of this study are to determine what English semantic and pragmatic devices are 

used in order to create humour in public service announcements, and how they are similar 

and/or different to the linguistic devices used in humorous advertisements. An attempt 

will also be made to establish what the use of humour contributes in terms of making 

PSAs, and their core messages, memorable and thus effective. 

The data collected for this study is somewhat limited in regards to quantity as 

there are only six video commercials analysed. This makes it possible, however, to 

analyse them more thoroughly than if there were more, and thus provides a more accurate 

and complete understanding of each and every one of them. This study can provide some 

insights on the subject and can serve as a basis for further research. With those limitations 

in mind, there appears to be similar linguistic techniques used in these video commercials 

to create humorous content. As for the semantic devices used, all video commercials 

seem to rely heavily on double or multiple meaning(s) of words, phrases or sentences. 

This ambiguity provides the viewers with two or multiple potential meanings, one of 

which is naturally chosen as the most rational interpretation. The producer is, however, 

deceiving the viewer as further content renders the first interpretation invalid and another 

emerges. Furthermore, this study has indicated that polysemy is the most commonly 

occurring type of ambiguity in these video commercials. The reason for that can be 

connected to Myers’s claim in chapter 2.5.1, where he argues that polysemous words 

have the ability to create several possible interpretations and thus consumers are urged to 

engage actively to decode and deconstruct the meanings (1994, p.66). 

Wearing (chapter 2.6.2) states that relevance theory aims to explain what is 

communicated beyond words that require supplemental contextual knowledge in order 

for the intended meaning to be recovered as efficiently as possible (2014, p.87). That can 
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be connected to these video commercials as the additional meaning(s) of a word, phrase 

or sentence often seem to rely on pragmatic aspects, i.e. the underlying meaning(s) 

frequently appear to be affected by context, body language (or other stimuli) and the 

search for optimal relevance. It is thus possible that the inclusion of such pragmatic 

aspects in these video commercials is motivated by their abilities to aid the viewers in 

decoding and understanding the additional meaning(s). 

The three PSAs analysed in the previous chapter contain a range of semantic and 

pragmatic devices that contribute to making the content humorous. Ambiguity appears in 

the forms of written and/or spoken metaphors, visual metaphors, puns, idioms, 

vagueness, polysemy, homonymy, sarcasm and irony. There are also other semantic 

devices used for that purpose, but that do not depend on ambiguity, such as metonymy 

and hyperbole. Also, the three PSAs all contain implicatures (of some sort) that are 

recovered (or not) in conjunction with context, i.e. body language, linguistic context, and 

the search for optimal relevance. Often, a visual stimulus is provided, further aiding the 

process of decoding the message(s), such as an ostensive stimulus or a visual metaphor. 

However, semantic and pragmatic knowledge needs to be combined for the viewer to be 

able to create a coherent account of the video commercials. 

In terms of semantic aspects, this study indicates that ambiguity is one of the most 

common linguistic devices used in these video commercials. As discussed previously in 

this chapter, ambiguity can include a number of linguistic aspects, such as vagueness and 

puns etc. However, it quickly became apparent in the research that the most common type 

that both PSAs and advertisements appear to use frequently was polysemy. The constant 

and intentional use of this device is probably due to its ability to invite two or more 

interpretations, which makes it possible to add additional meanings to messages. 

Polysemy impels the viewer to engage actively to decode and deconstruct the meanings. 

Another common feature present in the majority of these video commercials is the use of 

the pronoun “you”, which both referred to the generic use of the word as well as the 

personal. A reason for this could be that producers of both PSAs and advertisements seek 

to encourage the viewer to perceive the message as being directed at them, without 

blatantly singling them out, with the risk of them feeling pressured to act.  
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From the perspective of pragmatics, it seems as the producers of the video 

commercials expect that viewers will adhere to the Cognitive Principle (that humans are 

wired to track and attend to information that is most relevant to them) and the 

Communication Principle (that utterances are expected to provide optimal relevance) 

(Wilson and Sperber, 2002a, p.249). Both the PSAs and advertisements contain scenes 

where the search for relevance and/or optimal relevance aid the viewer in interpreting the 

utterance(s), most often correctly, but there are also occasions where the utterances might 

provide one or multiple potential meanings, and where the most plausible option turns out 

to be incorrect (leading to incongruity). 

With regard to the semantic and pragmatic differences between the PSAs and 

advertisements, there are quite a few of these. The advertisements appear to contain more 

instances of hyperbole than the PSAs. This might be due to the differences in their main 

objectives (priorities), as advertisements strive to sell and/or promote a product or 

service, while PSAs aim to educate and inform (non-profit) their target group(s). 

Hyperbole is thus a fitting device for advertisements as it exaggerates and highlights the 

favourable aspects about the product and/or service. However, the core issue(s) and 

message(s) brought forth and depicted in PSAs are most often of the serious sort, and 

thus hyperbole is seldom needed. Also, viewers might find it excessive and tasteless if 

PSAs were to use this device to the same extent as advertisements.  

With regard to metaphors, the research indicates that, while they are present in 

PSAs and advertisements, they occur somewhat more often in the former. Both PSAs and 

advertisements can benefit from utilizing this device as the metaphor is capable of 

delivering a message which is essentially abstract in a way that is concise, but is also 

powerful, making an immediate impact on the receiver. However, PSAs often have more 

complex messages to deliver, and they can often be quite information dense. Therefore 

one reason for this difference might be that in order to include the necessary information, 

producers of PSAs need to compress the content somehow, and thus the device of 

metaphor is useful. Another plausible explanation could be that the high usage of 

metaphors depends upon the device’s ability to disguise and deliver serious (and 

sometimes sombre) message(s) in a lighter manner. 
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Varying degrees of intentional vagueness can also be found in all three PSAs 

(however, only sparingly in one of them), whereas the device is not utilized to the same 

extent (besides the common use of the generic pronoun "you") in the advertisements. 

There are a few feasible explanations for this. One of these is that vagueness can intrigue 

the receiver and, ideally, inspire within them a desire to watch the whole PSA, to be able 

to answer any potential questions (to solve the riddles) and understand the video 

commercial fully. Also, PSAs are usually longer in duration than advertisements, thus 

providing producers more scope to convey different meanings and possibilities for 

multiple interpretations, allowing certain matters to be vague at first to be explained at a 

later point. Furthermore, Myers claims (chapter 2.5) that choosing vague words that offer 

multiple possible interpretations (where specific definitions are harder to make) is a quite 

common technique which is often utilized by advertisers (1994, p.67). However, if they 

are too vague, this can also hinder the process of decoding and understanding the content, 

and/or risk the reaction to the video commercial being indifference. In other words, these 

advertisements might use the device sparingly to avoid the result of their content 

becoming overlooked and/or being misunderstood. 

Allusions (indirect mentions) and references (direct mentions) can be found in the 

advertisements, but they are less prominent in the PSAs. Allusions and references both 

depend upon the viewer’s encyclopaedic knowledge (knowledge that is not immediately 

relevant to linguistic structure associated with the phrase), and are useful in that they can 

provide helpful context in a short span of time, i.e. adding extra layers of meaning with 

fewer words. The advertisements appear to contain allusions and references that are 

mostly directed to adults (and to those that have a cultural connection to the content even 

more so), such as the allusion to the Bible (e.g. sin), in Lookalikes and the references to 

the 1980’s football star Frank McAvennie and Billy Connelly’s bold bicycle joke from 

the 1970’s in Train. It is more likely that an adult would recover this additional meaning 

which might be inappropriate and/or irrelevant to children. However, these video 

commercials are humorous and informative without understanding the additional 

meaning(s), and can thus be appealing to children as well. By using these direct and 

indirect mentions, the advertisements can appeal to young viewers as well as to a more 

mature audience. The three PSAs analysed above are not, however, directed towards 
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children (although one is directed towards a young audience as well as a mature one), and 

their content is thus more oriented towards adults to begin with, not having the same need 

to be covert and to conceal the content. Also, engaging the viewer(s) in a process of 

making the connections provided by references and allusions (solving the riddles) can 

result in more enjoyment of the video commercial and a positive view of brand and/or 

producer, which is particularly desirable for advertisers. 

This study has revealed the presence of incongruity to a greater extent in PSAs 

than in advertisements. Incongruity occurs when people laugh at unexpected occurrences 

that surprise them or strike them as odd (Meyer, 2000, p.313). Since, according to Meyer 

(chapter 2.4), a viewer must have an understanding of normal patterns, possess the 

capacity to comprehend and categorize incongruous changes to experience the intended 

humour, incongruity can sometimes be overlooked if it is too complicated and/or vague. 

Thus one plausible explanation for these results could be that these PSAs contain more 

incongruity because they are more directed towards adults (anti-smoking, mental health 

issues), dealing with subjects that younger people and/or children might not understand 

and/or feel included by or would capture their interest. Advertisements, on the other 

hand, are intended to sell chocolate, fizzy drinks and cake, and they thus have a younger 

target audience and/or a broader range from young to old (especially Snickers and Irn-

Bru). The incongruity present in the advertisements is generally less sophisticated, 

perhaps even childish, and therefore easier to comprehend. Another explanation could be 

that the producers want to surprise the viewer and thus increase the likelihood of keeping 

the viewer intrigued, while creating memorable video commercials. 

Emanating from an identified need by government to inform the public with 

regard to a social, safety or health-related issue, PSAs are more likely to be conveying a 

negative message, i.e. trying to discourage the viewer from doing something potentially 

harmful, rather than persuading them to do something that will be fun or advantageous. It 

is therefore common that PSAs have a serious, perhaps even sombre, tone and adopt an 

educational approach to them. However, more producers are noticing the benefits of 

incorporating humour into their campaigns and/or video commercials, and thus there has 

been an increase in PSAs that attempt to convey their message through comedy. 
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Humour is an effective tool to attract attention to the content and, by including 

this feature, producers attempt to intrigue the viewer by enticing them to engage with and 

decode the message in order to recover the intended meaning and thereby the key 

message of the advertisement. This will, it is hoped, increase the likelihood of it being 

recalled and thus the audience being influenced by it in such a way that they will change 

their behaviour. However, as the modern consumer is oversaturated with ads and 

information, he can easily lose interest, switch channel or simply ignore the video 

commercial. The real challenge for producers therefore lies in finding humour in the dark 

and/or serious issue(s) and to ultimately convert the laughter into action.  

A humorous PSA can create a positive image of the agency and/or message(s) and 

create a bond, or strengthen an already-existing bond, between producer(s) and consumer.  

By including humour, the producer invites the viewer to actively participate in “solving 

the riddle(s)” and to derive a reward of momentary satisfaction from so-doing. It can also 

create a less intimidating view of the issue(s) at hand, which can make it easier for people 

to engage and encourage them to change. For instance, in The Double Date, the issue at 

hand is that people are suffering traumatic injury or dying, as a result of neglecting to use 

their safety belts. By using these likable and humorous dolls people are reminded (in a 

light-hearted manner) to wear their safety belts or encouraged to change that behaviour of 

not wearing them. 

In terms of other similarities between PSAs and advertisements, there are quite a 

few of these. They use the same tactics in general, such as puns and metaphors, both rely 

on encyclopaedic knowledge to be interpreted, and both can be seen in the same media 

(more or less), such as TV, printed media, the Internet, etc. Also, both advertisements and 

PSAs often use celebrities to deliver their messages. In this study, all advertisements 

cited used one or several famous faces and/or referenced to them and two out of three of 

the PSAs used celebrities. The purpose of using celebrities in video commercials like 

these is to draw attention to them. It can also bestow upon the product or service more 

credibility when a famous person supports a brand and/or message. For example, as John 

Cleese is an ex-smoker, it makes him an appropriate and credible source; people are more 

likely to believe that he knows what he is talking about. Also, as the actor is heavily 

associated with wry humour, it eases the gravity of the core message. The combination of 
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these two factors creates a balance to the message and delivers it in a more light-hearted 

manner. Furthermore, the importance of social media today, and the possibilities it offers, 

cannot be overlooked. The use of a celebrity can often enhance the chances of attracting 

and sustaining viewers’ interest as well as prompting them to spread the message 

themselves. 

It has been established that, in terms of their main objectives, there are significant 

differences between PSAs and advertisements (chapter 2.3). Advertisements focus 

heavily on brand(s) and brand recognition, while this is something that is often irrelevant 

in PSAs as they have no profit motive. Because there is no profit motive, and viewers are 

aware of that, PSAs start from a position of being assumed to be altruistic. In other 

words, PSAs can be quite overt about their intentions while advertisements need to utilize 

techniques of covert communication. Unlike PSAs, advertisements aim to sell and/or 

promote a product or service, and being blatant when selling a product or service will be 

understood as having a pecuniary purpose and, as such, is instantly viewed with 

scepticism by the viewer. Also, being less direct means that the producer can take less, or 

even no, responsibility for any social consequences that might appear as a result of 

implications arising from the advertisements. For instance, advertisements that promote 

alcoholic beverages often contain sexually suggestive content, endeavouring to capture 

the attention of the consumer and for their product to be associated with sexual success. 

However, advertisers (usually) do not want to be associated with promoting oppression of 

women and thus seldom express it verbally, but rather visually. An example from this 

study could be the advertisement Train, where several sexual implications are present, yet 

not made explicit verbally. The producer might have intended for the viewer to recover 

both meanings, but they have been very careful not to express it overtly. In other words, 

advertisements need to be direct enough to promote their product, yet on occasions vague 

enough so as to avoid being held accountable for being untruthful or inappropriate. By 

adopting such a strategy, they hope to avert allegations of misleading or irresponsible 

advertising. PSAs, however, are less likely to be accused of that, but the producers are 

still accountable as they are commissioned by state-controlled agencies. 
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6. Conclusion 
The aims of this study were to ascertain what English linguistic devices are used to create 

humour in public service announcements, and to compare them to the devices used in 

humorous advertisements. An attempt was also made to establish what the use of humour 

contributes in terms of ensuring PSAs, and their core messages, are memorable and 

effective. 

Having detected that there is a dearth of studies that analyse PSAs linguistically 

and that examine PSAs that use humour as stimuli, this study was an attempt to redress 

this deficiency. This study can, therefore, serve as an additional source for further studies. 

The primary data was collected (the majority found on the Internet video site YouTube) 

and consisted of six video commercials (three PSAs and three advertisements) from three 

English-speaking countries (United Kingdom, the United States and Australia). The video 

commercials were transcribed and later analysed. Each video commercial was thoroughly 

examined, independently of the others, beginning with the PSAs, applying semantic, 

stylistic and pragmatic methods to do so. The examined PSAs were found to contain a 

range of linguistic devices that contribute to making their content humorous. Ambiguity, 

mostly generated by verbal and visual metaphors, vagueness and polysemy, is a common 

strategy for stimulating interest and engaging the viewer. PSAs are heavily reliant upon 

the viewers’ assumptions of optimal relevance, as described by Relevance Theory, and 

their access to encyclopaedic knowledge, in order to derive the intended implicatures and 

thus guarantee recovery of the desired contextual meaning.  

It was established that similar linguistic devices tend to be used in the production 

of PSAs and advertisements to create humorous content. Ambiguity that is generated by 

polysemous words, phrases or sentences is a regular occurrence in the video 

commercials. In addition, it was observed that viewers must also possess the ability to 

recover meaning through non-linguistic signifiers, such as facial expressions and body 

language, and through the contextual cues, such as the setting of the video commercial. 

However, the research showed that linguistic devices are used to varying extents by the 

PSAs on the one hand, and advertisements on the other. Devices such as hyperbole, 

allusions and references, and less sophisticated approaches, are present to a greater 

degree in the advertisements, while metaphors (verbal and visual), and other techniques 
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for engaging the interest of viewer, are more common in the PSAs. These are generally 

tailored precisely to accommodate their different target audiences (for example, younger 

versus older viewers). It was concluded that, by including this humour in their content, 

producers of PSAs try to entice their audiences to engage with and decode the message to 

recover the intended meaning and the key message(s) of the video commercial(s).  

This is a qualitative study and the small number of video commercials made it 

possible to analyse the material relatively thoroughly. However, further research is 

recommended in which a greater number of video commercials would be examined in 

order to make the findings more valid, and thus it would be easier to discover patterns 

and to draw robust conclusions based upon them. Furthermore, it would also be 

beneficial to include more English-speaking countries in further research, such as Ireland 

and Canada, to be able to compare and contrast even more examples. Lastly, because of 

the time constraints and the difficulties in finding suitable humoristic PSAs, the video 

commercials analysed in this study were produced over a period of 26 years (from 1990 

to 2016), with the most recent PSA being produced or aired in 2005. It might, therefore, 

be informative to collate and analyse more recent examples of video commercials, and 

especially PSAs. 
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