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Radio PSAs (public service announcements) are an effective and economical way to share IPM information with large and diverse audiences. In this workshop, participants learned how to write, produce, and market both educational and promotional PSAs, or “radio spots.” Another workshop goal was to encourage the formation of creative partnerships to produce IPM radio spots; representatives from organizations in six states are exploring this possibility.

We listened to PSAs of different lengths to attune our ears to the importance of succinct, conversational prose, lively announcers, sound effects, music, and the “tag line,” the closing statement that identifies the organization. Participants received a compact disc containing a series of 15-, 30-, and 60-second radio spots produced by the New York State IPM Program, Cornell University (they can be heard at: www.nysipm.cornell.edu). 

The most effective radio spots reflect a “hip-hop haiku” sensibility: they have attitude and rhythm. The text, like good poetry, is lean and powerful. (On average, a 30-second spot translates into only 60 words, so PSAs often focus on one idea.) Overall production quality and how well the PSA matches the sound of the radio station are key factors that influence whether or not the spot will receive airplay. 

Most radio stations prefer to receive CDs. Your disc’s label should list your organization’s name and a contact person; the track order; name of the PSAs; their length (often designated as :15, :30, :60); air dates, if they are only appropriate for certain times; a description of the music bed; and the language of the PSA, if it’s not English. A short cover letter is typically included, as is “live read” copy, which is the text of the PSAs scripts. (Some stations prefer to record PSAs themselves.) You may also wish to include a response card to evaluate your success.

Other tips for creating PSAs include:

Write for the ear, not the page

•
Assume that you have only the partial attention of your listener. Often, while listening to the radio, people are also driving, cooking, or having a conversation.  

•
Make the message easy to understand and memorable.  

•
Choose topics that are naturally associated with sounds. It’s easier to find sound effects for a storm, for example, than for white grubs.

•
Read your PSA scripts aloud, again and again. Ask someone who’s unfamiliar with the PSAs to read them aloud. This will help you identify any rough spots, which could save you time in the studio. You don’t want to rewrite while you’re recording because studio time is expensive.

•
Avoid stringing together single words that are, in combination, compound words. This can be confusing to the listener. For example, “dump out standing water” could be heard as “dump outstanding water” (huh? Save the tap water but ditch the Pellegrino?) 

•
Homonyms can also befuddle listeners: is it “the 30-second sale” or the “32nd sale”?

•
Avoid unusual turns of phrase. Your listener only has one chance to get it. So, “wildlife maternity ward” may work on paper, but when you’re listening, it’s easier to understand “maternity ward for wildlife.” Sometimes, a few extra words make all the difference.

•
Read the PSAs to different audiences to see how they respond. 

•
Use alliteration and rhyme sparingly, in well-considered doses. Either can sound inelegant and could make your “voice talent” (the people who read the PSAs) stumble, requiring extra takes (which costs more). 

•
Pay attention to the sound used to begin a sentence. It’s easier to say “The wasps” than “Wasps,” for example. Your recording engineer, voice talent, and speech pathologists can help you identify tricky sounds and tough word combinations.

•
Try to write for multiple voices. That’s more interesting than one announcer.

Market your PSAs to the PSA director.

•
Make it very clear why these messages should matter to their listeners. Repeat this pitch in the cover letter, on the CD cover, and on the CD.

•
Choose sexy, meaningful titles for the PSAs. Your paperwork may be tossed, so the CD may have to sell the PSAs by itself. 

•
Newsworthy topics, or those linked to holidays, may receive more airplay.

•
You don’t have to spend a lot of money on the packaging. A clever black-and-white design will spark as much interest as a glossy full-color approach. Spend your money on the production: Hire the best voice talent you can afford, and work with a professional recording engineer. Don’t skimp in the studio.

•
PSAs are used as fillers. During busy advertising months (such as right before the beginning of the school year; or the Thanksgiving through Christmas period) the competition for air-time is fierce. If the PSAs arrive during a slow time, such as the January slump, they may be played more often, and the station may be able to play a longer PSA. 

Production issues

•
Ask your recording engineer to provide the PSAs in two formats: “redbook,” a standard audio format for the radio stations, and “mp3,” a smaller file format, for your website. 

•
Work backwards from your preferred air dates (leaving the stations two weeks to add the PSAs into their rotation) to determine your project schedule. 

•
Here’s how radio production compares to print production:



Print production



Radio production



Writing, editing, review 


Same

Choose photos or illustrations
Choose music, sound effects, voice talent



Secure permissions 



Same


      Design publication
Producer decides how text, music, sound effects interact and often supervises the recording of the PSAs in the studio



Review and revise design


Review and edit PSAs


      Final design (often, pdf format)
Recording engineer creates a master CD


      Printer duplicates piece
CDs may be duplicated by a commercial vendor or burned in-house


      Possible assembly, distribution
Assemble CD package, distribution



Team members often include:
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      Writer, editor, artist, designer, 
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      production manager, printer 
recording engineer, voice talent,









duplication service

•
Local stations may be willing to give you samples of the PSA packages they receive, which usually weigh in at about 15–20 pounds of mail each day. 

•
Commercial CD duplication services can also affix the labels (or print directly onto the disc), print the booklets, and handle assembly. 

•
If you decide to do it yourself, test your supplies early in the process. Do the pieces work well with your equipment? Does the CD’s color show through the label? How long does it take to burn a CD and insert the booklet, tray card, and CD into the jewel case? Do all the pieces fit into the mailer? 

•
You’ll need to decide how you will protect the CD during mailing. Most people put the CD into a plastic jewel case and use a cardboard mailer. Slimline jewel cases provide reasonable protection, and are cheaper and easier to handle than the full-size version; they don’t have room for tray cards (the printed piece that’s inserted into the back of the jewel case), but you can print that information on the back of the booklet, instead. Some people opt for specially designed cardboard mailers. Another option is to insert the CD into a paper sleeve. This is barely cheaper than a jewel case. Although it’s recyclable, you forgo the marketing opportunities of the tray booklet and tray card—and, when the CD is in the computer, the PSA director doesn’t have a list of the tracks.

•
Send CD-Rs (record-only CDs), not CD-RWs (rewriteable CDs). They’re cheaper and are more likely to work with a wider range of equipment. 

For more information see “Great PSAs: A matter of judgement and strategy,” from the Ad Council: <www.adcouncil.org/np/tips_langer_disesa_interview/>

