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                            Abstract 

In this paper, the summarized definitions, the history of PSA in both China and abroad 

as well as related-Chinese background are presented so as to lay a background 

foundation for the research. The theories of signs and communication in semiotics, as 

well as the reception theories by Stuart Hall build the theoretical base for the research. 

Two pieces of Chinese Public Service Advertisements of the most two common 

categories in the field are analysed through semiotics methods, so as to reach one of 

the aims of the research, namely the understandings of how signs are used in the 

creation of these PSA, and what the interpretations of the signs are as well as how 

they come into being. Another aim of the research is to understand the reception of 

one of the two PSA among the ordinary Chinese people. The method of focus group 

interview is used to reach this aim. It has been found out that signs on PSA are created 

with certain meanings, and the interpretations of the signs can vary depending on the 

translator's life background. It has also been found out that the PSA can be received 

differently by people with different background, and that the general group of Chinese 

people have different readings of government-related PSA, and accepting such PSA is 

not a common thing, despite the fact that China is a very nationalistic country 
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Capital 1. Introduction and Background  

Introduction:.  

There is a variety of Chinese advertisement displayed on TV since I was little, and I 

have always been quite impressed by the ways of how many Chinese advertisements 

are presented. Nowadays, the most interesting category among all kinds of Chinese 

advertisements is the Public Service Advertisements, because they often reflect many 

cultural elements, and by looking at them, I got to learn quite a lot of cultural things 

which I was not quite aware of earlier. In this paper, I make use of the knowledge of 

media and communication I have learnt to understand the following questions: How 

are signs used in the creation of these PSA? What are my interpretations of the signs? 

And how do they come into being and how are they related to the cultures? Finding 

out the answers to these questions is one of the aims of my research, and it will be 

achieved by my analysing two representatives of the popular Chinese PSA with media 

knowledge methods. Another aim of the research is to find out the answer to this 

question: How is the reception of the governmental PSA among the ordinary Chinese 

people?  

 

The two selected pieces of PSA are an animated video called Family, and a poster 

designed by Chinese government. Secondary sources used to back up the analyses 

include several semiotics-and interview-related books and papers by both western and 

Chinese researchers. The two main references books for the sources of theories and 

methods are Kommunikationsteorier by John Fiske and Fokusgrupper om fokuserade 

gruppintervjuer som undersökningsmetod by Victoria Wibeck, and previous 

researches about Chinese PSAs by a variety of authors as well as reference books 

about Chinese cultures by Chinese and foreign authors. The theories used in the paper 

are the signs and communication theories through semiotics, mainly C.S Pierce's 

model, and reception theories, mainly Stuart Hall's theory of decoding and encoding 

as well as the three types of readings. The methods used to carry out the research are 

semiotics picture analyses and focus group interview, the latter of which will be used 

to study the second piece of PSA only (for detailed reasons, see method chapters).The 
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selected interviewees are a group of people with different jobs and in their different 

life stages. 

  

Background:  

Definition and History 

 There are many ways to define Public Service Advertisement (called "PSA" 

hereafter), yet generally speaking, the definition of PSA can be summarized as a sort 

of advertisement which is distributed by mass media without cost, and which aims at 

giving the public a certain social information and tries to change people's attitudes 

towards a certain social issue.1 

   

 PSA was first developed in the U.S.A around the Second World War time by the 

Advertisement Council of the country. The Council aims at influencing the Americans 

in the society under the war time. The first PSA the U.S.A launched was a 

presentation from the country that expressed the things needed under the war. The 

advertisement advocated that the public should pay attention to the urgent social 

issues such as blood donation, traffic and fire security.2  

 

PSA Cultures in China. 

The first Chinese PSA came into being in the year of 1986, and was shown at 

Guizhou Television Channel. The PSA was about water saving, and advocated that 

people should understand that it is very important not to waste water.  Later in the 

year of 1987, CCTV3 started a program called Advertisements and Broadcasting. The 

program is specialized in broadcasting Chinese PSA mainly made by individuals, 

companies and government. It was one of the first official programs that are about 

PSA and it became extremely popular and famous. Ever since then, more and more 

PSA have been created and broadcast through mass media means in China4.  

                                                        
1  http://baike.baidu.com/view/72192.htm 
2  Goodrum, Charles & Helen Dalrymple (1990) 
3 http://baike.baidu.com/view/9242.htm?fromId=7979 
4  http://baike.baidu.com/view/72192.htm 
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The media at the very beginning tried very much to use PSA to make profits, but the 

policy makers feared that the marketization would affect folk's values and etiquettes 

because making profits from the advertisement became one of the main purposes 5 

Nowadays, however, Chinese PSA has become a very popular and common among 

Chinese TV and internet users. They are shown on TV and Internet constantly, and it 

is impossible for the users that follow both of these two media means to avoid them. 

Statistics show that 80.2 percent of the urban and 74.8 percent of the rural population 

are following the TV,6 while there are 591 million Chinese people that are online, and 

among all of the 591 millions and at least 234 millions of them are accessible to the 

internet advertisement 7. 

 

Most of the Chinese PSA on TV is broadcast during prime hours, reaching as big 

audience as possible 8, while the broadcast Chinese PSA on TV is also synchronized 

to the related Chinese broadcasting internet, including the channels' synchronized 

official website, the most popular video clips websites, or advertisement website etc. 

The contents of Chinese PSA vary, yet one can identify four common themes in 

Chinese PSA fields: 1) the Chinese virtue of Filial Piety 2) the government slogans, 3) 

the Chinese etiquettes 4) and security awareness 9.10 Among all of them, the Chinese 

virtue of Filial Piety and the government slogans are the main analyses themes in the 

research, because these two are the most common ones among the four11.  

 

Background of Filial Piety  

Filial Piety Culture, is one of the most traditional Chinese culture elements. It used to 

be regarded as one of the most basic ethics behaviours required by the society, but 

nowadays, it is more regarded as a virtue. Filial piety is a compound concept that is 

involved with cultural ideologies and system etiquettes, it refers to a cultural tradition 

                                                        
5 Stockmann, 2011, page 855 
6 Stockmann, 2011, page 857 
7 http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-07/17/content_16790316.htm 
8 Landsberger, 2009, page 340 
9 http://baike.baidu.com/view/72192.htm 
10 Stockhmann, 2011, page 866 
11 Stockmann, 2011, page 866 
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that deals with respecting and taking care of old people, parents and ancestors.12 The 

detailed contents of the filial piety can be summarized as the following six aspects: 13 

 

1. Younger generations shall support their own as well as the spouse's parents with 

money and food, and show respect towards them, as well as ancestors and other old 

people, whether or not they are one of the family members. 

 

2. Younger generations shall obey the requests by their own and their spout's parents. 

Suggestions are allowed but shall be presented in a proper way. 

 

3. Younger generations shall carry on the ancestral lines by starting a family with 

someone and giving birth to children at a proper age. Not having children is 

considered to be a disrespectful for parents and ancestors, also against cultural 

traditions of filial piety. 

 

4. Younger generations shall prepare grand funeral ceremonies for their parents when 

the parents pass away. and younger generations shall also visit the graves of their 

ancestors often. 

 

5. Younger generations shall make efforts to become successful in career and have a 

prestigious name, and bring shining reputation to parents and family. 

 

6. Younger generations shall visit their parents and spout's parents often enough. 

Should the parents be sick and ill, the younger generations also have the obligation to 

give them necessary care.  

 

The ideology of filial piety first appeared nearly two thousand years ago in West 

China, and was earlier considered to be a kind of behaviour of showing respects to the 

                                                        
12 Li Yi Ran, 2010, 8-20 
13 http://www.wsxdyzx.cn/sslt/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=65 
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ancestors of humans.14  This ideology was being developed and then raised in 

Confucianism as behaviour of showing respects not only to the ancestors of humans, 

but also to the older generation of the family, especially in parents. 15  And 

Confucianism has been hailed as one of the most prestigious and celebrated traditional 

cultural ideologies in Chinese society since decades ago, and has had huge influence 

in the Chinese society and affecting the Chinese society ideologies. That is the cause 

to why filial piety has become such a prevailing ideology in Chinese society. 16 

Nowadays, the ideology of filial piety is the combination the earliest ideology and the 

Confucianism 17  And, the ideology of filial piety has been considered as an 

obligatory course in a large number of element schools in China, even in many 

companies and governmental departments, the ideology is highly promoted and 

stressed18 

 

Background of the poster 

China is a very nationalistic country. The Chinese nationalism in today's society is 

formed due to many historical reasons. One of the strongest causes is the humiliation 

the country experienced during the invasion wars from West and Japan almost two 

hundred years ago. 19   After the wartime was finished and the New China was 

established formally, the nationalism continued to exist, but patriotism has become 

gradually more prevailing in the Chinese society20 The Patriotism Spirit has also been 

hailed as one of the traditional Chinese virtues in the current society. 

 

The Patriotism Spirit basically means a deeply-rooted affection to the nation, and the 

responsibility towards the nation, as well as the willingness to contribute to the country. 

The Patriotism Spirit in China has been considered to be the constant spiritual support 

in the process of the development of the country. It has also been considered to have 

                                                        
14 http://www.zgrsd.cn/news/html/?12829.html 
15 http://baike.baidu.com/view/786359.htm 
16 Kong Qing Ming, 2011, page 160 
17 http://www.wsxdyzx.cn/sslt/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=65 
18 http://www.china.com.cn/book/txt/2008-07/07/content_15968081.htm 
19 http://www.cfr.org/china/nationalism-china/p16079 
20 http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2013session/2013-03/12/content_16302166.htm 
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great functions of keeping the folk altogether against the outside invasion. 21 

 

Chinese government plays a significant part in keeping the nationalism and patriotism 

active. The patriotism Chinese government and the Communist Party of China 

advocate is the socialistic patriotism.22 According to the Chinese government and the 

Communist Party of China, the socialistic patriotism they promote can be summarized 

as follows: As a Chinese person, one should place his own interests lower than the 

nation's interests, and one should think higher of the country's destiny than of their own 

destiny, and one should be ready to contribute their own future to the nation. 23  

 

 There are many ways for the Chinese government to advocate patriotism. The 

tendency is to get the folk to follow the government and believe their ideologies. There 

have been many methods carried out to achieve this purpose.  All of the means are 

actually a form of the political advertisement from the government, and PSA is one of 

the most important ways for the government to communicate with its folk in trying to 

persuade the folk to accept their leadership. 24  In addition, the governmental 

advertisement is also trying to make the citizens feel proud of their country and 

increase the urge and feeling of nationalism. 25 

 

The lines on the poster are: Put the scientific perspectives of development into practice.  

The definition and contents of the scientific perspectives of developments are to be 

explained before the actual analyses. The scientific perspectives of developments refer 

to four points President Hu Jingtao put forward at a state conference held in the year of 

2003, for a better development of the country26  The four points are  

1. The perspective of development with humans as the centre: 

People's interest shall be the central element when the government is carrying out work 

                                                        
21http://baike.baidu.com/link?url=8E6MveSt1ipZbo_0uPzv1FYCc7ANzbjNs-HU5CMcym2WZarTp-fGGOar7eO
W9sPV 
22 Suisheng Zhao, 2004, page 28  
23 Suisheng Zhao, 2004, page 29 
24 Stockmann, Esarey, Zhangjie, 2010, page 1 
25 Landsberger, 2009, page 333. 
26 http://baike.baidu.com/view/15952.htm 
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and tasks.  

2. The perspective of a comprehensive development:  

The government shall work hard so that the whole country will have economy 

blossom, perfect policy, interesting culture and advanced scientific technology.  

 

3. The perspective of development in coordination  

The economic, cultural and technological differences between the rural area and 

urban area shall be decreased. The nature and humans shall also be in harmony during 

developments 

 

4. The perspective of sustainable developments 

Developments shall be carried out in a sustainable way for the benefits of the 

following generation. 

  

Third point of background: Chinese people have a special understanding of the 

colour Red. In Chinese culture, on the occasions of Chinese festival traditions, the 

colour red symbolizes happiness and hilarious atmosphere. In politics, the colour red 

symbolizes strength and also refers to the Communist Party of China. So everything 

related to CPC is somehow called Red. For example, the government's staff are 

nicknamed as "the red-workers", and the songs about CPC are called "the red songs" 

etc. The Chinese national flag is red in colour, the national emblem is in red.27   

 

Capital 2. Previous Research 

 In the year of 2001, Kara Chen, the professor from Hong Kong Baptist University, 

published a research of PSA in China. Kara Chen first presented how PSAs came into 

being and explained the definition of PSAs by comparing PSAs and the real 

advertisements. Then she came to the conclusion that PSAs focus more upon solving 

social problems while the real commercials focus more upon promoting the products 

and earning profits. Later, she writes a brief introduction of Chinese PSAs. She even 
                                                        
27 http://www.cqvip.com/qk/80433x/201108/38656325.html 
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presents the most common themes that are often used as the contents to Chinese PSAs. 

Through her research she finds out that, the purpose of Chinese PSAs is to build 

social ideology and most of the Chinese PSAs are created based upon the current 

Chinese policy. The points of the costs of commercials are not necessary because 

these points are not mentioned later in the paper.  

 

Both her and my researches are similar in the aspect that we have similar research 

topic. The differences are that her research is more about how Chinese PSAs 

generally look like and focus more about issues in the society, while my research 

focuses more about the analyses particularly-chosen PSAs and more media & 

communication-oriented. As a Hong Kong researcher she is free from the influence of 

mainland China, therefore her opinions towards the PSA are more objective. That 

serves as a strong reference of my research.  

 

. The title of the research paper indicates that the article is about how PSAs are 

affecting the social values, but in the research this issue is not abundantly discussed. 

In the end she mentions several problems Chinese PSAs are facing just now, but none 

of them has much to do with the society, but much more upon the creation and design 

of PSAs, which is not quite associated with the title of the paper. 

 

Chapter 3. Theory 

Reception Theory  

Literally speaking, reception means "receiving something", and in the term of media 

& communication, it means the receiving of the contents of media28. What is stressed 

in the reception theory is the audience's reception of the media contents. The 

meanings of the media messages are made based upon the encoded, and translated & 

understood based upon the conditions of the decoders, and the meaning processes of 

media messages and audience depend also upon the social contexts of daily life where 

                                                        
28 Ross, 2008, page 55  
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the audience make use of the media messages.29. 

 

It is also emphasized that the audience are very active when they look at the media 

contents. Audience select, respond and think about those media messages that are 

presented to them30.Audience do not just expose themselves to the media messages. 

Their activities are an implication to the social, political and cultural conditions of 

themselves. 31  Reception also depends upon the understandings and general 

background of the audience. It can also vary with the variation of the background of 

them. More specifically speaking, the reception of the audience can be different 

depending upon several aspects of the audience. For example, the different levels of 

knowledge & focuses of the contents of the media messages; the different cognitive 

schemes of the audience that drive them to have different interpretations; or the 

audience themselves can give the media messages some meanings depending upon 

their different life experiences & knowledge; And how the media contents are used by 

the audience can also be the cause that leads to a different degree of reception. 

32 Stuart Hall presents the model of encoding/ decoding that is based upon 

semiotics-related concepts33. The model clearly and briefly presents the link between 

reception and the audience.  

 

Stuart Hall's Model 

"Encoding" refers to the meanings, purposes and definitions that make up to the 

producing of the media messages, while "decoding" basically means the meanings 

that the audience read out of the media messages.34 According to the model, a media 

text, which can mean anything visual, such as a video, a picture, a film, a book or 

anything that has been presented to the public, is not simply taken by the receivers in 

a simple way.35 And the model also states that audience is presented with media 

                                                        
29 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page122 
30 Ross, 2008, page 67 
31 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 124 
32 Ross, 2008, page 69 
33 Ross, 2008, page 56 
34 Ross, 2008, page 57 
35http://postmodernmedia1.blogspot.se/2012/03/audiencesreception-theory.html 
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contents, they would think about the media messages they encounter, rather than 

simply accept them just the way they are. And the decoding and the interpretation of 

the media messages by the audience would depend upon their individual background, 

including their cultures, their economic standings, their life experiences etc, and.36 

when the audience is decoding the messages, they are in a very active situation. They 

would interpret the media messages according to their own social background and 

behaviours37  

 

Hall also states that the structures of the meanings that are associated with the 

production of the media contents are not necessarily the same with the reception of 

the media contents. There does not have to be any necessary connection between the 

media contents and the interpretation theoretically speaking, however, there still exists 

the decoding position of the preferred readings38, which is generated by the dominant 

framework which controls the plan of the media messages, and which also leans 

towards the interest of the social hegemonic groups, which is an occasion where the 

interpretations are done by the audience based upon the dominant  signs of the 

messages.39 More specifically, preferred readings means that the audience simply 

accept the intended meanings of the media messages, and even share or reproduces 

the codes in the media messages. The prerequisite is that the media messages are 

produced within the framework of a dominant code. It is also stated that the dominant 

readings happen when the audience accept the connoted meanings completely without 

any further changing, and that is dominated by the encoded meaning in an ideological 

way. 40 Audience's ability to resist the dominant messages, can also be seen from the 

various interpretations they have, therefore the decoding position can help to 

understand the ability of the resistance ability of the audience too41 

 

                                                        
36 Hall, 1980, page 130 
37 Stereotypes in the Media. Wordpress, 2010 
38 Ross, 2008, page 58 
39 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 129 
40 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 129 
41 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 128 
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The second decoding position of the audience is "negotiated readings". It is a reading 

with the combination of accepting and rejecting. More specifically, when the audience 

receives the media messages, the reception they have is that they hesitate and struggle 

between the state of totally accepting and rejecting of the encoded meanings; The 

prerequisite is that the audience accept the universal encoded meanings of the media 

messages, namely partly agreeing with the audience at the position of preferred 

readings, but they are also critical of the encoded meanings, and even modify then at 

another level, depending upon their social, cultural background and life experience, 

which also reflects their  personal conditions.. 42  The third position is the 

"Oppositional Readings". It means that when audience looks at the media messages, 

their reception is that they reject the dominating codes, totally opposite as the 

preferred reading positions. The audience in this position understands the dominant 

codes completely, but they have an opposite opinion to the dominant codes in the 

media messages, and they decode the media messages based upon a certain different 

framework from the encoding meanings, and the oppositional decoding is conducted 

from a code other than the encoded codes.43 Therefore, oppositional reading is both a 

process of decoding, but also is a different code itself from the original encoded 

messages.44  

 

When connected with semiotics models by Peirce, some aspect of the reception of the 

audience can also be studied. First of all, semiotics generally speaking is the study of 

signs and how they are functioning45.Signs can be anything that generates a meaning, 

like words, phrases, pictures etc. Signs can also represent something else, and can be 

decided by the cultural experiences of the receivers.46 A sign creates a meaning by 

meeting with other signs within a certain sign system 47Also, the meaning of signs 

can be very different, mainly depend upon the situation they are active in. And signs 

                                                        
42 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 129 
43 Ross, 2008, Page 58  
44 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 114 
45 Fiske page 61 
46 Fiske page 62 
47 Moberg & Jernudd 2010, page 235 
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appear and make sense in specific situations, such as a certain situation with historical 

meanings, society meanings, cultural meanings etc.48  

 

C.S Peirce's Model 

C.S Peirce's model of sign communication: Semiotics model consists of three parts: 

a sign, an object, and an interpretant. According to him, a sign is a signifier, but not as 

a whole that signifies. The most important thing is the functions of as the signifiers. A 

sign can be a sign when the elements of the signs are able to signify their objects. 49 

According to Peirce, an object is something that the sign refers to, but the objects 

ought to have certain characteristics so that they can decide the sign, and the signs 

ought to fall in certain characteristics so as to be able to signify the object. 50 Peirce 

also thinks that there are immediate objects and dynamic objects. The dynamic 

objects refer to the objects that can lead to a series of signs, so that a complete 

understanding of the objects can be reached, while the immediate objects refer to the 

objects that are interpreted at the immediate time. They are not something affiliated to 

the dynamic objects, but something that comes out during the process. 51 Pierce 

thinks that the two types of objects are clearly linked, and that the dynamic objects are 

the motivation to drive forward the process of studies, while the immediately objects 

are what are grasped at any point during the process of studies.  

 

An interpretant is decided by the sign, and an interpretation we have about the relation 

of the object and the sign. Signs decide an interpretant in the way in which the sign 

signifies the object to form our understandings. Pierce also thinks that there are three 

types of interpretants, namely the immediate interpretans, the dynamic interpretants 

and the final interpretants. The immediate interpretants refer to the interpretation of 

the relationship between a sign and a dynamic object, it is the acknowledgement of a 

sign and a general understanding of it. Dynamic interpretants refer to the 

                                                        
48 Jansson, 2002 page 142 
49 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/peirce-semiotics/ 
50 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/peirce-semiotics/ 
51 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/peirce-semiotics/ 
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understandings of the sign and object that are generated inside the series of signs. The 

interpertants can be reached at any stage. The final interpretants refer to the final 

understandings, or possibly the true understandings of the object reached at the end of 

the understanding process 52 These three types of interpretants are also known as the 

emotional, energetic and logical interpretants.  

 

So according to Peirce, these three items are in a triangle relationship. They are 

affecting each other. A sign is decided by something else that is called an object, 

which affects the people who use them that are interpretant which are also decided by 

signs. 53. This model proves useful for me to dissect the signs of the video and the 

posters based on the relationship.  

 

Peirce also thinks that interpretants can happen in three possible ways. "Icons", 

"Indexes" and "Symbols". Icons refer to those that are most transparent visual items. 

The shared qualities between an icon and the object it stands to can be spotted 

immediately when displayed; They have a physical likeness between the sign and the 

meanings. Icons can also be possibly influenced by the cultures where they are from, 

where they are being operated.54 Peirce divided an icon into three classes: the image, 

the diagram and the metaphor. Image is of direct visual simple quality; diagram is 

presented in a more complex way and the presentation is much related to something; 

and metaphor represents a sign together with something else. 55  

 

.Indexes: meanings those that are connected to the objects in a relationship based on 

certain facts. When the interpretation is generated through a helping hand, then the 

signs are an index, and they have a correlation in the matter of space and time with the 

meanings of the signs. Peirce points out that an index is not necessarily an actual thing, 

it can be something general as well. 56
 

                                                        
52 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/peirce-semiotics/ 
53 Fiske Page 62 & JRI Page 37 
54 http://visibility.wordpress.com/2007/12/19/3-types-of-signs-symbol-icon-index/ 
55 http://www.helsinki.fi/science/commens/terms/hypoicon.html 
56 http://www.helsinki.fi/science/commens/terms/index2.html 
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 Symbols refer to those that are connected with the objects based on certain 

conventions, agreements or regulations. If a sign is a symbol, then the interpretation is 

generated based upon some deeper background between the sign and the object.57 

Pierce thinks that every symbol is a general, and he calls the so-called individual 

symbol as the instance of the symbol. 58 The interpretation of the poster & video in 

the research will be theoretically based upon the triangle model as well as the 

explanations of the three items of a sign mentioned above. The connection the model 

has with reception is that signs can be defined as always being for somebody that 

associates the process of mediated meanings to the audience, within the environment 

of everyday life. The meanings of the media messages can also depend upon how the 

audience realistically represents the potential signs present to them, and the realistic 

representation of the meanings by the audience are unique depending upon the 

individual background of the audience.59  

 

The semiotics theory builds the theoretical foundation for me to picture analyse the 

two PSAs, to interpret the meanings behind the signs. The reception theory is useful 

when it comes to the studies of the reception of the audience towards the poster. With 

the help of the reception model, I am able to better understand the category of the 

reception, and can easier and better analyse and understand the reception result based 

upon the theory. 

 

Brief Theory of Communication 

Communication is always considered to be about creating meanings, and about how 

signs are interpreted in different ways in different lands and cultures60. And culture is 

a prerequisite for communication.61 Briefly mentioned, Barthes has a theory when it 

comes to picture communication: communication can not be performed if a picture is 

                                                        
57 Fiske page 71 & JRI Page 37 
58 http://www.helsinki.fi/science/commens/terms/symbol.html 
59 Schroder, Drotner, Kline, Murray, 2003, page 131 
60 JRI Page 37 
61 Jansson, 2002 page 165 
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totally alone; it needs to be combined with the text beside so that the communication 

can function properly62. This theory makes it possible to see that the video and poster 

can not be completely understood without cultural background, and it can be 

sometimes harder if the there are not texts. So this knowledge builds a theoretical base 

when it comes to analyses that shall be associated with cultural background.  

 

 

Chapter 4. Material and Methods 

Material and Limitation: 

The material of PSA representatives: The first PSA is a video clip named FAMILY 

with a length of 1:20 minutes. It presents the story of a child of growing up in an 

animated form. The video was spotted through the program of Advertisements and 

Broadcasting and cited from Youku.com. The second PSA is a poster, taken from the 

website Nicipu.com. The poster is a promotion of the ideology of scientific 

perspective of development (The detailed process of selection is presented in the 

method section) 

 

The material of background information: Standards: 1) material shall be from official 

websites, rather than personal blogs or dairies, guaranteeing the objectivity and 

formality of the material. 2) The material shall give a comprehensive presentation of 

the background information. Therefore:  

 

For the history of Chinese PSA, Baidubaike.com is used. This website presents 

clearly the summarized basic knowledge of all China-related matters, so it is easy for 

me to take out the important and necessary points. 

 

The material of background of Filial Piety: Three Chinese websites and two books 

plus one research paper are used as the sources for. The two books are written by a 

                                                        
62  Barthes 1977a Sidan 16 
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prestigious Chinese culture researcher Li Yi Ran 63 (Filial Piety (Xiao Dao/孝道) as 

well as Confucianism researcher Kong Qing Dong (The Confucianism Culture of 

China (Zhong Guo Ru Jia Wen Hua/中国儒家文化)respectively. Books are taken 

because they are most highly spoken of in the same topic, and recommended also by 

Baidubaike.com. Three Chinese websites are: 1) China.com.cn that publishes 

China-related things, ranging from the news to the culture & history of China; 2) The 

Confucianism cultural net that publishes Confucianism-related ideologies 3) 

Baidubaike.com as mentioned above. The research paper is by a Chinese socialism 

teacher called Zhang Yu Feng, and about a study between filial and society throughout 

the history with a title of the The traditional Filial Piety - critics and inheriting 64 

 

The material of background of governmental slogans: Three websites plus a book. 1) 

The book is called a nation-state by construction: dynamics of modern Chinese 

nationalism and is written by Suisheng Zhao. It comprehensively analyses the 

nationalism in China, and reveals what measures the Chinese government are taking 

to advocate the nationalism and patriotism among the public.65 2) First website: 

Nationalism in China by Jayshree Bajoria, published on the website of Council on 

Foreign Relations 66.The article gives a clear explanation of the patriotism and 

nationalism in China, written free from the traditional patriotism ideologies among 

Chinese people. 3)Second website: A page on People's Net 67 that publishes related 

news about nationalism and patriotism activities raised by government. The website is 

governmental, and publishes latest and most nationalistic contents. Most of the items 

are the extensive explanations to the summarized notes on Baidubaike.com, which is 

the third website used.  

 

For the material of theories, methods and actual analyses, school literature books 

recommended by teachers are used (specified names seen Introduction chapter) The 

                                                        
63 Li Yi Ran (2010), Kong Qing Ming (2011) 
64 http://www.wsxdyzx.cn/sslt/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=65 
65 http://books.google.se/books/about/A_Nation_state_by_Construction.html?id=fuZwAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y 
66 http://www.cfr.org/ 
67 http://opinion.people.com.cn/GB/8213/153535/ 
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books assemble a series of theories in the field of semiotics, which can be used for the 

presentation of theories. The third book (by Victoria Wibeck) used is about how a 

group interview should carry out, which serves as guideline for me in the task of 

interviews  

 

The Actual methods and the detailed process of selection of the material:  

The Two methods  

1) Text analyses in semiotics: The first step is to identify the text to be analysed. The 

second is to choose the best way to analyse the text.68 Since the first PSA is a video, I 

carry out the analysis by dividing the video clip into 7 scenes based on the changes of 

scenes.  

 

The essence of picture analyses is to break down the meanings and elements 

presented in the picture.69, and it is necessary to understand how the detailed elements 

are connected with each other, and how the divided parts are connected with each 

other during the process picture analyses. It should also be considered whether or not 

there is any hieratical order, and how the picture is designed and related to the 

observer should also be considered.70 communication can not be performed if a 

picture is totally alone; it needs to be combined with the text beside so that the 

communication can function properly71.  

 

So the second step is to break down the picture by picking out each sign and 

analysing them, mainly focusing upon: 1)the main characters, including the way they 

are designed visually, the way they act, and the things they say; 2)the illustrating 

figures in background, including how they are presented and the extensive meanings 

of the them. Those figures will be analysed as symbols and the conventions behind all 

of them. 3) the text at the end of the video clip why & how the text is presented, 

                                                        
68 Moberg & Jernudd 2010, page 161 
69 Moberg & Jernudd 2010, page 183 
70 Moberg & Jernudd 2010, page 181 
71  Barthes 1977a Sidan 16 



21 

When this step is done, the third step is to connect the separated elements together. At 

this point, I present my own interpretations, in association with the related cultural 

background at necessary occasions.  

 

I follow the similar steps for the second piece of PSA, except that I do not divide the 

poster into different scenes and do fewer text analyses due to the little amount of the 

lines.  

 

2) Focus group interviews: According to Victoria Wibeck, focus group interview is 

that a group of people are united for a small gathering, during which time, they are 

asked to discuss a certain topic that has been given earlier, and the group should also 

have a leader who tells a certain amount of background information, and who can also 

lead along the discussion by urging people to talk, telling them of new information 

and putting forward the new aspects of the interviews72 The purpose of the method is 

to collect data to fulfil the goal of the research, and the data collected can only be 

useful through the interaction between the members in the group. It is pointed out that 

participants chosen to the discussion should fit the purpose of the project. 73 One of 

PSA's functions is to raise the awareness of a certain social issue among public and 

cast influence over them. So,focus group interview can be used to understand people's 

interpretations of an issue, and what are hidden behind people's thoughts and 

experiences. Also, it can also help to understand where those interpretation and 

understands of the issues are from among the human beings74,which is important in 

understanding how the audience is decoding the media message.  

 

The second method is only used to analyse the poster because: On the original page 

of the video, there are already many comments written by Chinese viewers. 

Approximately 98 % of the comments express the same interpretation - the video's 

messages are really good, and one should follow the virtues of filial piety.  So I do 

                                                        
72 Wibeck, 2010 page 11  
73 Wibeck 2010 page 66 
74 Wibeck 2010 page 147-149 
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not think that there is need to start a focus group interview to see how they are 

receiving the PSA. The post is different. There is no a single comment under the 

picture on website, so how the audience is receiving the poster is basically unknown 

from the website. 

 

The list of the seven interviews.  

No. Name Age & 

Gender 

Nationality  Occupation  Extra Info. 

1 Zhu, Jianhua 53/male China Government Staff 30 years of work experience at Longyan 

Government Office as a director 

2 Chen,Huirong 50/female China Chinese teacher no much interest in politics 

3 Wang, wenyu 14/female China student High School top student  

4 Zeng, Jian 80/female China farmer illiteral never been to school  

5 Zhang.Heng 24/male China office man working at a state-owned company 

6 Lian, Weimin 30/male Sweden hospital staff speaks fluent Chinese, lived in China 10 y 

7 Zhu, Jianshen 45/male China business man owns a funeral goods company 

 

 

1) The nationalities of the participants matter because participants ought to have 

experience of Chinese cultures, and different nationalities may be a cause to different 

understanding of the poster. 

 

2). The age and gender of the participants. It should be equal amount in gender  

There is tendency that viewpoints can vary among genders. I decide to choose 

representatives from the age groups of 13-80. The starting line is limited to 13, 

because Chinese people below 13 usually have just graduated from primary school 

and may not have enough knowledge and viewpoints towards this kind of serious 

issue, and the finishing line is 80, because Chinese people aged 80 usually have 

experienced several big changes in the developments of China, and they may have a 
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different understanding in this issue because of their age difference and life 

experiences 

 

3) The occupations of the participants. They need to have different kinds of job, one 

kind very connected to the government, one kind indirectly connected to the 

government, one kind not connected to the government at all (look at the table for 

detail occupations) 

 

I got in touch with the participants via e-mail, instant messenger and telephone. 

Before the actual interview I sent all seven of them the poster of PSA and let them 

look at them and think about the picture and the message beside. Two days later, I 

gathered them at the QQ group chat room upon an agreed time. QQ is an instant 

messenger software service used among Chinese people 75  So, on QQ instant 

messenger, I set up a group chat room and invited all seven of my acquaintances who 

are both my relatives and old friends to the room. They have already been given with 

the topic and the picture two days earlier. I acted as the leader of the group, and then 

led along the discussion.  

 

The two questions I put forward to them before the interview are: what impression 

does the poster give to you? How do you interpret it? I put forward the question one 

by one, and gathered the answers to each question and made sure that none of them 

had anything more to say before going to the next question. The whole interview 

lasted for around 2 hours. 

 

After the interview, the collected information is handled. I checked the answers at 

each question, and then crossed out those words or points that have been overlapped 

and made the sporadic sentences and words into completed and compressed 

paragraphs, and place the correspondent paragraph under the correspondent name 

based on the list.  Then the analyses of the collected information are carried out in 
                                                        
75 http://www.tencent.com/en-us/at/abouttencent.shtml 
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the combination of reception theories. I follow four points: 

1) Circle out the opinions the interviewees all agree upon.  

2) Find out how many kinds of readings there are, and who belong to which? 

3 ) Make a detailed analysis based on the records of the interview, and associate the 

records with the backgrounds and reception theories. 

4) Draw conclusions (presented in the conclusion chapter) 

 

2) The detailed process selection of the representatives: 

The video clip: I first looked at the program of Advertisements and Broadcasting to 

see what the most popular and recently published PSA are within the topic of Filial 

Piety. The PSAs are ranked based upon the scale of spectaculars there, and FAMILY 

was on the top list on CCTV channel, with approximately one billion viewers76. I then 

turned to the Chinese video site Youku.com, the video was also the most popular PSA, 

reaching 30 percent of the 14.12 million users per day.77 The popularity indicates 

large scale of audience. Secondly, the designer of is CCTV, indicating that the video is 

of adequately excellent quality to be published on the most influential TV channel in 

China. Thirdly, the video is well-designed, expresses the messages of the filial piety 

by combining the modern knowledge of English with the traditional ideologies, which 

makes the analyses of the signs on the video culturally interesting.. That's how and 

why the video got selected.  

 

The Poster: 1) I turned to Nicipu.com for the search of the PSA with governmental 

slogans. Nicipu.com collects Chinese PSA of all categories in the way of pictures, 

opened to people in all walks of life. So it guarantees a qualified source for the search 

of picture PSAs as well as the expensive scale of the audience, which is useful for the 

further studies of reception 2) Under the field of PSA of governmental slogans, this 

poster is ranked as the second best-designed poster among the approximately 100 

pieces of similar posters That guarantees the quality of the picture and the audienc.3) 

                                                        
76http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/22/sports/olympics/22cctv.html?_r=2&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss&oref=slogin
& 
77 http://www.chinainternetwatch.com/tag/youku/ 
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By comparing this poster with other similar ones, especially the one on the first rank, 

I think that this poster not only looks exciting, but also contains the basic symbols and 

signs that can be defined as the features of Chinese government and nationalism, for 

example the emblem, the flag, the architecture. The messages on the poster are 

relatively recent and have been, to my personal knowledge, widely-promoted in China 

since its first publishing day. And that makes sure that the PSA holds on to the aim of 

research.  

 

Chapter Five. Analyses and Results  

1) Analyses of the Video Clip  

Video Clip source: 78 

Scene one (The First three seconds). The main function of this scene is to introduce 

the following contents. The background is white-coloured, and in the middle of the 

picture stands one line of red-coloured characters : Public Service Advertisement is a 

shining lamp, too. This line of text is not only an explanation, but also an advocating 

phrase. It explains that the video clip is a piece of PSA, and that the public shall pay 

attention to PSA, because they are "Shining lamps" that can brighten the darkness and 

help one to walk ahead. And PSA has the same function of benefiting the public when 

they follow. 

 

Scene two (0:03- 0:10).It indicates the starting of the story. The background of the 

picture reflects with yellow bright lights, and in the middle of the picture stands six 

English letters FAMILY, coloured in yellow too. F looks thin and a bit tall, M is short 

and wide on both sides, while I is tiny and a bit hidden behind. As the seconds tick on, 

three "Z" that ordinarily indicate "being asleep" keep coming out of I's head as I pop 

up and down. In the meanwhile, the letter F stretches itself out and becomes suddenly 

bigger than the rest of the letters, then a red animated figure of umbrellas pop out of 

the top of letter M, and a line of subtitles :When I was young, father is the supporting 

                                                        
78 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1GMSKOroiAQ 
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column of the family.  

 

By this time, several things have already become clear: The first six letters FAMILY, 

indicate the topic, and the changes of the three letters indicate the main characters The 

contour of the three letters F, M, I can be interpreted that F represents the role of 

father, M mother, and I the child. The three signs are understood by most Chinese 

public who experiences the similar family size that consists of two parents and a 

child. 

 

 Scene three (0:14-0:20). F becomes taller, the upper line stretches forward and 

covers the other letters under, subtitles: Father, who is tall and strong, blocks all the 

attacks from outside for us. The background picture also turns into a simplified yet 

blurry drawing of the inside of a house, including the figures of curtain-covered 

window, a sofa, a vase, a mirror, a chair and a table. Another subtitle:: Mother, who is 

gentle and kind, takes care of the housework and me, and M also stretches out one of 

the side lines and holds I, cradling it from left and right. 

 

The illustrations of the background figures are signs of icons, and the immediate 

interpretants are that the place refers to a home. The cradling position is a symbol that 

indicates I is a baby, because conventionally speaking, that is how a baby is taken care 

of. The scene also reflects another convention :Men are supposed to go out and work 

and make money to support the family, while women are supposed to take care of 

children at home and handle the housework. This convention is a dynamic interpretant, 

generated in the signs of the combination of the signs of background figures and the 

appearances and the actions of the letters.  

 

Scene four ( 0:26-0:39). I jumps up and down against the top outstretched line of F. 

A red-bright flame appears at the top of M and the top outstretched line of F shrinks 

back with cracks. Then a piece of grey cloud comes out of M whose side twists and 

points out at I. I, however, is twisting and pointing itself into another direction, while 
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two rows of water drops are falling down along M. The subtitle :As I am growing up 

little by little, I, as an inexperienced and rebellious teenager, always try to get ride of 

father's restriction , and argue against my nagging mother.  

 

 The background indicates the place of the story. The grey cloud is a symbol of 

unhappiness and depression in a conventional way, as the immediate interpretants; the 

fire flame is conventionally considered to be a symbol of heat and anger as the 

immediate interpretants, Water drops conventionally are the symbol of tears when 

used on humans as the immediate interpretants, so as the final interpertants, M is sad 

and in tears..The cracks at F is a symbol indicating that it is getting wrinkles, and 

suffers from stress as a parent. The way I stands indicates a rebellious teenager.  

 

Scene five (0:42-1:00).The background picture blurs away. I becomes bigger in size, 

with a gust of wind and countless withered leaves brushing away. Then F shows up 

looking bent and weak, supported by only a tiny cane, and M shrinks in height and 

widens in size. The subtitle : On the way of becoming an adult, I have experienced a 

lot of ups and downs in my life; by this time, father has already become a 

hunchbacked old man, mother a bloated mid-aged aunt.  

 

 The enlarged I indicates that the child has become an adult.. The wind and leaves 

can be immediately interpreted as the indication of passing years and hardship, 

because the withered leaves are conventionally considered the symbol of autumn. And 

the final interpretant is that the Child has experienced quite a lot of hardship 

throughout the time. 

 

Scene Six (1:00- 1:03). The background is new: a row of coloured-buildings with 

different heights; a row of trees stand in the front, and at the right side of the picture 

stands one long road-lamp and a yellow bench. Six letters FAMILY appear again. F 

with a cane, M with sweatdrops and wave lines, together with A.L.Y are all under the 

top outstretched line of I. And both of the ends of the top outstretched line of I are 
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now painted with human fingers. Countless water drops fall down from the clouds 

The subtitle: It is time to be a good child and starts to support and take care of the 

family.  

 

The paintings of buildings, a road-lamp and a park bench as well as the clouds and 

water drops are the icons of actual signs in real life. But in an extensive way, the 

background scene is more portrayed as the life outside home of letter I. as an adult. F 

& M are presented in the way of being aged and weak. The outstretched lines of I 

indicate that he protects everybody in the family, including his parents. The three 

letters A,L,Y are not clearly explained, thus not possible to be interpreted clearly  

 

Scene Seven (1:06-the end). The background remains. Bent and hunchbacked F 

appears again with the cane. The enlarged I goes forward behind the back of the letter 

and let F lean against it. Then the bolated M sits on the ground, covered with water 

drops, I stands beside with an umbrella over. The subtitle: Give father shoulders to 

lean on when he is tired; hold up an umbrella for mother when the sunshine is strong. 

Afterwards the scene turns to: Father And Mother I Love You; and a line of the 

Chinese translation underneath. Then the sentence shrinks and becomes the six-letter 

word FAMILY again, and half a second later the six letters blend themselves together 

and become one single Chinese character "家" (meaning "family" in English), under 

which stands: With love comes responsibility. 

   

One thing reflects a cultural phenomenon- umbrella in the sun. For many people 

outside China, especially those from Europe think that being in the sun is a thing of 

fun, while Chinese people think that an umbrella is needed when they are exposed to 

the sun, because Chinese people consider pale skin people are goodlooking, so many 

Chinese try not to get tanned from the sun by using umbrellas. 79 The immediate 

interpretant for people in China could be grasped quickly, but for people without this 

cultural knowledge it would be hard to understand the meaning of this sign. Therefore, 
                                                        
79 http://chinanewz.com/culture-and-language/white-skin-in-chinese-culture/ 
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to get communication through, a cultural prerequisite is quite necessary.  

 

The single Chinese character "家" points out the very main theme of the video clip, 

The subtitle that under is the idea intended to be promoted. My interpretation of the 

text is: Parents love you, so you have the responsibility of taking care of them; or if 

you love your parents, you have the responsibility of taking care of them. And that 

can be the final interpretant of the video after all of these signs.  

 

2)The analyses of the poster 

The poster 80 

 

Part 1. The semiotics analyses of the picture  

 It can be identified that there are 4 major signs in the poster 

 Sign one: The red-coloured background. The red colour here indicates that it is a 

government-related picture. It shows that the potential strength of designer behind and 

this understanding is reached based on the cultural experience.  

 

 Sign two: the high buildings with grassland in front and the flying pigeons. High 

buildings are conventionally considered as a sign of modernism. And this sign can be 

interpreted to indicate as a hidden message from the government to the public: that the 

country has stepped out of the old times when the houses were short and poor, and 

                                                        
80  http://www.nipic.com/show/4/79/4a247f42390dc3a4.html 
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now is able to build up such modern architecture. Therefore, the further indication is 

that the government is quite capable of building the country, and that the public 

should follow the government. The flying pigeons are actually the symbol 

representing the general group of animals, the grassland is the symbol representing 

the general environment, and together with the buildings, the hidden indication is that 

the three are in harmony under the development of the country. The final interpretant, 

however, is that the government has been doing well in developing the country as the 

message says, and that people should trust the government and follow the messages.   

 

Sign three: The flying red ribbon and the marble pillar. A marble pillar stands straight 

with a flying red ribbon circling around the top of the pillar. A red ribbon indicates a 

celebrating atmosphere, judging from the surface, but as it is analysed deeper, it can 

mean one thing: The glorious development of the country is worth celebrating, and it 

is happening all the time. The marble pillar is also a government-related symbol, due 

to the fact that it is a significant architecture standing on the Tian'anmen Square81 in 

Beijing. The square belongs to the neighbourhood of the government area. But only 

marble pillar is put into the picture other than other architecture from the area , and 

why? The interpretation can be done by studying the object itself: Marble pillar is 

standing tall, towering over everything else, which is exactly the position the 

government is in reality. 

 

 Sign Four: The National Emblem. The sign is commonly known as a symbol of 

nation. Here it is used only to stress that the poster is governmental and official. 

However, there is a dynamic interpretant generated in the combination of several 

signs: 

I interpret that the background, the marble pillar, the red flying ribbon and the 

national emblem altogether is actually an image that is also the analogy of the real 

building of Tian'anmen Main House in Beijing82. By comparing with the real house, I 

                                                        
81 http://baike.baidu.com/view/1924.htm 
82 http://baike.baidu.com/view/551301.htm 
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interpret that the red-coloured background is an analogy of Tian'anmen main house, 

and the red ribbon is the analogy of the flying national flag outside the main house, 

the emblem is sitting on the middle spot of the house as the real does in the actual 

building. All of those are stressing again the centrality of the government.  

 

The two lines standing in the middle of the picture point out the advocating ideology 

of the poster directly. And in the combination with the other signs in the poster, the 

picture looks much fiercer, more powerful and influential.  

 

Reception study of the poster through a focus group interview 

1) The common opinions of the seven interviewees. 

All of the seven interviewees have all received the picture as a piece of PSA that 

advocates the scientific perspectives of the development at their first impression. They 

have also agreed that this picture is designed in a very Chinese characteristic way by 

getting the background red and adding a variety of signs that are of strong 

nationalistic characteristics. 

 

2) How many kinds of readings there are?And who belong to which? 

Based on the reception theory Stuart Hall, there are three kinds of readings among 

the opinions of the interviewees. They are:  

A: The oppositional readings (Participant No.2)  

B: The negotiated readings (Participant No.3, 4, 5, 7,6) 

C: The preferred readings (Participant No. 1) 

 

3) A detailed analysis of the interviewees. 

Participant No.1 Zhu is the only person in the group that accepts the poster as the 

way it is completely. The dominant ideology of the poster is the promotion of the two 

lines, and he expresses that the message at the poster is important to his life and 

work." It is meaningful," he says at the interview. " The figures on the poster are very 

inspiring and I not only support the way the message is presented, but also the 
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contents of the message.." His age, occupation and life experience must have been the 

main causes that form his readings of the poster. Firstly, he has been working as an 

employee at the government office almost all of his life. His works tasks, as he 

himself states in the interview, are much involved with governmental slogans. He 

understands the purpose of the PSA, and feels sympathy with its aim. So by accepting 

the PSA completely, he accepts his own work. Secondly, since he is surrounded by 

this kind of ideologies every single day at his work, and been told to accept the 

category of messages all the time, it must have also become a working habit to accept 

them as the way they are, rather than ever think of them otherwise. Lastly, he may 

find it secured to accept the poster, because after all of these years, he must have 

understood that it is not quite safe to mess up with Chinese government in his 

position.    

 

Participant No.2 Chen is the only one that has the total oppositional readings against 

the PSA. Chen agrees with the rest of the groups of the design and the aim of the PSA, 

as well as the dominant ideas, but is quite against the poster and the similar ads in the 

same category. Chen says:" I do not care about this poster at all, nor the message, nor 

any of the political ideology it promotes. it is the school leaders' duties to take care of 

the governmental things " So the reason why Chen is oppositional is mostly because 

of her personal interest, and want to exclude herself out of the politics-related fields. 

She says in the interview "I simply do not have the interest of politics,." However, 

Chen also says that such slogans are none of her business, and that she makes no use 

of the slogans, and that it is a waste of energy to learn or support such useless stuff. 

Through these words, her personal discouragement and oppositions against the poster 

and other similar slogans can be seen  

 

Participants No, 3,4,5,6,7 belong to the decoding position of negotiated readings. 

No.3 remembers the contents on the PSA and accepts the poster and has an 

understanding of the message the PSA carries only because such PSA is part of her 

school work. Personally she plans neither supports or disobeys the PSA. No.5 works 
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at a state-owned plant and has no choice but to be surrounded with a series of slogans. 

But at his work, the slogans and PSAs are not governmental, but the company's own 

special slogans and posters. As an office clerk, he has to bear them in mind and follow 

them though he is not quite willing. So he says: "The governmental PSA is just like a 

reminder for me to follow the messages advocated by the company.". N0.7 expresses 

that he pays attention to the updates of governmental policy, only because he is a 

businessman and needs to keep track of the changes in order not to be in any trouble, 

so he, like No.4 personally does not support or oppose the poster at all. So all of these 

three interviewees are in the decoding position of negotiated readings, because they 

personally do not accept the poster directly or completely, but they are making use of 

the benefits of the poster because of their personal reasons. 

 

For No.4, who has little knowledge of literacy or national symbols, the decoding she 

has is that the PSA is a reminder for her of her literal husband. As a farmer, she also 

does not express much interest in understanding the politics either. As for how well 

the PSA is designed and how much message it is supposed to pass, she can not 

express completely. She only decodes the very surface elements. "it is just a picture 

for me, it looks red." She says. So it is not right to say that she accepts poster 

completely because she apparently does not have the complete understanding of the 

poster or accepts the initial aim of the poster, but she does not go against the poster 

completely either, also because of her lack of complete interpretation.  

 

 No.6 says he agrees with the rest that the poster is a government slogan, and unlike 

No.4, he recognizes all of the signs presented at the poster. He knows about the 

marble pillar, the pigeons, the emblem, the ribbon, and can read the Chinese 

characters in the middle of the page, but he admits that he can not come up with 

anything meaningful after them. "I know it is a governmental poster, but those signs, 

what are they doing here? and the meanings of the messages? I did not much about it 

until I looked it up" He says. So he is a bit higher in the interpretation than that of 

No.4, but he also lacks adequate related knowledge to decode the poster to a degree 
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where he would accept or reject it completely. On the other hand, No.6 is a Swedish 

person. And because of this background, he may have difficulty in getting involved 

with some Chinese national matters. Even if he has been in China for 10 years, there 

have been many Chinese cultures that do not make sense to him. "I do not understand 

why Chinese people /society would allow this kind of PSA to go around all the time, 

It does not sound quite reasonable or interesting to me." He says. So his 

understandings towards Chinese political PSA might be more from his personal 

knowledge and emotions, than from his personal cultural experience. So in this way, it 

can be seen that even though No.4 and 6 are in the negotiated readings because of the 

lack of knowledge towards the poster, the causes to the lacking can be different 

because of their life experience as people from two different cultures.  

 

Chapter 6. The Conclusions and Discussion 

Conclusions: 

1) PSA, whether in the form of video or picture, are presented in every possible way 

so that their central message can be clear and stressed. At the video, the ideology of 

filial piety is presented not only in every scene of the video through the animated 

English letters and short story, but also put straightforward at the end of the video. At 

the poster, the power of government is not only presented at the straightforward lines 

of the slogans, but also hidden indicated at every sign in the background. And this 

finding is part of how Chinese PSA are used which is part of the aim of the research 

as it is suggested at the beginning. 

 

2). The signs used on both of the video and the picture are designed and decided by 

people with certain related cultural background. At the video, for example the scene 

where F is much stronger and works outside to support M and I is based on the very 

traditional social convention of China, same goes for the sign of umbrellas. At the 

poster, the red colour is also designed based upon another Chinese tradition. It can 

also be concluded that the communication between signs to receivers can vary 

depending upon the variation of cultures. The communication may not get through 
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without a certain understanding, for example the two examples mentioned above. 

 

3) The triangle relationship of the sign, objects and interpretants is clearly displayed 

during the semiotics analyses of these two PSA. I experience the process of both 

having dynamic and immediate interpretants, and even final interpretants when 

interpreting the meanings of the signs. Those interpretants appear based on how many 

signs there are, and how & when they appear. The more signs there are at the same 

time, the more dynamic interpretants would happen to me. The final interpretant often 

come slowly, when the signs are completely displayed. For the video, it occurs to me 

at the end of each scene, and most formally at the end of the video. For the poster, it 

also occurs to me when I finally combine the sporadic signs all together. And this fits 

another aim of my research - what the interpretants of signs would be, and how they 

come into being. 

 

4) The group interview makes me have an understanding of the general reception 

readings among a group of Chinese people. Their readings towards the poster can 

vary depending upon their individual background. The piece of background that can 

affect their readings is their occupation, then personal interest, then nationality, then 

age & gender. The reason why individual occupation is a crucial factor can depend 

upon the basic interest of the individuals. For example No.3 who wants to bring up 

school grades, No.5 who wants to be good at work, No.7 who does not want to bring 

trouble for his business. Personal emotions can more or decide whether or not the 

individual would like to open his/her arms to accept the information. If an individual 

has already shut off his/her inner emotion to accept it, then the outside factors would 

not cast any influence upon him no matter how strong they are (No.2), similarly, an 

individual who is essentially unrelated to the issue, can also get involved if he decides 

to (No.6). Nationality also can more or less affect which reading groups the audience 

belongs to. Foreigners may not have enough knowledge to understand certain culture 

items due to the environment they grow up with, which may be a factor that puts them 

into a different reading group. Age & gender may not be a very significant element, 
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however, the older a person is, the more he/she has experienced, and their readings 

may be a bit different from people with a much younger age.  

 

5) It can also be concluded that people who belong to preferred readings are often 

those who are much connected to the PSA, and find that the PSA is already blended as 

part of their lives, not only in their work, but also in other aspects. So accepting the 

PSA is considered as a matter-of -nature to them. People that belong to the negotiated 

readings are often those who personally do not have much interest of the PSA but find 

the PSA useful and beneficial for them at some point, so they can accept partially but 

not completely or those who do not have enough knowledge of PSA so they can be 

confused and hesitant about their final decisions. Those that are totally against the 

PSA usually have the knowledge of PSA completely, and agree with the group of 

preferred readings, but have decided to go against it for a particular reason, which can 

be something personal or environmental. These two points lead up to my last aim of 

the research - to study the reception of the PSA among general group of Chinese 

people. 

 

6) The general group of Chinese people have different readings of government-related 

PSA, and accepting such PSA is not a common thing, despite the fact that China is a 

very nationalistic country 

 

 

Discussion: 

When I watch the story of the video and interpret the signs, I automatically think of 

the group of the audience that watches the video. They may be people of my age, who 

grow up in a one-child family, and who probably, in common with me and the Letter I 

in the video, have received the full attention of the parents during the process of 

growing up. And because of the full attention, we have been much spoiled, and have 

developed a similar rebellious personality at our adolescent time, and have made our 

parents sad and angry in the exact same way. But because of being the only child in 



37 

the family, we have also automatically been given the task of taking care of our 

parents, since there is no other person in the family they can rely upon. Nowadays in 

Chinese society, it is our kind of generation that is prevailing right now, so this video 

is revoking the deepest sympathy among us, and reflects truly the reality, and serves 

as a very useful reminder for us to be more filial to our parents. And for me, the video 

has been completely dissect and imprinted in my mind after the analyses. And I 

personally do not interpret it with much difference as the other audience that watches 

the video. My aim of understanding how signs are presented in Chinese PSA has been 

reached through the semiotics analyses. They are designed and presented based upon 

both the art and the cultural background of the designer, and make sense to the 

audience with certain background.  

 

Chinese government has been using a variety of means to promote their political 

ideologies. PSA is just one of them, and probably the main one. But judging from the 

results of the research, this method does not seem to be a very ideal one to be used for 

their promotion, because the current society is no like before when the majority of the 

folk are following the government obediently .The time when the majority of the folk 

support the leadership full-hearted is already gone. The results show that right now, 

the majority of folk care more about their survival rather than about what they can do 

for the government. The majority of the folk would not want to touch any of the 

governmental PSA unless they are beneficial for their interest in some way. During 

my analyses of the poster, one of my aim question is answered: I find that the picture 

is well-designed in making each sign useful in expressing its central message, but 

during the reception analyses, I find that the well-designed picture has not significant 

impression among the general group of Chinese people except the two lines. The 

background seems to really become nothing but background, and the signs are just 

pieces of decorations. It would be interesting to carry out a further study about how 

the governmental propagandas are connected with the governmental PSAs, but 

probably next time.  
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Interview Records  

No.1 Zhu, Jianhua (a director at government office, 54,male): 

- "This poster, as the text lines say, advocates the ideology of the scientific 

perspectives of development raised by President Hu. It also stresses the importance of 

supporting the government in putting the theories of the perspectives into practice" 

 

- "The poster is also designed in a meaningful way. The national emblem, the colour 

of China (red), the marble pillar in front of the Tian'anmen main house… All of these 

are echoing with the lines in the middle of the poster. The red colour pierces directly 

into my eyes and makes me realize immediately that this poster must definitely be 

related to the government" 

 

 - "When I look at the poster, I am reminded of many things. Firstly, it reminds me 

immediately of the ideology of the scientific perspectives of development raised by 

the President at the governmental conference, and apparently the government pays 

great attention upon this ideology. Secondly, I associate this piece of PSA with my 

current occupation as a director at the local folk's government office. As an employee 

at the government office, one of my main duties is to spare no efforts to contribute to 

the implement of these perspectives of development. So this piece of PSA somehow 

strengthens my motive of being even more devoted to my work as a governmental 

worker. Thirdly, this piece of PSA also showcases the progress of China's 

development and the advancement of the Communist Party of China, which makes 

me feel somehow proud of being an employee of the government and that it's all 

worth my efforts made at my position" 

 

-" This kind of PSA pops up quite often, and I am surrounded with the similar 

posters and advocating messages almost every single day at the office. As I mentioned 

earlier, they are not only the source of my inspiration in work, but also inject me with 

a lot of energy and sometimes even pride. I think that as an employee at government, 
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it is quite necessary and important to pay great attention upon the advocated ideology. 

But of course, I have been in government offices for over 30 years, and I think that I 

may have been a bit mechanical and automatic when it comes to these kinds of PSA." 

 

No.2 Chen, Hui Rong (a Chinese teacher at local elite high school, 50, female) 

- "A pool of red colour, really shining and conspicuous! The two lines say everything 

what the picture aims to say, sigh…Another piece of governmental PSA that wants to 

promote some ideology raised by the governmental staff, isn’t it?" 

 

- " I have never been interested in politics, and I am not bothered to get involved 

with anything the government is planning or doing. Yes, I am a Chinese teacher 

employed by the school, and the school is like the miniature of the local government. 

They also do what the central government does, and follow what the central 

government wants their inferiority to conduct. This kind of PSA promotion is 

everywhere in the school, carrying out the ideology the central government puts 

forward is none of my business. Usually the school directors would be more active in 

participating in such activities because they are often the members of the Party and 

related to the folk government." 

 

 

No.3 Wang, Wenyu (A high school student, top student, 14, female): 

- " I associate it immediately with the politic subject I am learning at school. In our 

subject of politics textbooks, I have encountered such slogans thousands of times. And 

all of these contents are just what we students need to learn at school, and what we 

need to remember so as to be able to answer the examination questions in this subject. 

So honestly, this piece of PSA just reminds me of my school subject and as soon as I 

see it, I would automatically read the lines ten times and then memorize it as if it were 

part of the lines in my school textbooks." 

 

- "One more thing I would do is to think about the contents of the scientific 
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perspectives of developments, because that is part of what we should learn, it would 

be good for the examination anyway. And of course, I would also think about what 

methods can be done so as to put the perspectives into practice and strengthen the 

implement abilities of the government, as the texts on PSA say, but again, that is all 

for my grades' sake, I do not plan to support with such PSA."  

 

No.4 Zeng, Jian (a farmer, 80 years old, female) 

- " When I see this picture, it looks really red?" 

 

-" I have never been to school, and I can only recognize a couple of basic Chinese 

characters. And if I am not looking at the national emblem sign I can not describe 

what it really looks like, and I sometimes would forget about what the sign looks like 

unless it is put in some specific context." 

 

-" There are many tall buildings in the street right now, I do know that only wealthy 

people get to live in the tall buildings, so I think that the tall buildings are very 

splendid, probably indicating that there are more and more rich people." 

 

- "I can not read so I do not know what the two lines in Chinese characters mean, If 

it were not for this interview, I would not have received help from my grandson in 

understanding what these two lines mean. So if it is just I who see the picture on the 

street, I would probably take it for granted that it is a picture designed for celebration, 

and that the spring festival has arrived ahead of time or something." 

 

- "My husband is 2 years younger than me and he has been to school and can read. 

Before he retired he was as worker at an oil factory and experienced the Cultural 

Revolution. I heard from him that during the Cultural Revolution time, everyone 

seemed to be quite brainwashed by all kinds of such posters and banners from the 

government. So I guess that he is much aware of this kind of government slogans 

more than I do. From time to time he still talks about such slogans and advocating 
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messages he runs into. But he is just a retired worker, and probably he can not do 

much more than I do either. So the poster might not affect much of him after all." 

 

No.5 Zhang, Heng (Office clerk at a state-owned company, 24, male) 

- " When I first see this picture I realize that it must be a promoting poster, and I 

associate it immediately with the similar posters/banners I see at work in the company. 

I work at an electrical power plant. It is a state-owned enterprise. I am an office clerk, 

assistant to the Manager of the Department of Heat-Control. The company is very 

huge, there are many such slogans everywhere displayed in a variety of forms. So the 

moment I saw this picture you sent to me, I am reminded of the slogans at work." 

 

- I feel very much mechanical. The company is state-owned so it has all the Chinese 

characteristics. We are supposed to remember those slogans by heart, and follow the 

slogans, and sometimes we are even tested by our leaders of the contents of the 

slogans occasionally. So I guess that I can remember all the slogans put on at my 

company, but I do not think that they are affecting me except at the examination time. 

In life or in work, I am just doing what I should do according to the regulations; I 

rarely think of the slogans or implement them into my actual tasks at work anyway." 

 

-" So I guess it is almost the same with such governmental PSA. I look at them, I can 

remember them, and I can, probably, take time to understand the messages the 

advertisements mean to impart to me. But I feel that those are all mechanical habits I 

have taken up as an office clerk at a state-owned company, because I would not 

follow or support the slogans raised by company or at the governmental PSA truly." 

 

-"As I said, putting up such slogans or advertisements is a very Chinese 

characteristics thing, I am already used to this kind of promotion and I regard it as a 

formalism thing, but somehow I still am not quite doing anything against it…" 

 

No.6 Lian, Weimin (Swedish person, hospital staff in Sweden, 30 years old, male) 
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 - "This picture is really full of Chinese governmental characteristics. The national 

emblem, the marble pillar, the tall buildings and everything, makes me think that the 

Chinese government is again trying to promote some ideology by putting up some 

attractive pictures to the public. And I did not know much about the two lines standing 

in the middle of picture. I can read the characters, but I did not understand much of 

the meanings until I asked around and looked up the concepts." 

 

- " I lived in China for ten years and I have constantly run into such PSAs on 

different occasions. They do make me think about some issues in China. For example, 

the government really likes putting on slogans and promoting the ideas, and the more 

the say, the less they do. All of the words the government has ever put forward in 

those slogans are never realized in reality at all. So why do they always do the same 

thing again and again anyway? It is useless and sometimes annoys me a great deal, 

because I see that Chinese people seem to be supporting this deed very much." 

 

-"(after hearing the opposite reactions from the other interviewees at the group). It 

surprises to hear that so many Chinese people do not care so much about this kind of 

slogans from government. I thought you were all supporting them. For me, if you do 

not support them in reality, you do not have to you can go against them. (after hearing 

that they can not go against them if they want to survive). And Chinese situation is 

quite different from Swedish situations, here we can go against the government if we 

do not like them, but in China you can not, so I feel quite pitiful for them. But in a 

word, the picture, and this kind of PSA does not quite sound reasonable or interesting 

to me at all. " 

 

No.7 Zhu, JianSheng (a business man running a funeral goods shop, 45, male) 

-" This PSA really is showing the true spirit of Communist Party of China. The red 

colour shows the powerfulness of the government, the marble pillar looks quite 

exquisite, and the tall buildings down at the corner truly leaves an impression that 

China keeps on building a lot of the modern architectures. And I guess that those 
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pictures are quite Photoshopped and trimmed and put together to stress the scientific 

perspectives of development" 

 

-"I do appreciate that the government has put forward many these kinds of thoughts 

and ideologies. They must have hosted many conferences so as to come up with these 

ideas. I do support them. But what I need to see is more than just the surface words, 

but the actual actions and the efforts." 

 

" I am a business man, I ought not to be so concerned with the government thing, 

But I do need to keep an eye out for the policy the government has upon business so 

that I would not go on the wrong way. It keeps me informed of the most recent 

ideology the government is promoting , and tells me where I should focus and pay 

attention to.."  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


