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Disclaimer Statement 
This material is based upon work supported by the U.S. Department of Transportation under 

Cooperative Agreement No. 693JJ31750005. Any opinions, findings and conclusions or 

recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 

reflect the view of the U.S. Department of Transportation. This publication does not constitute 

a national standard, specification, or regulation. The U.S. Government does not endorse 

products or manufacturers. Trademarks or manufacturers’ names appear in this document only 

because they are considered essential to the objective of the document. 

Note to Reader 
This publication is intended to provide practical advice on proven strategies for developing 

mass media safety campaigns. This includes approaches to determine the behavior of interest, 

as well as campaign characteristics, such as determining the message, setting the right tone, 

establishing credibility, selecting the most appropriate media mix, and overcoming 

organizational and financial obstacles to campaign implementation. The publication addresses 

social and cultural issues and provides examples of public outreach messaging that have 

successfully encouraged drivers to recognize the benefits that safer work zone behaviour can 

have for their community, their families, and ultimately themselves. 

This publication is not intended to provide a step-by-step guide. It is intended to provide the 

foundation for local areas to understand and address their own specific local problems in a 

systematic and scientific manner. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

The national guidance document Toward Zero Deaths: A National Strategy on Highway Safety 

emphasizes the importance of integrating social science research with traditional highway 

safety approaches. Virtually all state DOTs in the United States conduct work zone safety 

public outreach campaigns, which can be viewed as direct attempts to address the social and 

psychological influences that contribute to speeding and other undesirable driver behaviour in 

work zones. These safety campaigns often have an ambitious goal of permanently changing 

driver behaviour. 

To meet the rhetoric of truly integrating social science research with traditional safety 

approaches, we can take a scientific approach to behaviour change. To change behaviour, it is 

key to understand how people behave the way they do in the first place. 

Human behaviour is extraordinarily complex. We often assume behaviour is rational and 

controlled by logical and conscious processes. If we provide people the facts, then people will 

change their behaviour accordingly. This is not the case; in general, people don't just do what 

they are told to do by a sign, a law or another person [2]. Instead, they integrate information 

from many parts of their external environment along with their own historical experience as 

they determine what they should do in a given situation [2].  

Behaviour is shaped by many different factors, some of which are conscious and some of which 

are unconscious. These factors include prior experience, emotions, cultural norms, moral 

beliefs, social pressures, convenience, habits and financial considerations, and the external 

environment, among others [2]. The external environment often has a much stronger influence 

on a person's behaviour than internal conditions (e.g., attitudes and personality). The 

environment includes the physical environment, such as road design, as well as social and 

organizational contexts, such as legislation, policy and social norms [2].  

Many behaviours are unconscious, and the result of many interacting factors. Thus, rational 

calculations based on objective evidence are often not possible, and when they are, they must 

compete with other influences [2]. Humans are not exclusively logical, rational beings; this is 

why people often make decisions that are not necessarily the best, or safest, choice [2].  

Information, or mass media, campaigns are often the first tools used in efforts to change 

behaviour. However, these approaches are frequently adopted without careful consideration of 

which behaviours are actually problematic, and whether these behaviours are likely to be 
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changed by providing information — which people may already know [2]. As described 

previously, behaviour is shaped by many factors, both internal and external to the individual. 

Understanding these external factors (such as infrastructure, legislation, policy, enforcement) 

in the broader, complex system in which this behaviour occurs is fundamental to the success 

of any tool that aims to change behaviour.  

Safety is not something to be done on top of everything else. It is not a separate function. It 

must be embedded in the transportation system and work zone planning. It should be a part of 

everything that occurs, with the realization that even despite people’s best efforts, humans are 

fallible, and mistakes can, and do, occur. A mass media campaign to change safety behaviour 

cannot be effective if it is contradictory to, or not supported by, other parts of the system. If the 

work zone is designed poorly, if the speed limits are inappropriate for the conditions, if the 

signage is wrong, if there is no enforcement or penalties imposed, then the mass media 

campaign will fail. People can be supported to make the safest decisions, and these decisions 

are influenced either consciously or unconsciously by factors across the whole system, not just 

the information provided in a mass media campaign.  

Mass media campaigns can only ever be seen as a tool, never the complete answer. Under the 

right circumstances, a well-designed campaign can provide useful safety benefits. However, 

attempts to try and change people’s behaviour without regard for the rest of the system will not 

ever be successful.     
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Before attempting to change the way in which people 

behave, it is essential to understand human behaviour 

and the many factors that influence and shape this 

behaviour. 
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2. WHAT IS BEHAVIOUR & HOW DO YOU CHANGE IT?

2.1 What is behavior? 

Behavior is action 

Behavior captures the actions of individuals, groups or organizations [3]. There are a number 

of factors that are related to behavior, such as awareness, knowledge, and attitudes. However, 

these are not the same as behavior.  

• Awareness is the state of being conscious of information.

Example: Hearing about a new speed limit in work zones

• Knowledge is factual or interpretive information that promotes understanding about a 

particular subject or action [4].

Example: Knowing that the speed limit in a work zone applies only at specific times

• Attitudes are an evaluation of the positive and negative aspects of the proposed behavior 

against the likely outcomes of the behavior [5].

Example: Personal views about speed enforcement in work zones

• Behavior captures actions of individuals, groups or organizations [3].

Example: Driving speed in a work zone

To change behavior (actions) it is critical to understand why people behave the way they do, 

and what you are asking them to change. This is actually very complex and there are many 

different types of behavior (described in Table 1).  
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Table 1: Types of behavior 

ACTION DEFINITION EXAMPLE 

AVOIDANCE Prevent the behavior from 
happening in the first place 

Don’t start drinking and 
driving 

MAINTENANCE Continue with an existing 
behavior 

Continue driving at the speed 
limit 

INCREASE Do more of a positive behavior 
that is currently being undertaken 

Increase mirror checks 

CHANGE Completely altering an existing 
behavior 

Stop speeding in work zones 

ADOPTION Engage in an entirely new 
behavior 

Leaving cell phone on the back 
seat instead of the driver’s side 

An important consideration is that people often have very entrenched, and valid, ways of 

behaving – and behavior is shaped by many different factors, not all of which are conscious or 

rational [6]. That is not to say that behavior cannot be changed; some parts of behavior are 

learned and can be changed.  

To successfully change a behavior, the first step is to clearly identify the actual behavior you 

are trying to change, the group of people who are likely to behave in that way, and the 

motivations behind such behavior. 
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2.2 Who is the target audience? 

To make change, understanding the target audience and their motivations are key. The first 

step is to identify the demographics of the target audience.  

The second step is to find out why the target audience behaves the way they do. This involves 

collecting information about the target group’s knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behavior in 

relation to the problem. For example, the use of cell phones when driving through work zones 

could stem from several factors, such as:  

Defining Your Target Audience 

1. AGE AND GENDER
What media sources are they likely to use?
Different age groups are easier to access using different types of media
Different informational styles appeal to different groups.

2. SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS, INCLUDING EDUCATIONAL STATUS
Do they have high levels of literacy? Are they likely to speak English?
Determine the language and level of written complexity appropriate
for your campaign.

3. ZIP CODE/PLACE OF RESIDENCE
Do you need to target locals that are familiar with the roads?
How do you segment and reach your audience?
You need to make sure your drivers are exposed to the campaign.

• Misunderstanding the risks.

Do people believe that cell phone use when driving through a work zone is not 

dangerous? 

• Misinformation or misperceptions about the problem.
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Do people believe that there is no problem and that nobody really uses their cell 

phone when driving through a work zone? 

• Other people’s beliefs or attitudes towards the problem.

Do people think that cell phone use is not a concern because everyone else uses 

their cell phone when driving through work zones and it must be fine? 

• Misjudge their own capability to mitigate the risk

People who use their cell phone while driving through work zones might 

understand the risks associated with this behavior but think that their own abilities 

will allow them to do it safely. 

Each of these scenarios has different motivations, and thus requires different ways in which to 

change behavior, which will be discussed next. What is important is to systematically collect 

information about the target audience. There are several ways to collect this information, 

including: 

• Behavioral observations

• Surveys

• Interviews

• Focus groups

• Analysis of licensing and/or road use data

2.3 What drives behavior? 

Human behavior is complex. Changing behavior is even more complex. However, behavior 

change is more likely to occur if the factors that drive behavior are clearly understood [7]. 

There are two common misconceptions about how traditional public health promotion 

programs work to change behavior. The first is that if you present ‘the facts’, people will change 

their behavior accordingly [8]. This is not the case. Telling people that smoking causes cancer 

may influence their decision on some level. However, it does not necessarily stop them from 

smoking. 
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The second misconception is that changing attitudes will change behavior [8]. This is also not 

the case. Attitudes can help shape decisions about a particular behavior, but attitudes alone do 

not usually lead to a change in behavior.   

These misconceptions assume a simple, linear relationship between attitudes, awareness, 

knowledge and behavior [9]. However, this assumption is far too simplistic. It has been tested 

in a variety of situations and has repeatedly been found to be inadequate (e.g., [9]). Of course, 

knowledge and attitudes are important in understanding what motivates behavior. However, 

behavior is driven by a number of internal and external factors [7, 10]. 

Understanding the internal factors that influence driving behavior provides a useful starting 

point for trying to change behavior through tools such as mass media campaigns. 

• Knowledge is factual or interpretive information to promote understanding about a

particular subject or action [4].

Having knowledge about a particular issue or action can influence how one behaves 

in response to the issue/action. For example, if drivers know that speeding through 

work zones is dangerous and/or illegal, this may influence their behavior. 

• Attitudes are an evaluation of the positive and negative aspects of the proposed

behavior against the likely outcomes of the behavior [5].

Having a positive attitude towards worker safety in work zones can have an 

influence on decisions to behave in ways that support the safety of road workers. 

• Beliefs about what others think of an issue, known as subjective norms.

Believing that ‘everyone else speeds in work zones can influence how people 

decide to behave in work zones themselves. 

• Perceptions about the relative ease of a particular behavior, known as self-efficacy (or

perceived behavioral control).

Knowing that speeding through work zones is dangerous but overestimating one’s 

own capability to speed through a work zone. 
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When we consider behavior change, some type of trigger, which could be either internal or 

external, is needed to initiate the change and sustain the new behavior. This trigger can either 

be positive or negative: 

• Positive reinforcement: Positive feedback and reinforcement aim to reward a desirable

behavior

• Negative reinforcement: Negative reinforcement aims to penalize a negative behavior

Conscious decisions to change behavior are often generated by the level of perceived threat. 

Particularly, whether it is likely that there will be a negative outcome and how serious the 

consequences will be. When people try to avoid negative consequences, the elements that tend 

to have greater effects on behaviour are when the:  

• actions are perceived to be effective,

• actions are of low cost to the individual,

• perceived benefits outweigh the barriers.

Most well-designed campaigns are based on a theoretical model of behavior change. There 

are many theoretical frameworks, and some are highly complex. However, what is important 

to know is that there are a range of common principles across these frameworks which describe 

how and why people change their behavior. Therefore, understanding these principles helps 

to design effective campaigns.    

People are at different stages; they start from different points and may not even be aware 

that their behaviour needs to change.  

Behaviour change will start at different stages for different individuals. These different stages 

are generally:  

• Pre-contemplation — not aware that behavior may need to change or of the benefits

of changing the behavior.

• Contemplation — recognize that their behavior may be problematic and intend to

change their behavior in the foreseeable future.

• Preparation — ready to act, believe the benefits of changing their behavior and start

to take small steps toward the change.
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• Action — aware of the need to change, has decided to make the change and is now

actively working on changing.

• Maintenance — has changed the behaviour and intends to maintain the behavior

change going forward.

This is important because a mass media campaign has a very short time to convey a single 

message to a large number of people, regardless of the stage that they start. 

What people believe others are doing can be very powerful. 

The set of beliefs about what others think is acceptable and how they behave can have an 

important influence on the way people behave (these are referred to as social norms). Peer 

influence is very important for some groups, and these people will typically base their beliefs 

and actions on how they think other people think and act.   

A powerful tool in mass media campaigns can be changing ideas about what other drivers 

believe and how they behave (e.g., 95% of drivers in this work zone slow down and believe 

those who don’t slow down are unsafe). 

Ownership and responsibility are very important. 

Behaviour is more likely to change if an individual feels a sense of responsibility toward 

changing the behaviour and is personally invested in doing so.  

Personalizing the campaign to your audience can be very beneficial. For example, asking 

drivers to consider what they would do if the road workers were their own family members. 

Observing the behaviour of others often drives decisions. 

Behaviour can be influenced by personal observations of how others behave (social learning). 

For example, if a person regularly observes others speeding through work zones, then they may 

be more likely to speed through work zones themselves. 

Therefore, it is important to align a campaign with other activities, for example 
enforcement and speed limit setting, to normalize the desired behavior. 
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Behavioural intentions are important. 

Behavioural intentions are shaped by attitudes toward specific behaviours and beliefs about 

others’ views towards those behaviours. Behavioural intentions often predict how someone 

will ultimately behave. 

Behavioral intentions can be a good target for evaluation, as it can be very difficult to 

measure how people actually behave. 

Illegal behaviours have some specific requirements. 

Illegal behaviours, such as speeding or texting while driving, are subject to the principles of 

general deterrence. Thus, these are best addressed when:  

(1) Drivers perceive a high likelihood of being caught and punished

(2) The punishment is severe and will occur swiftly after the offense

If either of these is missing, then the likelihood of engaging in the illegal behavior 

increases.  

Not all of these principles apply in all situations, and they are not necessarily equally important 

(or even important at all) in behavior. However, usually some combination of these principles 

is involved in generating, and thus changing, the behavior [7]. The differences in ideas about 

the relative importance of these principles has resulted in the development of a number of 

different models and theories of behavior change. Behavior change models can be described as 

tools for understanding the key factors that influence behavior and the processes for change 

[11].  

2.4 Educational strategies 

Education is a key influence on behavior and is often underutilized in safety campaigns [13]. 

Understanding the process of learning and the various ways in which people retain information 

can be helpful in campaign development.  

Learning is generally considered to be a two-fold process. First, new information - including 

attitudes and perceptions - is acquired, understood, and then absorbed. Second, this information 
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is applied in some way and then transferred into an action [90]. This process is particularly 

relevant to campaign development because the message of the campaign must not only inform 

its audience but also create the desire to change behavior (or take action).   

There are many different theories about how people learn, and there are many variations in 

learning styles. However, researchers generally agree that people respond most effectively to 

a combination of approaches. As such, a safety campaign should appeal to as many types of 

learners as possible.  

Imagery and visual presentation of information is most effective for visual learners who can 

remember information more easily when it is associated with an image or written word. On the 

other hand, hearing and speaking provide the best means of learning and retaining information 

for auditory learners. The acquisition of new knowledge and recall is reinforced when these 

learners can repeat words and phrases out loud. As such, auditory learners are more likely to 

remember a catchy slogan communicated via theme songs or jingles [91]. Kinesthetic learners 

best acquire new information through hands-on experiences and exploration. As such they learn 

best if the required behavior is demonstrated in some way.  

Motivation also plays a key role in the desire or willingness to learn. Without motivation, an 

individual is unlikely to respond to a campaign message. Intrinsic (innate) motivations include 

relating the behavior to be changed to a real-life situation that may affect the audience 

personally or to which they can relate. Extrinsic (external) motivations include emphasizing 

the immediate consequences of not engaging in the desired behavior and/or providing 

incentives for engaging in the desired behavior. 

2.5 How to start? 

As described in this section, it is important to understand not only the particular behavior of 

interest, but also the characteristics of the target audience. This means that collecting data about 

the problem is essential to ensure that there is a need to address the road safety issue in the first 

instance, but then also to understand who behaves in this way in order to target the campaign 

appropriately. For example, local data might show that speeding contributes to a substantial 

proportion of incidents in work zones and that drivers aged 25-50 comprise the group that is 

most likely to regularly engage in this behavior. An appropriate strategy would be to design a 

speeding campaign that is specifically targeted towards this audience. 
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In order to develop an effective safety campaign, there are 

three preliminary steps that are very important: 

1. Identify the behavior you would like to change.

2. Understand the characteristics of the people who are 

engaging in the behavior.

3. Understand the different factors that drive or 

influence that behavior.

Evidence suggests that the most successful safety campaigns are those that are built on a 

behavior change model or theory [7, 12]. There are no ‘right’, or ‘wrong’ behavior change 

models. Rather, selection of the most appropriate model depends on the type of behavior that 

is being targeted for change, as well as the characteristics of the target audience. Therefore, 

having a good understanding of both the behavior to be changed and the characteristics of the 

target audience is imperative if the safety campaign is to be effective. 

Key Questions to Consider 

Determining the target behaviour requires a thorough understanding 
of the problem. Key questions include:  

• What are the problem behaviors in my local work zone?  The 
problem may be speeding, cell phone use or distracted driving.

• How often does this behavior occur? Does it occur only 
occasionally, sometimes, or frequently?

• Are there times or situations when the behavior is more likely 
to occur? Is it more or less common during specific times of day 
or days of the week?
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3. MASS MEDIA AND BEHAVIOUR

3.1 What are mass media safety campaigns? 

Mass media safety campaigns work across a range of different media types with the goal of 

improving safety. Sometimes they are used to raise awareness of a particular issue, and other 

times the goal is ultimately to change driver behavior. In road safety, campaigns are used as a 

means of influencing the public to behave more safely in traffic. Importantly, they are typically 

implemented along with other measures including law enforcement, education, training, and 

infrastructure [13].  

Road safety campaigns have many, and sometimes multiple purposes, such as [13]: 

Road safety campaigns can be described as “purposeful 
attempts to inform, persuade, and motivate a population 
(or sub-group of a population) to change 
its attitudes and/or behaviors to improve road safety, 
using organized communications involving specific media 
channels within a given time period” [6]. 

• Informing the public of new or little-known traffic rules

• Increasing awareness of a problem

• Convincing people to refrain from hazardous behaviors

• Convincing people to adopt safe behaviors

Mass media safety campaigns focus population-wide, usually using the mass-reach 

communication channels of television, radio, and print media. The great promise of mass media 

campaigns lies in their ability to disseminate well-defined behaviorally-focused messages to 

large audiences repeatedly, over time, in an incidental manner, and at a low cost per head [14]. 
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3.2 How effective are mass media campaigns for safety? 

There are few systematic evaluations of campaigns to improve safety in work zones. However, 

the effectiveness of mass media campaigns has been evaluated in other areas of health 

promotion quite extensively, most notably in the areas of smoking cessation, skin cancer and 

physical activity. They have also been used to address specific target behaviors in road safety, 

including drinking and driving and seat belt use. As such, the lessons learned from these 

evaluations can be used to guide the development of campaigns to improve work zone safety.  

Health promotion campaigns have generally been found to be effective in changing knowledge, 

attitudes and behavior relating to major health issues such as smoking, skin cancer and low 

levels of physical activity. Comprehensive reviews have found that mass media campaigns are 

associated with a decline in young people starting smoking and with an increase in the number 

of adults stopping smoking [15, 16]. However, in other areas of health promotion, such as skin 

cancer prevention and physical activity promotion, mass media strategies have been found to 

be more effective in increasing knowledge and awareness of a health behavior than in affecting 

actual behavior change [17].  

When we consider health behaviors, the target outcome is often relatively clear (e.g., stopping 

smoking or number of new cases of lung cancer). Understanding ‘effectiveness’ in a road safety 

context is quite complex. The key outcome measure of interest is often a change in behavior, 

with the ultimate outcome reflecting a reduction in crashes, injuries, or deaths. However, these 

are not the only outcomes that may be of interest. Effectiveness can also be measured by 

changes in knowledge and/or attitudes of the target audience. Sometimes, for example in the 

case of a new driving law, awareness of the new law will be the overarching measure of interest. 

The next sections describe the effectiveness of mass media campaigns in changing behavior. 

This is actually quite difficult to ascertain because many campaigns are not evaluated, and 

those that have been evaluated have defined success in many different ways.   

3.2.1 Road safety mass media campaigns 

The maximum overall effectiveness of road safety mass media campaigns for reducing traffic 

crashes has been reported to be around 9% [7, 18-21]. However, these estimations combined a 

range of different campaign types (e.g., drink driving, seat belt use, helmet wearing, etc.) and 

had a broad range of outcome measures (e.g., crashes, attitudes, knowledge, etc.). 
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One meta-analysis from 2004 focused on evaluations of drinking and driving campaigns [22]. 

This study reported a median reduction of 10% in injury crashes and 13% in crashes overall as 

a result of anti-drinking and driving campaigns. However, it is important to note that these 

campaigns were generally broader than mass media; the campaigns usually included an 

enforcement and education component as well. Similar estimates for drinking and driving have 

been reported for campaigns combining mass media, police enforcement, education and 

personal communications [20].  

Understanding changes in individual behavior as a result of mass media campaigns is more 

complex. There are large differences in study methodologies and evaluation techniques used, 

as well as differences in the types of campaigns evaluated. This results in wide variation in 

reporting. However, one meta-analysis found that traffic safety campaigns contributed to a 

reduction of 16% in the proportion of drivers exceeding the speed limit; an increase in the use 

of seat belts by 25%; and an increase of 37% in yielding behavior [19].  

In summary, while the available evidence suggests that road safety mass media campaigns may 

be successful in changing behavior and, to a lesser extent, in reducing crashes, it is important 

to note that only a handful of campaigns have been evaluated systematically and empirically. 

As such, the estimates of effectiveness reported here need to be interpreted with caution.  

Limitations in the evaluations conducted to date have also made it difficult to tease out the 

contributions that individual components of safety campaigns have made to their overall 

success. Most campaigns have involved some form of mass media, but have also included a 

component of enforcement, education and/or associated policy change. The few meta-

analytical studies that have attempted to address this issue have shown that the independent 

effects of road safety mass media on traffic crashes are negligible [18, 20].   

3.3 Features of successful safety campaigns 

A campaign designed to promote work zone safety has potential to be effective if the lessons 

learned from other domains can be drawn upon as a starting point. The following section 

summarizes the evidence for key elements of safety or health promotion campaigns that have 

been associated with positive outcomes. As described previously, mass media is rarely very 

effective when used in isolation. As such it is likely to work best when supported by 
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complementary methods including enforcement, education, policy, and to some extent, 

infrastructure modifications.  

3.3.1 High visibility enforcement 

Enforcement activity reinforces the messages of a given campaign, particularly by highlighting 

the potential negative consequences of engaging in the targeted behavior. Enforcement can also 

increase the perception of susceptibility to the negative consequences of a behavior, and that 

there is a benefit in avoiding the negative consequences (i.e., fines, demerit points). 

There is relatively strong evidence that combining mass media campaigns with enforcement 

improves their effectiveness. For example, one study reported that combining mass media with 

enforcement reduced traffic crashes from an almost negligible effect of mass media alone to 

just over 10% [18]. A meta-analysis supported this finding and reported that crashes could be 

reduced by 8.5% if mass media campaigns were combined with traffic enforcement [7]. 

Importantly, they also reported that when followed by another campaign, the reduction 

increased to 15% indicating the need for repeat exposure.     

Targeted enforcement 
There is good evidence that combining 
mass media campaigns with targeted 
and visible enforcement can improve 
effectiveness  

Image: Canada Police Report [23] [22] 

[23] 

Similarly, mass media campaigns targeting drinking and driving rates have been found to be 

more effective when reinforced by other initiatives, such as grassroots (community-based) 

activities or law enforcement, especially high-visibility enforcement [12, 24-26].   
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Similar findings have been reported for mass media campaigns targeting reductions in cell 

phone use [27], increases in seat belt use [28] and, to a lesser extent, reductions in speeding 

[29]. An evaluation of one of the most successfully implemented mass media campaigns 

targeting seat belt use in the United States found that the greatest increases in seat belt wearing 

occurred in states that had implemented the full campaign (i.e., mass media plus enforcement 

and education) compared to only one or two of these elements [28].    

3.3.2 Policies and/or education 

Policies that support opportunities for change can also promote safe or desirable behavior in a 

range of contexts. The benefits of combining mass media campaigns with supporting policies 

and practices have been widely demonstrated. A notable example is smoking. Smoking 

prevention in young people has been most effective when mass media efforts were combined 

with community and/or school-based programs [15]. Reductions in the prevalence of adult 

smokers have been associated with mass media campaigns that have been combined with, or 

implemented alongside, policy changes to the social and structural context of cigarette use (e.g., 

increases in tobacco taxation or smoke-free policies) [15, 16]. 

Mass media campaigns have also been effective in improving rates of cervical cancer screening 

tests as well as in changing knowledge and attitudes in relation to testing, but only when 

combined with other programs including education and free screening clinics [14]. Importantly, 

mass media campaigns in isolation were not effective in increasing the number of cervical 

cancer screening tests.  

While there have been few studies that have specifically evaluated the effects of mass media 

in combination with policy change for road safety, understanding and leveraging the local 

policy context is likely an important factor in driving effectiveness of mass media campaigns.  

3.3.3 Personalization of communication 

Personalization of communication is an important factor. The types of communication 

generally categorized as ‘personal’ include face-to-face education delivery, interactive 

discussions with a teacher, peer, safety expert or distributor of campaign media, group 

discussions and personally addressed letters [20].  
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A meta-analysis reported that local, personally-directed road safety campaigns have by far the 

biggest effect on reducing road crashes (around 39%) [18]. This is greater than campaigns that 

use mass media campaigns alone (negligible effect); mass media in combination with 

enforcement (13%); or mass media, education and enforcement (14%). Two other meta-

analyses supported these findings and reported that while mass media campaigns on their own 

are ineffective, when personal communication strategies are used as part of an overall road 

safety campaign, they uniquely contribute to crash reductions [19, 20].  

The mechanism by which personalization of communication improves outcomes is not entirely 

clear, however, evidence suggests it may improve processing of the campaign message by the 

target audience [30]. For example, evidence suggests that those with limited education are more 

likely to ignore messages delivered via mass media (e.g., radio, television, billboards) [31]. 

This is not because persons with lower education levels have difficulty understanding the 

message; rather it is because they are less likely to pay attention to the message in the first 

instance. As such, personally contacting those in the target audience by phone, mail or personal 

visits is more likely to result in the intended message being delivered [13].  

3.3.4 Addressing the target audience 

Further, research consistently suggests that any type of campaign is more effective when it is 

focused on specific groups [7]. Specifically, the design of a safety campaign will very much 

depend on the characteristics of the target audience as well as their perceptions and motivations 

for engaging in the behavior to be changed (as described in the previous section). Thus, the 

campaign message will be more effective when tailored to the perceptions and motivations of 

the target audience. 
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‘Most of Us Don’t Drink and Drive’ 

Research in Western Montana identified that the majority of 
individuals aged 21-34 who drink and drive chose to do so because they 
believed they were no different from other young adults their age [32]. 
They considered their behavior normal and something the majority of 
their peers did, while in reality it was not. 

Using a social norming 
approach, a campaign was 
designed to challenge the 
beliefs and perceptions held by 
this group about drinking and 
driving. The campaign involved 
high dosage paid TV and radio 
public service announcements, 
newspapers, billboards and 
movie slide ads along with 
promotional items with the 
message that were distributed 
statewide. 

The campaign was successful in changing perceptions about drinking 
and driving among peers in the target group. 

The influence of social norms is very important, particularly in relation to the characteristics 

of the target audience. For example, an anti-speeding campaign was designed in New Zealand 

using ‘shock’ advertisements. Those who ignored the campaigns were more likely to have a 

biased perception of their own speed, whereas those who believed they drove faster than the 

average driver was more likely to accept the campaign message. Those who believed they 

drove slower than average assumed the message was aimed at others [32]. 
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[33] 

Arguably, seat belt campaigns have been one of the more effective approaches in road safety, 

however, they do appear to be more effective in specific groups. Thus, subsequent research has 

examined why specific groups of road users are more or less influenced by such campaigns. 

This research found that those who do wear a seat belt are motivated by safety concerns and 

are more likely to agree that seat belt laws and usage are important. Those who do not wear a 

seat belt, however, are less motivated to protect their own safety, are less likely to agree with 

seat belt laws and are more motivated by the desire to avoid sanctions [34]. These findings 

suggest that a different message is likely to be needed to influence behavior in the two groups. 

In particular, a fear-based campaign appealing to safety is unlikely to be as effective in those 

who are not motivated by the need to protect themselves.  

‘Be smart, stay alive, buckle up’ 

Quebec implemented a fear-based 
campaign targeting seat belt use during 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 
campaign challenged the myth that low 
speed, short trip crashes are not 
dangerous by depicting a 40 km/h (~25 
mph) crash with a fall from a three-story 
building by a man with a loaf of bread in 
one hand and a quart of milk in the 
other.  

The campaign raised seat belt usage rates from 67% to over 93%. The 
campaign, using mass media (TV and radio), was deemed to be effective 
because it illustrated the negative consequences associated with non-use 
of seat belts in a way that was personally relevant but not threatening.  

Image: amazon.com [34] 
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3.3.5 The nature of the problem 

Some behaviors are harder to change than others. As such, the behavior to be addressed by a 

safety campaign may influence its overall level of effectiveness. For example, anti-drinking 

and driving campaigns have been more successful than other road safety campaigns (such as 

speeding). This may reflect, in part, the stronger moral imperative associated with drinking 

while driving rather than other behaviors such as speeding and seat belt use where, for example, 

attitudes towards non-use of seat belts are viewed differently than attitudes towards drinking 

and driving [13].  

The difference in attitudes may also be influenced by what is known about the risks or 

consequences of the problem behavior and how frequently people engage in the behavior. For 

example, drinking and driving may be easier to change than distracted driving because the 

evidence regarding the risks and consequences associated with drinking and driving are clear 

and well known. Moreover, a far larger proportion of the population engages in distracting 

activities compared to drinking and driving.  

There is also evidence to suggest that what works for one problem may not work for another. 

For example, communicating suitable alternatives to driving under the influence of alcohol 

[29] and driving while fatigued [35] were found to be the most effective methods for reducing

these behaviors through the use of mass media campaigns. However, the same approach is not

effective in the case of speeding as suitable alternatives to the behavior, other than slowing

down to reduce risk, are simply not available [36]. As such, other methods such as tackling the

motivations behind speeding may be more effective in changing this behavior [13].

3.3.6 Timing 

Campaigns are more effective when their message is delivered in close proximity to the 

behavior occurring. Roadside delivery strategies have been found to contribute to crash 

reductions and thus form an important component of safety campaigns [19]. Roadside delivery 

strategies include the use of billboards or fixed/variable message signs placed, for example, on 

roads at high crash locations or where the target audience is likely to drive. Messages delivered 

at the roadside may work more effectively than other forms of communication because they 

occur at the same time and in the same context as the behavior being targeted. Theories 

emphasizing the importance of situational influences on driving behavior suggest that delivery 
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of a persuasive message in the context of road user behavior can create cues that activate 

desirable attitudes within the immediate context of the target behavior. Increasing the 

congruence between attitudes and behavior in this way is thus expected to increase the 

effectiveness of campaigns.   
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4. WORK ZONES

4.1 What is a work zone? 

In order to consider the needs for developing a mass media strategy for changing behavior in 

work zones, it is important to first consider the unique characteristics of a work zone, which 

differ from normal driving conditions, and can result in unique driving behavior challenges. 

This section will provide an overview of work zones, and key challenges associated with 

driving behavior in work zones.  

The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) and the federal Work Zone Safety 

& Mobility Rule provide the same formal definition for a work zone as “an area of a highway 

with construction, maintenance, or utility work activities…typically marked by signs, 

channelizing devices, barriers, pavement markings, and/or work vehicles. It extends from the 

first warning sign…or strobe lights on a vehicle to the End Road Work sign or the last 

temporary traffic control (TTC) device." [37].  

However, work zone incidents often extend beyond the boundaries of the work zone itself. This 

is recognized in the Safety & Mobility Rule’s definition of a work zone crash: “a traffic crash 

in which the first harmful event occurs within the boundaries of a work zone or on an approach 

to or exit from a work zone, resulting from an activity, behavior, or control related to the 

movement of the traffic units through the work zone. This includes crashes occurring on 

approach to, exiting from, or adjacent to work zones that are related to the work zone.” [38]. 

Work zones are generally divided into two spaces: (a) traffic spaces where traffic is allowed to 

flow, and (b) workspaces where construction works are performed. 

The MUTCD [37] divides work zones into four areas: 

• Advance Warning Area where traffic is informed about what to expect ahead.

• Transition Area where traffic moves out of its normal path.

• Activity Area where work takes place.

• Termination Area where traffic resumes normal operations.

During road construction or maintenance operations the normal flow of traffic is disrupted by 

either a change in highway geometry or a temporary highway closure. Discontinuities 

introduced  by  the  work activities  affect  driver  behavior  in  terms  of  speed,  lateral  position 
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and  reaction  times [39] and present challenges for the safety of workers and the traveling 

public. Not surprisingly, a large body of evidence suggests that work zones are unsafe sections 

of the road network.   

4.2 Safety in work zones 

Crash rates increase significantly during work zones compared to pre-work zone periods [40-

44] and problematically, work zone crashes are also more severe than other crashes [45].

Between 2016 to 2020 in the United States, 4,400 people have died in work zone crashes (85% 

of which were drivers or passengers) and 200,000 people were injured [46]. Drivers were most 

frequently killed in work zone crashes, and most of these fatalities involved working-age adults 

[47]. This equates to nearly two percent of all road fatalities [46], with similar estimates in 

other high income countries [48]. 

Road workers are also at significant risk; their risk of death is higher than that faced by general 

construction workers [49]. Over the period 2007-2017 over 1,300 road workers were killed in 

US work zone crashes, and in 2017 alone, 132 road workers died [46]. Records of on-the-job 

fatalities at the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) show that ‘errant drivers’ 

caused 49 of the 91 Caltrans employee deaths (54%) that occurred from 1971–2013 [50]. 

Unfortunately, work zone crashes and injuries appear to be increasing in the United States. In 

2016, work zone crashes increased by over 46% from the previous three year average, and the 

number of people killed increased by 18% over this period [46].  

4.3 Characteristics of work zone crashes 

An analysis of fatal work zone crashes in the US identified the following characteristics: 

• Drivers were the most frequently killed

• Most fatalities involved working-age adults

• Rear-end crashes (running into the rear of a slowing or stopping vehicle) were the most

common type of crash

• Fatal work crashes occurred most often in summer and fall

• The majority of fatal crashes occurred on roads with speed limits greater than 50 mph,

with the severity of crashes increasing at locations with higher speed limits [47].
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Research has also identified the following characteristics associated with work zone crashes, 

some of which involve fatal and serious injuries: 

• The number and rate of crashes occurring in work zones is higher than in non-work

zones [42, 51, 52]

• Crashes in work zones are generally more severe than similar crashes occurring

elsewhere

• Trucks are over-represented in fatal and serious injury crashes

• Speed has been identified as one of the most important factors contributing to crashes

• Most crashes involve multiple vehicles where the primary pre-crash driver factors were:

o Stopping or slowing abruptly [53, 54]

o Excessive speed before or adjacent to the work zone

o Changing lanes too late

o Inappropriate following distances

• Activity areas are the most hazardous locations with the highest number of fatal crashes

and appear to be more risky at the access and egress to the work zone [48]

• The termination areas, where traffic resumes normal operations, were found to be the

safest zones, being associated with the least number of crashes [41]

• Roadworks that are carried out over a shorter period and that cover a shorter work zone

area seem to have a higher crash rate than long term works covering a larger work zone

area.

4.4 Key problems in work zones 

Work activities present alterations in road characteristics and traffic conditions where drivers 

generally need to adjust their behavior to deal with the new traffic demands. Changes to the 

normal road scenario may include closure of one or more lanes, narrower than usual lanes, and 

lanes being shifted laterally to allow traffic to get around partially completed work or other 

obstacles. The pavement surface also might be rougher than usual, and visibility is often 

reduced.   

The specific risks at work zones are the result of the competition between workers and 

general road users for the limited space available.  
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The road safety risks for general road users include collisions with barriers, equipment, 

construction vehicles or road workers, as well as collisions with other road users due to changes 

induced by the work zone to the normal traffic flow (e.g., sideswipe crashes due to sudden lane 

changes, rear-end crashes due to sudden braking).  

The risks for road workers include collisions in or outside the work zone, or when the worker 

enters or leaves the work zone. The collisions can happen with passing vehicles or work 

vehicles in which the worker is a pedestrian, driving a vehicle or operating machinery. 

The key factor contributing to work zone crashes is the unexpected change in the normal 

driving environment [55]. The most commonly identified risky driver behaviors include 

exceeding posted speed limits, abrupt deceleration, and tailgating [52, 56-58]. These actions 

suggest that drivers do not always adjust their behaviors to the work zone’s characteristics. 

This may stem, in part, because drivers typically do not consider work zones to be dangerous 

areas [55]. 

The key challenges associated with work zones are described below. 

Crash rates are higher in work zones compared to non-work zones 

While fatalities in work zones comprise only a small proportion of the overall number of motor 

vehicle crash fatalities, crash rates in work zones are generally higher than those for equivalent 

sections of the road network during normal operations [41-43, 59-61]. Work zones are 

inherently riskier than other sections of the road network because drivers often fail to adapt 

their behavior to the changed conditions. Further, during roadworks, the cognitive workload 

for drivers increases; orange barrels and other temporary traffic control devices increase the 

number of objects that drivers need to observe and mentally process as they try to identify 

traffic hazards. In addition, drivers can get distracted looking at the work activity when they 

should be paying attention to the road [62].  

Crashes in work zones are generally more severe than crashes occurring in non-work 

zones 

Crashes in work zones are generally more severe than crashes occurring on sections of the road 

network during normal operations [45]. During the period 2010-2012, rear-end and sideswipe 

collisions were more likely to cause fatalities in work zones compared to non-work zones.  [56]. 

The higher level of severity may reflect, in part, the relatively high involvement of trucks in 
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work zone crashes [48, 63, 64] and the greater susceptibility to injury for road workers 

operating as pedestrians within the work zone. 

Excessive speed and/or speed variability are problems in work zones and contribute to 

crashes 

Speed has been identified as one of the most important factors contributing to work zone 

crashes. For example, speed was cited as a contributing factor in 35% of the 547 fatalities that 

occurred in work zones in the United States in 2012 [1]. 

Research consistently shows that excessive speed is very common in work zones, and the 

majority of drivers drive too fast when approaching roadworks [65-67]. A study in France 

found that 44% of road users speed in the vicinity of roadworks by at least 20 km/h (~12 mph), 

while 20% fail to ensure the provision of safe distances with other vehicles [67]. In 1998, 

ARROWS, a European work zone safety study, found that speeding, abrupt deceleration and 

inadequate distances from preceding vehicles occur frequently in road work zones [65]. A more 

recent study in the Australian state of Queensland found that almost all vehicles (97.8%) drive 

above the posted speed limit in the activity area of the work zone [40].   

A key challenge for addressing driver behavior at work zones is that most drivers believe they 

take care in work zones and slow down appropriately [68, 69]. To the contrary, research 

suggests that most drivers approach work zones too fast for the conditions, and usually well 

above the posted speed limit. Further, drivers decelerate only just before a change in the 

conditions (for example, a crossover point), and then in an extremely abrupt manner [70, 71].  

A situation that does seem to influence drivers’ perceptions of appropriate speeds is visible 

roadwork activity, such as the presence of workers, machines or something else that indicates 

that roadwork activity is ongoing at the site [70]. Previous studies have found that drivers 

preferred lower speeds on roads with roadwork activity [71, 72] but drove above the posted 

speed limit when there was no visible roadwork activity at the site. 

Addressing the issue of speeding within work zones is not simply a matter of drivers slowing 

down. Evidence suggests that high speed variance is one of the main safety concerns at work 

zones, with the safest work zones being those with the lowest speed variability [73].  

A key concern when addressing speeding in work zones is that artificially low speed limits 

could increase the speed differential between the slowest drivers and the fastest drivers, 

potentially increasing crashes. For example, high-speed traffic may be perceived as dangerous 
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by road workers, while unstable stop-and-go traffic conditions in the work zone can increase 

speed differentials and the risk of a driver being involved in a back-of-queue crash or sideswipe 

[1]. In general, reducing speeds can be expected to improve safety when a stable traffic flow 

can be maintained. When conditions become unstable, average speeds may decline sharply, but 

crash rates may increase as a result of abrupt fluctuations in the running speed [1]. 

Crashes occur more frequently in the activity areas of work zones 

In advance warning and transition areas, the goal is generally to encourage drivers to slow to 

the work zone speed limit or make a gradual reduction to the speed associated with a lateral 

shift, lane drop, or queue [1]. A study in the United States found that approximately 40% of 

crashes occur in advance warning and transition areas, primarily as a result of drivers 

approaching lane drops and queued traffic at high speeds [74].  

After entering the activity area, drivers often attempt to increase their speeds as they pass 

through the work zone. For example, one study found that approximately 60% of crashes occur 

in activity areas, including the exit zone [74]. These crashes were mainly caused by sudden 

driver maneuvers, inappropriate following distance, and driver distraction.  

Although speed-related crashes are less common in activity areas compared with the upstream 

portions of the work zone, sudden slowing can still occur, particularly if there are merges within 

the activity area. Multiple vehicle involvement can also be high in these areas because of a lack 

of escape routes (especially if lane width is constrained by temporary concrete barriers) [1]. 

Trucks are over-represented in work zone fatal crashes 

Heavy vehicles are more likely to be involved in crashes at work zones than other sections of 

the road network. In the United States, large trucks are involved in a quarter of all fatal work 

zone crashes each year. This is in contrast to crashes outside of work zones, where they are 

only involved in between 9-12% of fatal crashes [46]. This equates to large trucks being 

involved in approximately 130 fatal crashes in work zones every year in the United States [46]. 

While it is not entirely clear as to why heavy vehicles are over-represented in such crashes, it 

is likely due to a combination of factors including [75]: 

• Trucks are longer and wider resulting in less lateral clearance and recovery area for

large trucks when compared to other vehicles
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• Trucks are heavier with more kinetic energy to dissipate, which can result in increased

crash severity

• Higher center of mass can affect vehicle handling characteristics

• Larger blind spots make it more difficult to merge out of a closed lane or see a vehicle

attempting to merge into an open lane

• Lower acceleration and deceleration rates increase frustration for drivers of personal

vehicles following large trucks, and make it more challenging for truck drivers to stop

in time

• Greater distance between driver eye and vehicle headlights reduces the brightness of

retroreflective signs or visibility of vehicles ahead at night.

4.5 Work zone challenges 

A key factor associated with work zone crashes is the unexpected change in the normal driving 

environment. Crash risk is also affected by several key factors including time phase and 

placement of the work zone, duration of the work, road type and work zone area. Further, fatal 

work zone crashes occur most often in summer and fall and on roads with speed limits greater 

than 50 mph. These are all important factors to consider when designing a campaign to improve 

safety.  

Further, work zones are generally divided into two spaces (a) traffic spaces where traffic is 

allowed to flow and (b) workspaces where construction works are performed. Most of the 

crashes which result in serious injuries and deaths happen as a result of road users entering 

workspaces or workers entering traffic spaces. The risk of these incidents is influenced by clear 

zones and buffer space distances within the work zone. This includes ensuring adequate 

distance between workers and moving traffic, visibility of worksites and workers, poor road 

surfaces, unexpected change of lane direction, and clear work zone demarcation [55]. These 

factors cannot be addressed using a mass media campaign.  

However, the underlying reasons for drivers entering workspaces are factors that could 

potentially be modified in a campaign targeting drivers (rather than workers). These factors 

include speeding, inattention, tailgating, distraction, understanding buffer zones, aggression 

and impatience.  
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5. DESIGNING CAMPAIGNS

As discussed in the previous sections, mass media campaigns are an important component of 

national, state and local road safety strategies, and can be an important tool to improve safety. 

Developing a successful road safety mass media campaign is a multifaceted process that 

requires a clear understanding of the nature and scope of the specific problem at the local level. 

While differences in budgets, as well as the level of resources available, will affect the 

frequency, scope, duration and intensity of road safety campaigns, research highlights 

fundamental principles to apply to any mass media campaign in order to improve effectiveness. 

This section will focus on these key principles and provides practical guidelines to follow when 

designing a campaign to address road safety in work zones. 

Section 2 described how understanding human behavior provides a basis to guide campaign 

development. An evidence-based behavior change campaign consists of four phases: (1) 

project design and research, (2) production, (3) dissemination, and (4) evaluation [76]. Within 

these phases, the following happens:  

• Formative research is conducted to identify the target behavior to change and to better

understand the characteristics of the target audience (covered in Section 2)

• Messaging and materials are created and pre-tested with individuals likely to represent

the target audience

• A communication strategy and media plan are developed

• The campaign is implemented and evaluated

Through these phases, resulting campaigns will have a well-defined work zone safety-related 

behavior to address; a clear target audience; a single, cohesive theme; as well as a distinct 

message or concrete call to action. 

Investing the time and skills required to develop a campaign 
based on the unique needs of the local context and the 
best available evidence on what works is critical to 
producing an effective campaign.  



37 

5.1 Target behavior 

For the development of any campaign, first, it is critical to pinpoint the specific behavior the 

campaign is aiming to change (described in Section 2). For instance, a work zone safety 

campaign may seek to reduce excessive speeding through work sites, encourage drivers to 

leave more space between their vehicles and the road workers, or to limit distracted driving 

within work zones. The characteristics of the target behavior should be considered in 

determining which type of work zone safety campaign to implement, as what works for a 

campaign aimed at reducing speed may not work for distracted driving.  

Additionally, the behavior should be able to be objectively measured. For example, rather than 

urging drivers to avoid distracted driving, the target behavior should be more precise, such as 

avoid the use of a cell phone while driving. Road safety campaigns instructing a specific 

behavior to either engage in, or to avoid, are more successful than those more general in nature 

[12]. Thoughtful consideration of the target behavior will guide the development of campaign 

materials, as well as allow for proper evaluation of the campaign, which is discussed in more 

detail in Section 7.  

Starting point: Campaign design 
• What is your local problem? What are you targeting?
• What is the overall objective of the campaign?
• Are you trying to increase knowledge? Raise awareness? Change 

behavior?
• How could you measure success?

How?What?Why?Who?
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5.2 Messaging Content and Style 

Once the target behavior has been clearly defined, the campaign and message characteristics 

can be developed. Message content needs to be tailored; it is highly dependent on the target 

behavior, the audience that will be receiving the message, and the manner by which the 

message is conveyed. Two critical factors to consider when developing the message are (1) 

determining the message content to motivate appropriate behavior change, and (2) executing 

the message in a way that the target audience understands and accepts, while retaining its 

motivational potential [77].  

Developing effective messaging is a blend of science - understanding human behavior and 

strategies for change - and the art of design. However, there are several underlying principles 

that can help in creating a message that captures the attention of the target audience. 

Specifically, an effective message should have the following seven characteristics [7]:  

Credible

Trustworthy

Consistent

Clear

Persuasive

Relevant

Appealing

• The audience needs to believe the message
and its source

• The message should be possible to achieve
and also be honest

• The same message is used repeatedly
throughout the campaign

• The message is easily understood by the
target audience

• The message is able to generate the desired
behavior change

• The message should have significance to the
audience

• The message is attractive and interesting to
the target audience
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Considerations 
• Can the target audience actually do this?
• Is this message relevant to the audience?
• Is the message clearly defined?
• Does the message relate to the target behavior and contain only one 

message? Addressing multiple behaviors in one advertisement is not 
feasible and can result in confusion.

• Is the message specific, with a concrete call to action?

This ad contains a single 
message with a clear call to 
action — reduce speed by 5 
km/h (~3 mph) 

Image: TAC [79] 

[78] 

Messaging must be consistent with all other concurrent and related content. A coordinated 

message consistently uses the same types of visual images, such as similar layout styles, a color 

or combination of colors, a slogan or tagline, and spokesperson or character representative. It 

is important to develop campaign identifiers (i.e., visuals or audio) that make a campaign 

consistent and recognizable [7] throughout multiple and different media options. 
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5.2.1 Rational/informational and emotional appeals 

Rational messages (sometimes known as informational messages) are designed to provide 

direct and comprehensive information to the target audience. In road safety, this message style 

uses statistics (e.g., crashes, injuries) or other facts to educate the audience about the risks of 

the behavior. For instance, informational brochures about upcoming road construction may 

include facts about the prevalence of speeding within work zones and the number of fatalities 

of construction workers. These types of messages emphasize objective (rational) information 

and work by highlighting the benefits of engaging in safe driving behaviors. While the use of 

rational appeals can be beneficial, the information should be accurate and relevant to the target 

audience.  

[79] 

In contrast to rational appeals, emotional (or emotive) appeals emphasize feelings and images, 

which assumes people decide how to act based on how they feel. These types of messages can 

create either positive or negative emotional responses in the target audience, ranging from love 

and pleasure to fear and sadness. The strategy of drawing on individuals’ emotions as a method 

to connect with the audience and stimulate behavior change is widely used and can be seen in 

many campaigns depicting emotional stories and videos of crashes, victims, and survivors. 

Research has shown that the use of emotional appeals is a good option when the target audience 

already feels strongly about adopting a behavior change [7]. While the chosen message style is 

Rational appeal 
Teen Driving: 100 Deadliest Days 

This campaign used information 
about the risks for teen drivers, citing 
recent relevant statistic 

Image: Teen Driving AAA [80] 
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dependent upon audience factors, research has shown that combined emotional/rational 

messages have a stronger influence on behavior change than a purely rational message [19]. 

[80] 

Emotive appeal 
What if that worker was 
your child? 

This campaign used children 
and asked drivers how they 
would feel if the road workers 
were their own children.  

Image: FDOT [81] 

5.2.2 Fear appeals 

One type of emotional appeal that is commonly used in road safety campaigns is fear appeals. 

Often these campaigns use graphic imagery, such as realistic car crashes and resulting 

debilitating injuries, to capitalize on the emotional responses in the target audience. Despite 

much research, the effectiveness of using this type of messaging to influence behavior change 

is inconclusive. Some research has shown that fear appeals may be effective, but only if the 

message also contains specific recommendations for how to manage or avoid the threat as well 

as provides the audience with the confidence that they are capable of following through on the 

recommended behavior. Without these elements, the target audience is likely to ignore or reject 

the message altogether.  

Further, while there is some evidence that fear appeals in road safety campaigns may have 

some benefit, these campaigns are not equally effective with all audiences (e.g., younger and 

male audiences are more difficult to influence using this approach). Evidence also shows that 

the effects of fear-based appeals are often short-lived [81]. Given that young males are over-
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represented in crashes and thus often part of the target audience for road safety campaigns, the 

use of more positive approaches is encouraged. Research has shown that positive appeals can 

be just as, or even more, effective in influencing road user behavior [82]. [83] 

5.2.3 Framing 

The way in which a message is framed has an influence on how a message is received by the 

target audience and how the risk is assessed. A message can be created in a way that influences 

how the target audience evaluates a message in terms of either benefits or costs. For example, 

a positively framed message might highlight the advantages of adopting a safe behavior while 

a negatively framed message might focus on the negative consequences of failing to adopt the 

safe behavior [25]. For example, a distracted driving message that is positively framed might 

highlight recommended behaviors to avoid texting while driving. In contrast, a negatively 

framed message might depict the driver being ticketed for texting while driving.  [84, 85]  

 
This ad highlighted the 
negative effects of texting 
and driving (e.g., crashing) 

 

 

 

Fear appeal 
This campaign used graphic imagery to 
depict a crash. 

This type of approach can work well in 
some groups but tends not to engage 
young males particularly well.    

Image: thinkseatbelts.com [84] 
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Image: YASA [85] 

Framing - Negative 
This ad highlighted the 
negative effects of texting 
and driving (e.g., crashing) 

Framing - Positive 
This ad highlighted 
strategies to avoid using a 
cell phone in the car (e.g., 
placing it in the glove 
compartment) 

Image: Department of Transport [86] 

5.2.4 One-sided vs. two-sided messages 

When developing message content, another issue to consider is whether or not to address 

opposing viewpoints. A one-sided message presents only arguments that are supportive of the 

campaign, while a two-sided message includes both arguments in favor of the campaign theme 

as well as those counter to the safety message being delivered. For example, a one-sided 

message might only address the safety consequences of speeding within a work zone such as 

getting into a crash or injuring or killing road workers. Alternatively, a two-sided message 

might address the safety issue but also address a reason why someone might speed through a 

work zone, such as the desire to be to work on time. When to use one-sided or two-sided 

messages is dependent upon the target audience and behavior. For example, one-sided 

messages are shown to be more effective when a short-term or immediate change in behavior 

is intended, which may be something to consider specifically for work zone safety campaigns. 

Two-sided messages are more effective when: the target audience is unsympathetic to the 
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message; the audience initially disagrees with the objective of the message; and the audience 

is already likely to be exposed to the opposing viewpoints [7]. 

5.3 Choice of Media 

A primary issue to consider when developing a road safety campaign is the choice of 

appropriate media to effectively reach the target audience and to clearly convey the goal of the 

campaign. There are advantages and disadvantages of various media options, and deciding 

which media and delivery options to use should be based on a combination of factors, including 

the characteristics of the target audience, the media options available, the duration of the 

campaign, resources available, and the message to be communicated [25]. Potential media 

options include television, radio, online (social media, campaign website), cinema, variable 

and fixed message signs, brochures, leaflets and fact sheets. 

Generally, campaigns will be more effective if they use a combination of different types of 

media to reach as many people as possible in the target audience [7]. To ensure consistency of 

campaign messaging, and thus increase the likelihood of success, it is important to prepare 

resources and materials that can be adapted to several different types of media, yet that are 

easily identifiable as stemming from a single road safety campaign [87].  
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Considerations for the communication strategy 
1. How does your target audience communicate?

What media sources are they likely to use?
Do they watch television? Use social media? Listen to the radio or
prefer podcasts?

2. What is the duration and scope of the campaign?
What media options do you have available?
Do the options fit within the budget?
Are the options appropriate for the time frame?
Are the options suitable for conveying the message?

3. How can the message be communicated clearly?
Have you pre-tested your message?
Does the wording resonate with your audience?

5.4 Timing and Duration 

Timing of a campaign must be clearly aligned with the message content. For example, road 

safety issues within work zones vary throughout the year. A campaign may run in the winter 

to address the safety issues of speeding through work zones while there is also snow and ice 

making travel even riskier.   

It is also important to note any concurrent advertising. For example, a campaign may be 

implemented during work zone awareness week to coincide with a national campaign. 

However, it is critically important to ensure that the messages across campaigns are consistent. 

Fairly short periods of delivery tend to produce the most positive effects from campaigns (e.g., 

less than one month) [87]. While it is possible to extend campaigns for longer durations, it is 

necessary to refresh them intermittently with new content in order to keep them ‘top of mind’. 

Campaigns lasting more than one year are less effective than campaigns of shorter duration. 

This could be a consequence of reaching a saturation point regarding the information efforts, 

among those who are campaigning as well as those in the target population.  
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The exact amount of exposure needed to produce a desired change in behavior is unknown, 

however, according to industry standards, advertisements tend to be most effective in the first 

3 to 10 exposures with wear out setting in around 10 to 20 exposures. Another consideration is 

the way in which exposures are spaced out over time. Advertisement exposure can be cyclical, 

seasonal, or run over a short period via burst advertising, continuous advertising or intermittent 

advertising [25]. Studies have shown that repeated and sustained exposure to a message is 

ideal for campaign effectiveness, but that overexposure can lead to fatigue.  

5.4.1 Alignment with other agencies 

Aligning activity with other agencies and being aware of what else is happening in the local 

context is important to ensure there is no external impact on the campaign. For example, 

reaching out to other agencies to understand the campaigns they are running provides the 

potential option of leveraging existing campaigns as well as acting to ensure there are no 

competing messages that may hinder the effectiveness of a campaign. Furthermore, it can be 

beneficial to combine efforts with other organizations. For instance, if your campaign is 

targeting speeding, it is important to get the police involved to provide high visibility 

enforcement. If there are other major infrastructure changes going on, partner with those 

organizations to expand reach of the campaign. Running a campaign in isolation without an 

understanding of the local context is rarely successful [89].  
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6. CAMPAIGN MANAGEMENT

While it is clearly important to take an evidence-based approach to the design of safety 

campaigns, it is also very important to manage the campaign in a coordinated and evidence-

based manner. Mass media campaigns sit within the overall realm of public safety, and often 

public education. Referring back to Section 1 of this document, mass media can be used as a 

tool, but this tool sits within the overall system that governs road use, work zones and public 

safety. Thus, ensuring the campaign involves all stakeholders is critical to success. 

It is recommended that there is a key agency responsible for all advertising through media, 

such as a public relations department for example. This agency should consult with all 

stakeholders and other interested organizations, aiming to coordinate all related public 

education activities. Responsibility for decision-making can rest with a senior delegate at the 

key agency. Often decisions about materials for mass media campaigns are made by 

committees or government officials, when they should be based on consumer-driven research 

(e.g., with the group targeted by the campaign). Further, leveraging multiple agencies and 

existing partnerships can offset costs of developing and delivering campaigns, and can also 

prevent unnecessary duplication. 

Independent research is essential in the development of mass media campaigns when the costs 

of development and placement are high. Research also plays a role in tracking performance of 

mass media campaigns. Priority setting is required to ensure there are limited themes and 

messages about a single topic available at one time. Without priority setting, the target audience 

may become confused or overwhelmed. Community support can also be used to engender 

additional support for the elements of messages that may be more difficult for gaining public 

support [88]. 

Further, as the development and implementation of an effective campaign is time consuming, 

labor intensive and requires a broad range of skills, seeking input from stakeholders in the local 

community with a vested interest in road safety can help facilitate this process. Key 

stakeholders may include: 

• Local government

• Police agencies

• Public health and/or health care providers

• Business leaders
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• Community/advocacy groups

• Automotive clubs

• Local media

• Youth organizations

Not all stakeholders will be available to assist, however inviting them to participate can help 

promote community awareness of the campaign and potentially garner support.   

Developing an understanding of each stakeholder’s mission, goals, and activities is necessary 

to understand how a safety campaign can complement and/or benefit their organization. This 

is important since most stakeholders and partners are already engaged with numerous other 

social causes that will compete for their time, and for this reason may be more likely to assist 

with causes that include a benefit for their own organization.  

Gaining an understanding of the various roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders can 

also ensure that campaign tasks are assigned in ways that match the organization’s expectations 

and competencies. This process not only makes campaign planning and implementation easier, 

it also creates a sense of satisfaction that is valued and that keeps stakeholders engaged. 

Strategies for keeping stakeholders engaged throughout the entire process include: 

• Listen to their ideas, perspectives and make the process inclusive

• Invite each person to contribute to the discussion – this prevents domination by a few

individuals in the group

• Have clearly set agendas and objectives to accomplish at each meeting

• Have clearly set timelines and assignment of roles and responsibilities for various tasks

• Engage regularly with stakeholders to ensure ongoing interest in and support for the

campaign, particularly for addressing obstacles and providing recognition for key

contributions and achievements
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7. EVALUATION

It cannot be overstated how important evaluation is when it comes to mass media campaigns. 

Evaluation is not something that is done at the end, it is integral to the concept and design 

of the campaign. The evaluation design should be built on a systematic and empirically driven 

evaluation plan. This will provide real-time information on how a campaign is tracking, as well 

as provide long-term information about effectiveness.  

7.1 The importance of evaluation 

Campaigns need to be evaluated to determine whether or not they were effective in meeting 

their objective. Evaluations also provide evidence to policy makers about whether the 

campaign is working and to justify continued or new funding [92]. 

Evaluation is essential if we want to be able to benefit from previous campaigns and avoid past 

mistakes in the design of future campaigns [7]. Unfortunately, safety campaigns have rarely 

been evaluated systematically and empirically, and oftentimes they have not been evaluated at 

all. In the design of most campaigns, an evaluation plan is not typically included. This makes 

it difficult to implement a rigorous evaluation when the lessons learned from previous 

campaigns have not been made readily available. For these reasons, evaluation is a critical step 

that should not be overlooked in the design of any campaign.  

7.2 How to evaluate 

The design of an evaluation should begin with identifying and defining the key objectives of 

the campaign because these will influence how the evaluation can be conducted. The 

operational objectives should be based on SMART principles [93, 94]: 

• Specific

• Measurable

• Achievable

• Realistic

• Time-bound
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Specific. The campaign objective should be specific and clearly defined. For example, a 

campaign designed to reduce speeds in work zones should specify the amount of the reduction 

anticipated, for example, 10 or 15 MPH. It is impossible to evaluate whether you have achieved 

your objective if a more general idea is used such as ‘to reduce speeds in work zones by as 

much as possible’. 

Measurable. The objectives of the campaign should be measurable so that any changes in the 

target behavior, attitudes, beliefs or knowledge attributable to the campaign can be determined. 

This data can be measured before and after the campaign to determine whether any changes 

occurred and may be derived from observations or roadside surveys, public opinion surveys or 

focus groups [92]. For a campaign designed to reduce speeds, does the campaign have access 

to speed measuring equipment or can they work with their agency’s traffic division to use their 

hardware? 

Achievable. The problem to be addressed by the campaign must be actionable; that is, there 

must be something that you are able to do to address it. For example, is there anything you can 

do to reduce speeding through work zones in your community, such as increase visibility of 

law enforcement or install “Speed Enforcement Zone” signage? 

Realistic. The campaign objectives must be reasonable; that is, it must be possible to achieve 

them within the specified timeframe. For example, it may not be realistic to reduce the number 

of people who speed through local work zones by 95%. It is also important to bear in mind that 

changing knowledge and attitudes is often easier than changing behaviour, a factor that should 

be taken into consideration when choosing the campaign objectives. In addition, the amount of 

change that can be achieved will be influenced by the size and frequency of the problem. For 

example, it will be harder to achieve substantial change among the minority of drivers who do 

not wear their seat belt or drive while drinking than it would be among the much larger 

population of drivers who speed or drive distracted [92].  

Time-bound. The objectives of the campaign will need to be achieved within a time-specific 

period. This is generally the period of time during which the campaign will be delivered.  
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7.3 Evaluation types 

There are a number of evaluation types possible, however the most robust evaluations look at 

implementation of the campaign, short-term changes and longer changes. Examples include: 

1. A process evaluation to determine whether the campaign was implemented as

intended.

2. An outcome evaluation, which focuses on whether the campaign has achieved the

intended outcome of improving safety (e.g., reducing crashes and injuries).

3. An economic evaluation which focuses on the costs of the campaign.

7.3.1 Process evaluation 

A process evaluation takes place during the campaign and is used for determining whether the 

campaign has been implemented and is working as planned [7]. A process evaluation cannot 

be used to test the effects of a campaign, rather it adds insight to the outcome evaluation by 

helping to understand why the program did or did not achieve its intended objectives [92]. For 

example, if the campaign was unsuccessful in achieving its goals, the process evaluation might 

show that the message content was wrong since it was misunderstood by the target audience. 

Alternatively, there may be other factors that explain why a campaign did not work, such as 

factors related to the timing of message delivery. A process evaluation will typically answer 

the following questions:  

• Did the implementation take place as planned?

• How many paid and unpaid stories came out in the media?

• Was the target audience aware that there was a campaign on this theme?

• Did the target audience know and/or understand the message of the campaign?

The most robust process evaluations answer a broad range of questions in relation to the 

campaign, including [7]:  

• Was the target group pre-tested before the campaign started?

• Were the target group’s motivations in relation to the campaign objective established?

• Was an action plan produced and, if so, was it followed?

• What means of communication were used?



52 

• Did the level of cooperation among campaign team members possibly affect the results

(e.g., disruptions caused by people leaving)?

• Was there cooperation between campaign partners?

• What kind of supportive activities were carried out?

• What was the total exposure – the total number of people exposed to the campaign (i.e.,

number of people listening to the radio program, number of readers)?

• Were the campaign elements implemented as intended?

• In what context and circumstances were the campaign components implemented?

• What was the duration of the campaign?

• For how long was the target audience exposed to the campaign elements (e.g., how long

was the poster up, how long did the radio program last, how many times was it

broadcast, etc.)?

External factors are also likely to affect the results of a campaign, some of which can be 

followed up on during the process evaluation (for example, other factors that could enhance or 

hinder the campaign objectives such as media coverage on the same topic as the campaign but 

not directly related to it, political changes, other campaigns, etc.). 

7.3.2 Outcome evaluation 

An outcome evaluation is used to determine whether a campaign achieved its objectives (e.g., 

a change in behavior, a reduction in crashes, a change in knowledge or attitudes) [7]. An 

outcome evaluation looks for any difference in the outcome measure from before campaign 

implementation to after campaign implementation.  

Outcome evaluations usually involve two groups: a control group who is not exposed to the 

campaign, and an experimental group who is exposed to the campaign. This allows you to 

measure any differences in the outcome measure before and after campaign implementation in 

the two groups.  

Use of a control group makes it more likely that any changes observed before and after the 

campaign are due to the effect of the campaign itself and not some other factor that might be 

occurring at the same time as the campaign. For example, a work zone safety campaign 

evaluation may reveal a reduction in distraction related crashes resulting from cell phone use. 
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However, this reduction could be caused by the implementation of a new law (e.g., higher 

penalties for cell phone use) and not by the campaign. The use of a control group will show 

whether both groups have demonstrated the same changes; if they have, then it can be 

concluded that the changes were not due to the campaign itself. 

7.3.3 Economic evaluation 

An economic evaluation involves measuring the costs of the campaign. This involves two 

components: (1) the cost of developing a campaign (concept research, production costs) and 

(2) cost of media placement (i.e., television advertising or other types of publicity) [7].

The campaign development/production costs (which may also include evaluation costs) can be 

further divided into: 

• Direct costs of the particular campaign including labor, materials, and expenses used

directly in developing and producing the campaign (whether purchased externally or

internally or already available in the organization responsible for the campaign).

• Indirect costs (fixed costs or overhead) that are not directly related to the particular

campaign including rent, depreciation of buildings or equipment, taxes, electricity,

insurance, indirect labor (e.g., storekeepers).

• The costs of media placement.

7.4 Data 

The selection of data for a given evaluation will depend on the objectives of the campaign as 

well as what data are available or what data can be reasonably collected during the time-frame 

for the evaluation [92].  

It is also important to recognize that data on some types of campaign indicators (such as crashes) 

will typically take longer than collecting data on the knowledge and behavior of the target 

audience, as these changes occur over much longer periods of time.   

The main types of data sought are likely to include the number or severity of road crashes, 

number of offenses or infringements, and the frequency of adopting the unsafe and/or safe 

behavior.   
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The observed behaviors used in an outcome evaluation will depend on the specific campaign 

objectives and should be related to the target audience. These may include: 

• Location of road crashes

• The types of road users involved in road crashes

• The frequency of crashes

• The dates and times of day that road crashes occur

• The types of road crashes and severity of consequences (all road crashes, property

damage only, crashes involving personal injury, fatal crashes).

Additional outcome indicators are likely to include knowledge about the safe behavior, beliefs 

favoring the safe behavior, self-reported behavior, and behavioral intentions [7].  This type of 

data will most likely be collected through surveys, focus groups and interviews with the target 

audience and stakeholders.  

By using different types of variables (crashes, observed behavior, and self-reported data), it is 

possible to establish the link between crashes and the problem behavior. For example, the crash 

data in a safety campaign that addresses cell phone use in work zones should focus only on 

crashes caused by cell phone use. 

It will also be important to take into consideration other factors that may account for any 

changes in the outcome measure besides the safety campaign [7]. Such factors, typically 

referred to as ‘confounding’ variables, may include other communication campaigns and 

actions run nationally and/or locally, road-engineering projects, enforcement measures, etc. 

If an economic evaluation is being conducted, data should be collected to answer the following 

questions [7]: 

• How much did the whole campaign cost? This includes the total costs incurred by the

campaign (i.e., concept development, production of materials, media, implementation,

evaluation, and labor costs).

• Was the campaign cost-effective? This involves comparing what was spent to the

effects of the campaign in non-monetary terms.

• Was it efficient (cost-benefit analysis)? This involves comparing what was spent to

what was gained, in monetary terms.
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It is important to collect data more than once during and following campaign implementation 

[7]. Collection of data at multiple points throughout the campaign can improve delivery by 

identifying opportunities to adjust one or more components of the campaign that may not be 

working as intended.  

Achieving the campaign objective in the short term is important but this does not necessarily 

mean that the effects will persist into the long term. Most of the time, a single campaign is not 

sufficient to bring about large, lasting changes in behavior. The effect of a campaign will 

decrease rather quickly once the campaign is over. Thus, collection of data at multiple points 

following campaign implementation can help determine when campaign effectiveness starts to 

deteriorate and the optimal time to reinforce campaign messages, if required [92].  

Several methods can be used to keep the campaign message in the public eye and extend the 

time over which the campaign effects are likely to last. Some examples include [7]:  

• Split up a campaign into different phases or ‘waves’ of high visibility, alternated with

‘off’ periods when the campaign is at a lower profile.

• Keep the campaign issue ‘alive’ in public discussions: TV and radio shows, press

articles, etc.

• Distribute promotional materials (e.g., keychains, bumper stickers, etc.) that act as

campaign reminders.

• Refer to the campaign each time enforcement actions dealing with the campaign issue

are organized, and vice versa (integrate communication and enforcement).

7.5 How to isolate the effects of a campaign? 

Campaigns are often accompanied by other supportive activities such as enforcement or special 

events. This can make it difficult to isolate the contribution of each of the different components 

to the campaign’s performance [13]. To isolate the effects of a campaign that has been 

combined with supportive activities, different groups of participants should be assigned to each 

component of the program (e.g., media, enforcement, education, etc.) and then any differences 

before and after campaign implementation should be compared for each component [7]. This 

allows the effects of each individual component of the campaign to be established. 
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7.6 When should the evaluation start? 

A plan for the evaluation needs to be developed in conjunction with the campaign itself – not 

after the campaign has already been implemented. Data for comparing any change in the target 

behavior before and after campaign implementation will need to be collected for the before 

period prior to the campaign’s implementation. In most cases it will not be possible to collect 

this data retrospectively once the campaign has already been implemented [92]. 

In summary, while evaluation is critical, it is also important to acknowledge that campaigns 

can be very difficult to adequately evaluate. The key outcome measure for demonstrating the 

success of a campaign is often behavior change which can be difficult to capture. However, as 

discussed in Section 2, understanding the process and path to behavior change can provide 

targets for evaluation. For example, self-report assessments of knowledge, attitudes and 

behavior can be useful if the evaluator understands the context in which these occur and the 

relationship with actual behavior (this is why using theories to guide campaign development 

can be helpful).  
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8. SUMMARY

This document intended to provide practical advice on proven strategies for developing mass 

media safety campaigns. It was not intended to provide a step-by-step guide. It is intended to 

provide the foundation for local areas to understand and address their own specific local 

problems in a systematic and scientific manner. 

Mass media campaigns must only ever be seen as a tool, never the complete answer. Under the 

right circumstances, a well-designed campaign can provide useful safety benefits. However, 

attempts to try and change people’s behaviour without regard for the rest of the system will not 

ever be successful.     

The key steps to effective design and implementation of any mass media campaign are: 

1. Research

• Know your problem

• Identify your target behavior

• Understand your target audience

• Know your stakeholders and get their buy-in

2. Design

• Create a clear and specific message tailored for your target behavior and

audience

• Pre-test your message with your target audience and make changes if required

• Create a communication strategy and media plan

• Collaborate with your stakeholders and align your campaign with other relevant

activities

• Know how you will evaluate your campaign

3. Implement

• Monitor the effects as you go

• Align your implementation with your stakeholders’ activities (e.g.,

enforcement, road worker education initiatives)

4. Evaluate

• Evaluate your campaign thoroughly to understand what works in your local

context
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