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ABSTRACT

In the digital era characterized by an overwhelming and interconnected flow of
information, individuals are increasingly required to possess critical skills in interpreting
visual messages. However, the ongoing crisis in information literacy poses a significant
challenge in understanding public messages conveyed through visual media. Public
messages presented in the form of public service advertisements (PSAs) hold strategic
potential when delivered with communicative and persuasive visual elements. This study
revisits the perspectives of female workers toward PSAs to explore how they interpret
such public messages. Employing a phenomenological-narrative approach, data were
collected through in-depth interviews with female workers from diverse age groups and
educational backgrounds. The data were analyzed using Atlas.ti software. The findings
reveal that female workers actively engage in visual interpretation through three primary
dimensions: active selection, visual symbolic structuring, and contextual emotional
resonance. Informants tended to select familiar visual elements, interpret the design
structure, and relate them to their lived experiences. This interpretive process reflects a
form of critical visual literacy grounded in social and emotional realities. The theoretical
contribution of this study lies in enriching the discourse on visual media literacy by
foregrounding the often-marginalized voices of female workers in public communication
design. Practically, the study highlights the necessity for inclusive and socially sensitive
public communication strategies to more effectively engage audiences.

Keywords: public service advertisement, female workers, visual literacy,
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INTRODUCTION

In today’s digital era, the flow of information is rapidly evolving and becoming
increasingly interconnected. Technology has transformed communication patterns,
leading to a rise in globalization and interlinked information systems (Godhe et al., 2022).
These developments not only expand access to information but also shift the dominant
mode of public communication from text-based formats to increasingly visual
representations (Dyussembayeva et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2023). In the current landscape
of digital media, information dissemination is no longer linear or solely textual; instead,
it manifests through symbols, colors, visual designs, and image-based narratives that are
instant, emotional, and multisemiotic in nature (Kress, 2009). Visual-based platforms
such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube have become dominant channels of public
communication, gradually replacing conventional media as the primary sources of
information distribution (Hendrickx & Vazquez-Herrero, 2024). Within this context, the
public is no longer expected to be passive consumers but must instead develop strong
visual literacy competencies—namely, the ability to critically and contextually interpret,
evaluate, and reflect on the meanings conveyed through various visual representations
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(Weisberg et al., 2023). This skill is increasingly vital as visual content is no longer
supplementary but functions as a principal medium in shaping public opinion and social
awareness.

This communicative function is often fulfilled through advertising, particularly
non-commercial advertisements such as public service announcements (PSAs). Public
service announcements (hereafter PSAs) refer to advertisements intended to inform,
persuade, or educate audiences, with the primary objective being social benefit rather than
economic gain (A. Zaitseva et al., 2020; Pujiyanto, 2013; Shyamali Banerje et al., 2023).
The intended social benefits include increased public knowledge, awareness, attitudinal
shifts, and behavioral change in response to the promoted issue, alongside cultivating a
positive public image. In essence, PSAs serve as strategic tools for conveying public
messages to a wide audience.

To effectively communicate public messages, the visual elements in PSAs must
be strategically designed to be both persuasive and communicative (Wiesenberg &
Vercic, 2021). These visual elements do not merely complement verbal messages but play
a pivotal role in evoking emotions, shaping perceptions, and guiding audience
interpretations of the social issues being addressed (Breves, 2023; Mohamed et al., 2023).
Visualization in PSAs becomes central to constructing compelling narratives, enhancing
message appeal, and fostering affective responses from the public. Specifically, PSAs
integrate various interconnected visual elements into a coherent whole, including form,
structure, material, color, imagery, typography, and other design features (Pujiyanto,
2013). The integration of these elements serves not only to achieve visual aesthetics but
also to ensure that the conveyed information is quickly understood, easily remembered,
and capable of prompting the desired behavioral change. Hence, visual design in PSAs
must be carefully crafted with consideration of cultural context, audience background,
and targeted social objectives, so as to maximize message effectiveness.

The public’s ability to receive PSA messages depends on their capacity to read,
understand, and interpret the visual elements employed. The ability to derive meaning
from symbols, images, colors, typography, and overall visual layout is referred to as
visual literacy (Chaban, 2022; Kennedy, 2020; Poon, 2021). Visual literacy encompasses
the skills not only to see but also to critically and contextually interpret messages
embedded in visual representations (Brown & Savi¢, 2023). In this regard, the public is
expected to act as active readers who can recognize the connections between visual
elements and the social meanings they convey. Without sufficient visual literacy, PSA
messages risk being only partially understood or misinterpreted, thereby diminishing the
overall effectiveness of the campaign (Khamadi & Setiawan, 2020). Furthermore, the
complexity and ambiguity inherent in some visual messages can lead to
misunderstandings or misinterpretations among audiences (Biinzli & Dillard, 2022). In
such cases, not only is the message’s impact weakened, but the miscommunication may
also generate unintended negative perceptions of the social issues being promoted.
Therefore, strengthening visual literacy is essential in fostering public awareness and
understanding of social issues presented through visual media.

Amidst the rapid growth of social information, it is crucial to understand how
various societal groups interpret messages communicated through PSAs. As previously
mentioned, PSAs are designed to attract attention and influence audience behavior
(Breves, 2023; Mohamed et al., 2023). However, not all audiences respond to visual
messages in the same way, particularly those with diverse social experiences and
perspectives (Waszkiewicz-Raviv, 2022). In this regard, one group that deserves
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particular attention is female workers. Studies indicate that female workers are among the
groups often marginalized in public communication design (Szabo, 2022). Despite their
significant contributions across sectors, their representation in visual media remains
limited and often lacks sensitivity to their lived realities.

This study adopts a narrative-phenomenological approach to understand how
female workers interpret visual elements in PSAs. Narrative phenomenology combines
phenomenology’s emphasis on lived experience with narrative’s focus on structuring
individual understanding, enabling researchers to explore in depth the perspectives of
female workers regarding the visual messages they encounter in PSAs (Creswell, J.W.
and Poth, 2018). This approach facilitates the exploration of how meanings are
constructed through lived experience and visual interpretation within specific social
contexts. Data were collected through in-depth interviews, which provided participants
with the opportunity to openly share their experiences and thoughts, thereby allowing the
researcher to gain rich insights into their meaning-making processes. The interview data
were then analyzed using Atlas.ti software, which supports the systematic coding and
categorization of key themes, resulting in a comprehensive and structured interpretation
(Friese, 2019). As such, this approach offers a robust foundation for understanding the
deeper meanings embedded in how female workers read and interpret visual elements in
PSAs.

This study is expected to make a significant theoretical contribution to the field
of visual literacy by highlighting the perspectives of female workers—voices that are
often underrepresented in public communication design. While many previous studies on
visual literacy reflect dominant perspectives or those of socially privileged groups, the
experiences of marginalized communities such as female workers have frequently been
overlooked (Mackenzie, D., & Ladd, 2020). This research provides space for the
perspectives of female workers, who actively interpret and make meaning of PSA visuals
within their socio-cultural and emotional contexts. The findings offer important insights
into how visual communication can be made more inclusive and responsive to diverse
social contexts, thereby increasing its effectiveness in engaging wider audiences. By
investigating how female workers read and respond to visual messages, this study
suggests that public communication strategies should be designed with greater attention
to equitable and diverse representation—strategies that resonate empathically and
meaningfully with people’s lived experiences (Graham, 2021).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Thinking is an essential mental process through which the brain filters and
manages diverse streams of information to produce accurate and appropriate decisions
(Sternberg, R. J., & Sternberg, 2016; Woolfolk, 2016). Furthermore, thinking can be
defined as a mental process grounded in action and spatial perception, subsequently
expressed through various systems of communication, both verbal and nonverbal (Beres,
2025). Based on these definitions, thinking may be understood as a crucial mental activity
rooted in experiential action and spatial perception, whereby the brain processes and
synthesizes information through verbal and nonverbal communication to arrive at sound
decisions.

Thinking plays a fundamental role in both verbal (spoken and written language)
and nonverbal communication (such as gestures, facial expressions, and body language).
Verbal communication relies heavily on logical and structured thinking to convey
meaning explicitly, whereas nonverbal communication reflects the affective and intuitive
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dimensions of thinking, which are often not consciously recognized by communicators
(Knapp, M. L., Hall, J. A., & Horgan, 2014). Thus, within diverse social contexts,
thinking serves as the foundation for constructing effective and meaningful messages in
social interaction. The integration of thinking processes with multimodal communication
is vital for learning, collaboration, and decision-making (Wegerif, 2007). Accordingly,
thinking constitutes a central mechanism that connects perception, meaning, and action
in human communication.

Different social groups interpret messages in varying ways (Lagos, 2022; Ares et
al., 2021; Ortega & Scartascini, 2020). This variation arises from cultural backgrounds,
social experiences, collective values, and historical contexts that shape patterns of
thinking and representational systems. In line with this perspective, meaning is not
inherently embedded in the message itself but is constructed through a decoding process
by receivers, each of whom brings their own interpretive framework (Gudykunst, 2021).
Female workers are among the social groups frequently overlooked in the design of public
communication (Szabo, 2022), despite their significant contributions across sectors. Their
representation in visual media is often limited and fails to reflect the complexity and
realities of their lives, thereby creating inequities in the delivery of inclusive and just
messaging.

The visual media of focus in this study is public service advertisements (PSAs).
PSAs are a form of strategic communication designed to convey information, raise
awareness, and promote changes in public attitudes or behavior for social benefit rather
than economic gain (A. Zaitseva et al., 2020; Pujiyanto, 2013; Shyamali Banerje et al.,
2023). Because of their orientation toward public interest, PSAs differ from commercial
advertising. They are guided by educational and persuasive missions rooted in collective
interest and public welfare. Typically developed by government agencies, non-profit
organizations, or civil society initiatives, PSAs address social issues such as health, the
environment, gender equality, or public safety. Within the framework of public
communication theory, PSAs are seen as symbolic media that play a vital role in the
construction of social meaning and the reproduction of cultural values (Jaramillo-Dent &
Romero-Rodriguez, 2022). The effectiveness of PSAs largely depends on the visual and
narrative elements' ability to generate emotional and cognitive engagement across diverse
social and cultural contexts (Fransen, M. L., Smit, E. G., & Verlegh, 2021). Therefore, a
deep understanding of audience characteristics and the inclusive representation of social
groups is key to designing impactful and socially equitable PSAs.

In conclusion, thinking is not only central to decision-making processes but also
constitutes the foundation for constructing and conveying both verbal and nonverbal
messages. When integrated with multimodal communication systems, thinking enables
the transfer of complex and contextual meaning, especially in socially diverse interaction
spaces. However, the interpretation of messages is inherently relative and influenced by
cultural, social, and collective experiences, necessitating sensitivity in the design of
public messages. In this context, PSAs serve a strategic function as symbolic media aimed
at fostering social awareness and behavioral change. For PSAs to be effective and
equitable, their visual representations must account for audience diversity, including
marginalized groups such as female workers. By understanding the interplay of thinking,
socio-cultural contexts, and inclusive public communication principles, the design of
PSAs can become more empathetic, relevant, and impactful in driving social
transformation.
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METHOD

To achieve the research objectives, a qualitative approach with a
phenomenological-narrative design was employed. The phenomenological approach was
utilized to explore the subjective experiences of female workers in interpreting public
service advertisements (PSAs), particularly focusing on how visual elements triggered
personal perceptions and reflections toward public messages. Meanwhile, the narrative
approach enabled the researcher to trace and reconstruct the informants' personal stories
and experiences related to their interactions with the PSAs. The combination of these two
approaches allowed for a comprehensive understanding of both the cognitive and
affective dimensions of the participants’ experiences, as well as how they constructed
meaning based on their social, cultural, and gender contexts.

A total of seven female informants were purposively selected, taking into account
variations in age, educational background, and occupational fields. The participants
represented a broad demographic range—from youth to elderly—and educational levels
from secondary school to higher education. They were engaged in both formal and
informal sectors, including office workers, teachers, sanitation workers, and street
vendors, each with different levels of exposure to visual media. This diversity was
intended to yield a comprehensive perspective in understanding and interpreting visual
messages in PSAs.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview
guide included open-ended questions that focused on participants’ perceptions, emotional
responses, and reflections regarding several PSA samples that had been pre-selected by
the researcher. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and
transcribed verbatim for analysis. Thematic analysis was conducted using Atlas.ti
software. The analytical process began with open coding to identify meaningful units
within the interview transcripts. This was followed by axial coding to group related codes
into broader categories such as gender representation, emotional resonance, and media
critique. The final stage, selective coding, involved formulating key themes that reflected
consistent and significant patterns of visual meaning-making in the participants’
narratives. The validity of the findings was ensured through data triangulation, member
checking, and peer debriefing to minimize interpretative bias and enhance the credibility
of the data.

Ethical considerations were strictly observed throughout the study. These
included ensuring the confidentiality of participant identities, obtaining written informed
consent, and allowing participants the freedom to withdraw at any time. All research
procedures adhered to established ethical standards in social research. The researcher also
served as the primary instrument in the study, actively engaging with the data and
conducting self-reflection on personal position, values, and potential biases to avoid
influencing data interpretation. This reflective approach was essential for maintaining the
authenticity of the narratives and preventing meaning distortion during the analysis and
reporting stages.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
Informant Profile

This study involved seven female informants employed across various sectors,
including domestic work, corporate environments, offices, and educational institutions.
The informants’ ages ranged from 20 to 38 years, with educational backgrounds spanning
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from elementary school to postgraduate level. Their professions varied widely,
encompassing domestic workers (housemaids), housewives, project consultants,
architects, programmers, university lecturers, and micro, small, and medium enterprise
(MSME) entrepreneurs. Such diversity was intentionally selected to capture a wide range
of perspectives on public service advertisements (PSAs), particularly in relation to their
lived and social experiences. The following is a brief profile of the participating female
workers.
Table 1. Informant Profile of Female Workers

Informant Age Profession Educational
Background
P1 27 years Architect Bachelor’s Degree
P2 38 years Lecturer Posgraduate Degree
P3 23 years Programmers Diploma
P4 34 years Housewives Posgraduate Degree
P5 35 years Project Consultant Posgraduate Degree
P6 20 years Housemaids Elementary School
P7 25 years MSME Entrepreneurs Senior High School

Active Selection of Public Service Advertisements

"Active selection" refers to the deliberate process through which individuals select
visual or symbolic information they encounter (Arnheim, 1997). Most informants
indicated a tendency to pay attention to public service advertisements (PSAs) that are
familiar, socially relevant, and closely connected to their lived experiences. This suggests
that individuals consciously choose categories of information based on their relevance to
personal needs, contextual factors, or specific interests. Elements such as occupational
health and safety (OHS) symbols, no-smoking signs, academic information, and various
forms of warnings, recommendations, or social prohibitions represent visual cues that
consistently draw the informants’ attention.

Figure 1. Coding of Active Selection Findings

Visual Symbolic Structure
In relation to the dimension of visual elements in public service advertisements
(PSAs), the term “element” refers to various visual and textual components embedded
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within informational media (Arnheim, 1997), particularly those used in educational or
public communication contexts. The findings indicate the presence of diverse visual
media formats (e.g., banners, boards, papers), shapes (e.g., starburst, exclamation marks,
pyramidal forms), colour and lighting schemes (e.g., blue, red, bright tones, white
backgrounds), imagery and symbols (e.g., safety belts, figures wearing personal
protective equipment, tax logos), textual features (e.g., slogans, capitalized text), and size
specifications (e.g., large, small, 2m x 1m). Collectively, these visual elements
consistently emerged in participants’ narratives as the most attention-grabbing and
memorable features.

Figure 2. Coding of Visual Element Findings

Contextual Emotional Resonance

The dimension of proximality in this study refers to the emotional and cognitive
closeness experienced by the community (Arnheim, 1997), particularly in relation to
schools. This core concept is supported by several key elements, including "school
excellence," "competitions," "moments of achievement," and "school promotions."
School excellence serves as the foundational indicator of educational quality, typically
demonstrated through participation in and achievements from various competitions. Such
participation or victories foster "moments of achievement," which become sources of
pride and emotional connection for both students and parents.

Furthermore, "school promotions" function as a complementary strategy to
reinforce emotional proximity through rational appeals, such as “tuition discount
promotions” and “special price offers.” These elements are directly linked to parental
decision-making in school selection. Collectively, these components contribute to
shaping a positive public perception of the school, thereby facilitating a comprehensive
approach to building institutional loyalty and attractiveness in the educational sector.
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Figure 3. Coding of Proximality Findings

Discussion
Active Participation in Visual Meaning-Making

The findings of this study indicate that female workers possess an active and
context-sensitive capacity for visual literacy when engaging with public service
advertisements (PSAs). Rather than processing information passively, they actively
select, interpret, and respond to visual elements based on their lived experiences and
socio-cultural realities. This aligns with the principles of critical visual literacy theory,
which posits that audiences are not passive recipients but active meaning-makers who
negotiate visual messages within their sociocultural contexts (Brown & Savi¢, 2023). For
female workers in particular, their lived experiences—shaped by issues such as double
burdens, gender inequality, and social expectations—profoundly influence how they
interpret the messages embedded in PSAs (Sharma, 2020; Sharun, 2023).

The diversity of participants in this study reinforces this argument. The seven
informants represented various employment sectors (ranging from domestic workers to
professionals and educators), with age spans between 20 and 38 years and educational
backgrounds from elementary school to graduate-level degrees. Informants such as P6 (a
domestic worker with elementary school education) and P4 (a housewife with a bachelor's
degree) demonstrated that, despite their non-professional backgrounds, they were able to
relate the content of PSAs to personal experiences, particularly in messages concerning
safety, family health, or children’s education. Conversely, participants like P2 (a
university lecturer) and P5 (a project consultant) engaged with the PSAs more critically,
questioning how the messages were constructed or how women were visually
represented.

Their meaning-making process was not an automatic reaction but involved active
and narrative engagement. The women interpreted the messages based on the values,
roles, and social conditions embedded in their daily lives. This resonates with the
theoretical perspective that meaning is not solely dictated by the message sender but is
co-constructed through the interaction with readers who bring their own backgrounds and
experiences (Bojani¢, 2023). Therefore, female workers should not be viewed merely as
passive targets of public messages but as active agents in shaping meaning (Sharma,
2020; Sharun, 2023). These findings underscore the importance of designing PSAs that
are inclusive and attuned to the audience's backgrounds. When their lived experiences,
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social roles, and visual literacy competencies are taken into account, PSAs can serve not
only as channels of information but also as dialogic spaces that foster critical awareness
and public participation.

The Dimension of Active Selection toward Visual Elements

Findings from the active selection process in this study reveal that female workers
consciously choose visual information they consider important, relevant, and aligned with
their lived experiences. The concept of active selection posits that visual perception is not
a passive process, but rather a cognitive act whereby individuals select specific visual
elements based on their personal meanings and significance. In the context of Public
Service Advertisements (PSAs), participants demonstrated greater interest in familiar
messages or those directly related to their daily lives, such as Occupational Health and
Safety (OHS) symbols, no-smoking signs, or information about education and safety.

This suggests that the interpretation of PSAs is influenced not only by visual
design but also by individuals’ social contexts and lived experiences. Participants
expressed a sense of connection to certain messages because they resonated with their
daily responsibilities, such as maintaining health, caring for children, or managing
household duties. In other words, their engagement with PSAs went beyond reading the
content—they interpreted the messages through the lens of personal values and real-life
impact (Brown & Savi¢, 2023).

In addition to message content, visual forms significantly shaped their attention.
Bright colors, easily recognizable symbols such as exclamation marks or traffic signs,
and familiar layouts enabled participants to more easily identify and understand the
intended meanings of the PSAs. This indicates that their visual literacy encompassed not
only image recognition but also the ability to associate visual cues with particular social
actions—for example, complying with no-smoking regulations or adhering to workplace
safety rules (Farmer, 2022; Haggstrom, 2024; Unal, 2024). Therefore, effective PSAs are
those that not only convey information but also establish personal and social resonance
with the audience. Visually relevant, context-sensitive, and easily identifiable messages
are more likely to attract attention and encourage active responses from the public.
Understanding the dynamics of active selection is thus crucial in designing public visual
communication, as it highlights how audiences actively filter and construct meaning from
the visual messages they encounter in everyday life.

Interpreting the Symbolic Structure of PSAs

The study’s analysis of symbolic structures within PSAs indicates that visual
elements play a central role in capturing attention and shaping audience understanding,
particularly among female workers. Based on data coding, common communication
media included banners, boards, posters, and LED displays, while frequently identified
visual forms encompassed exclamation marks, starburst symbols, and pyramid shapes.
These elements function as visual markers that reinforce the core message of the PSA and
enhance its recognizability in daily life (Arnheim, 1997).

Color and lighting also emerged as prominent factors referenced by informants.
Bright colors such as blue, red, and yellow, as well as high-contrast combinations like
black-and-white or white backgrounds, were effective in attracting attention. This
supports the view of Paksi (2021) that color not only serves an aesthetic purpose but also
carries cultural and social meanings. In PSAs, vivid colors are often associated with
warnings or urgency, while neutral tones aid message legibility.
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Beyond color and form, images and symbols such as tax logos, individuals
wearing personal protective equipment (PPE), or seat belts consistently drew attention.
These visuals were not only informative but also carried emotional value, depicting
scenarios that closely reflect the participants’ everyday experiences (Fajar Paksi, 2021).
Such visual symbols serve as "meaning shortcuts" (Jewitt, C., Bezemer, J., & O’Halloran,
2017), allowing audiences to grasp messages quickly without extensive reading.

Textual elements such as short phrases, slogans, or capitalized statements were
also deemed significant. This style of writing was perceived as clear and direct, making
it easier to comprehend and remember. In many cases, the textual component served as
the initial point of engagement before other visual elements were noticed. Media size
further influenced visual appeal; larger displays (e.g., 2 meters by 1 meter) or medium-
sized formats visible in public spaces were more effective in drawing attention.

Overall, the visual structure of PSAs comprises a synergistic combination of form,
color, imagery, text, and size, all of which collectively contribute to message appeal and
meaning-making (Fariq Hasril Adiwardana & David Rizar Nugroho, 2025). These
findings suggest that effective PSA design must go beyond textual content to include
strategically arranged visual elements. Female workers in this study demonstrated the
ability to actively interpret and respond to these visual cues by connecting them to their
own experiences and needs (Bodén et al., 2023).

Emotional Resonance and Contextual Proximity

This study employs the dimension of proximality to examine how emotional and
cognitive attachments are formed among community members—particularly working
women—towards educational institutions such as schools. Proximality here extends
beyond mere physical closeness; it encompasses a sense of belonging, trust, and pride
that emerges from lived experiences and perceived institutional values (Arnheim, 1997).
Understanding how working women's perceptions are constructed requires attention to
elements such as school excellence, participation in competitions, moments of pride, and
financial incentives, which all contribute to the development of this proximity.

Working women, both as parents and members of the community, often play a
critical role in choosing educational institutions for their children. During interviews,
many participants highlighted school excellence as reflected in student achievements in
various competitions. Student participation and victories not only signify institutional
quality but also evoke collective pride, particularly when the accomplishments involve
their own children or those within their immediate environment. These events foster
emotional resonance—an attachment rooted in meaningful experiences. This aligns with
Shen et al. (2023), who assert that narratives closely tied to real-life experiences are more
effective in fostering strong social connections.

Beyond emotional dimensions, the informants also emphasized the significance
of school promotions, such as discounts on registration or tuition fees. In economically
demanding contexts, such incentives are perceived as helpful and as indicators of the
school’s empathy toward community financial limitations. In this regard, proximality also
stems from rational experiences—namely, improved access to education facilitated by
supportive policies (Nurse, 2025).

The findings suggest that working women’s perceptions of schools are shaped by
a combination of emotional experiences and rational considerations. When student
achievements affirm institutional quality and promotional policies ease financial burdens,
emotional and cognitive proximity to schools is strengthened. Consequently, educational
communication strategies should integrate both emotional appeal and practical solutions.
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Such an approach not only enhances a school’s public image but also fosters long-term
community loyalty, as people feel acknowledged and involved.

Social Context as a Determinant of Visual Literacy

The findings of this study demonstrate that social context plays a pivotal role in
shaping visual literacy, particularly among working women from lower-middle
socioeconomic backgrounds. Visual literacy is not merely the ability to recognize images
or symbols; it is an active process of interpretation informed by life experiences, social
values, and everyday realities (Brown & Savi¢, 2023; Haggstrom, 2024). In this regard,
working women exhibit the capacity to critically interpret visual elements in public
service announcements (PSAs), not passively receiving information but actively
selecting, interpreting, and connecting visual messages to their social roles as mothers,
wives, workers, and community members.

Visual symbols such as safety signs, protective gear, or school fee information are
interpreted differently based on the individual’s proximity to the content. For instance,
informants working in domestic sectors more readily grasp messages related to hygiene,
health, or smoking prohibitions, as these align with their daily activities. Meanwhile,
professional workers critically assess how women are represented in PSAs, including the
symbolic inequalities embedded within the visuals (Sharma, 2024; Sharun, 2023). These
insights support the view that visual meaning is not fixed but emerges from the interaction
between message content and the audience’s social experience (Colley, 2023).

The interplay between social context and visual elements is also evident in how
working women respond to messages through collective experiences. For example,
posters showcasing student achievements evoke pride, reflecting their aspirations for their
children’s education. Likewise, school promotions, such as fee reductions, are perceived
not only as economic benefits but also as indicators of institutional care for societal
conditions (Nurse, 2025). These responses reveal that social context shapes how visual
messages are received—whether they elicit emotional connection or are ignored. Thus,
visual literacy in PSAs should not be viewed as a purely technical skill but as a socially
situated process shaped by the audience’s lived experiences (Statton Thompson et al.,
2022). In this context, the social backgrounds of working women are crucial in actively
interpreting and responding to visual messages. Designers of PSAs must recognize that
effective messaging aligns with the social realities of the target audience. This alignment
enhances message reception and positions PSAs as participatory spaces that foster
collective awareness (Adiwardana, S., & Nugroho, 2025; Bodén et al., 2023).

Contribution to Visual Literacy and Gender Representation Discourses

This research makes a significant contribution to expanding the discourse on
visual literacy and gender representation, particularly in the context of working women.
The findings indicate that working women are no longer passive recipients of public
service announcements (PSAs), but active interpreters who filter and connect visual
messages with their own social positions and lived experiences (Brown & Savi¢, 2023;
Colley, 2023). Visual literacy thus involves not only recognizing symbols and images but
also the ability to decode the social realities embedded in these messages. For working
women, this interpretative process is profoundly shaped by life experiences involving
gender inequality, domestic responsibilities, and limited access to information.

Moreover, the study highlights persistent gender biases in PSA representation.
Several professional informants critically observed that women are often portrayed
merely as housewives or caregivers, with little emphasis on leadership, intelligence, or
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independence. This suggests that media still tends to reproduce outdated stereotypes,
failing to reflect the diversity of women's roles and identities today (Sharma, 2024;
Sharun, 2023). However, women’s ability to critique and reject such portrayals reflects
their strong visual literacy and awareness of gender issues.

Critical interpretations of visual symbols—such as images of women in protective
gear, motherly roles, or family emblems—demonstrate that meanings are not passively
accepted but negotiated by audiences based on their perspectives and lived realities
(Bodén et al., 2023; Jewitt, C., Bezemer, J., & O’Halloran, 2017). This implies that gender
representations in PSAs may be interpreted differently across individuals, depending on
their social values and positionalities. Hence, it is imperative for PSA designers to
incorporate gender sensitivity and to involve audiences, especially women, in the
development of public visual messages. Overall, this study reaffirms that working women
possess reflective and critical visual literacy. They do not merely comprehend messages
but are capable of generating new meanings from their experiences. In doing so, they
actively contribute to shaping a more inclusive and equitable discourse on gender
representation. This contribution enriches the field of visual literacy and public
communication and underscores the importance of positioning audiences as active
subjects in meaning-making (Haggstrom, 2024; Unal, 2024).

CONCLUSION

This study revealed that female workers possess an active and contextual form of
visual literacy in responding to public service advertisements (PSAs). In other words,
their visual literacy is characterized by active and reflective engagement, grounded in
their social experiences. These women do not merely function as passive recipients of
messages but actively interpret and respond to visual elements based on their personal
experiences, social values, and everyday positionalities. Through processes of active
participation, selective visual engagement, and symbolic interpretation, they demonstrate
critical readings of PSAs, particularly those addressing issues such as education, health,
occupational safety, and gender roles. The emotional and cognitive connections they form
are not solely tied to message content but also to the visual strategies used in message
delivery. For instance, emotional proximity to schools emerges from shared experiences,
pride in children's achievements, and positive responses to educational fee promotions
perceived as socially and economically supportive. While PSAs continue to portray
women through stereotypical representations, the informants exhibited the ability to
critique and reframe these visual meanings in alignment with their lived experiences.

To ensure that PSA messages are more inclusive and do not reinforce gender
stereotypes, it is essential for designers to incorporate women's perspectives throughout
the visual communication design process. Such involvement enables visual messages to
more equitably reflect the diversity of women's experiences and roles. Furthermore, it is
crucial to promote experience-based visual literacy, particularly among lower-middle-
class working women who are often positioned as passive audiences. Public
communication policies should ideally move beyond one-way dissemination of
information and instead foster dialogic spaces that allow for active public participation.
Therefore, further research is needed to explore how different social groups interpret
visual messages. By recognizing women'’s active roles in reading and meaning-making,
visual communication can function as a more participatory, gender-equitable medium that
contributes to sustainable social transformation.

1688



S
- Ishel Volume 1 , July 2025

International Seminar on Humanity, Education, and Language

-~ (L Universitas Negeri Jakarta | Online Conference |
A

BIBLIOGRAPHY

A. Zaitseva, 1., Krikunov, A., & Tolochko, A. V. (2020). The use of public service
advertising for solving social problems. REICE: Revista Electronica de
Investigacion En Ciencias Econdmicas, 8(15), 177-195.
https://doi.org/10.5377/reice.v8i15.9952

Adiwardana, S., & Nugroho, T. (2025). Visual Engagement in Public Communication:
Contextual Design and Social Response. Jurnal Komunikasi Sosial.

Arnheim, R. (1997). Visual Thinking. University of California Press.

Beres, D. (2025). What is the origin of thinking? A new book argues that it’s action, not
language. Big Think.

Bodén, U., Stenliden, L., & Nissen, J. (2023). The construction of interactive and
multimodal reading in school—a performative, collaborative and dynamic reading.
Journal of Visual Literacy, 42(1), 1-25.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1051144X.2023.2168395

Breves, P. (2023). Persuasive communication and spatial presence: a systematic literature
review and conceptual model. Annals of the International Communication
Association, 47(2), 222-241. https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2023.2169952

Brown, C. W., & Savi¢, M. (2023). Practising critical visual literacy through redesign in
ELT classrooms. ELT Journal, 77(2), 186—196. https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccac049

Biinzli, F., & Dillard, J. P. (2022). The persuasive effects of verbal anchoring and visual
complexity. Journal of Visual Literacy, 41(1), 46-64.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1051144X.2022.2053817

Chaban, M. A. (2022). Theoretical substantiation of the term “visual literacy” in the
context of the digitalization of society. Izvestiya of Saratov University. Philosophy.
Psychology. Pedagogy, 22(2), 218-222. https://doi.org/10.18500/1819-7671-2022-
22-2-218-222

Colley, V. E. (2023). Reception Theory (pp. 413—417). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
031-04394-9 64

Creswell, J.W. and Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design
Choosing among Five Approaches. 4th Edition. SAGE Publications, Inc.

Dyussembayeva, S., Viglia, G., Nieto-Garcia, M., & Mattila, A. S. (2022). Would you
like to add a gratuity? When explicit requests hamper tipping. Journal of Business
Research, 139, 908-917. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.10.043

Fajar Paksi, D. N. (2021). Warna Dalam Dunia Visual. IMAJI: Film, Fotografi, Televisi,
& Media Baru, 12(2), 90-97. https://doi.org/10.52290/1.v12i2.49

Fariq Hasril Adiwardana, & David Rizar Nugroho. (2025). Analisis Elemen Visual
Postingan Konten Infografis Edukasi pada Feed Akun Instagram @ditjentataruang
Edisi Januari 2025. Jurnal Riset Rumpun Seni, Desain Dan Media, 4(1), 211-226.
https://doi.org/10.55606/jurrsendem.v4i1.5029

Farmer, L. (2022). Visual literacy and fake news: Gaining a visual voice. Studies in
Technology Enhanced Learning. https://doi.org/10.21428/8c225f6e.b34036b2

Fransen, M. L., Smit, E. G., & Verlegh, P. W. J. (2021). Strategies and effects of social
advertising: A meta-analysis. Journal of Advertising, 50(1), 26-42.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2020.1866647

Friese, S. (2019). Qualitative data analysis with ATLAS.ti (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications
Ltd.

Godhe, A.-L., Sofkova Hashemi, S., & Stenliden, L. (2022). Texts, Information and
Multimodality in the Digital Age. Educare, 1, 1-7.

1689



Andayani et al, Revisiting Female Workers’ Thinking ...
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21009/ishel.v1i1.56507

https://doi.org/10.24834/educare.2022.1.1

Graham, C. (2021). Inclusive communication strategies in public service advertising: A
feminist critique. Journal of Communication Studies, 43(2), 112—130.

Gudykunst, W. B. (2021). Bridging differences: Effective intergroup communication (6th
ed.). SAGE Publications Ltd.

Héggstrom, M. (2024). Visual Literacy: A Foundation for Human Communication Art as
a Catalyst for Social Change. In Ways of Seeing: The Book of Selected Readings
2024 (pp- 30-42). International ~ Visual Literacy =~ Association.
https://doi.org/10.52917/ivlatbsr.2024.013

Hendrickx, J., & Vazquez-Herrero, J. (2024). Dissecting Social Media Journalism: A
Comparative Study Across Platforms, Outlets and Countries. Journalism Studies,
25(9), 1053-1075. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2024.2324318

Jewitt, C., Bezemer, J., & O’Halloran, K. (2017). Introducing Multimodality. Routledge
Press.

Kennedy, M. (2020). “If the rise of the TikTok dance and e-girl aesthetic has taught us
anything, it’s that teenage girls rule the internet right now”: TikTok celebrity, girls
and the Coronavirus .... European Journal of Cultural Studies.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549420945341

Khamadi, K., & Setiawan, A. (2020). LITERASI VISUAL DALAM PROSES
BERKARYA MAHASISWA DESAIN. Desain Komunikasi Visual, Manajemen
Desain Dan Periklanan (Demandia), 5(12), 166.
https://doi.org/10.25124/demandia.v5i2.1999

Knapp, M. L., Hall, J. A., & Horgan, T. G. (2014). Nonverbal Communication in Human
Interaction (8th ed.). MA Cengage Learning.

Kress, G. (2009). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to contemporary
communication. Routledge.

Mackenzie, D., & Ladd, C. (2020). Visual literacy in the digital age: Empowering the
marginalized through inclusive media design. Journal of Media Literacy, 15(3),
245-260.

Mohamed, E. A. S., Ali, M. A. O., & Mohamed, M. H. A. (2023). The communicative
dimension of graphic design elements - Such as infographics. Brazilian Journal of
Science, 2(7), 84-91. https://doi.org/10.14295/bjs.v217.283

Nurse, L. (2025). Parental perception of inclusive education: mothers’ narrative construct
of the school space. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 29(4), 603-617.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2023.2266731

Poon, S. T. F. (2021). Typography Design’s New Trajectory Towards Visual Literacy for
Digital Mediums. Studies in Media and Communication, 9(1), 9.
https://doi.org/10.11114/sme.v9i1.5071

Pujiyanto, D. (2013). lklan Layanan Masyarakat: Konsep, strategi, dan praktik.
Prenadamedia Group.

Sharma, S. (2020). VISUAL CULTURE AND ITS CLOSE AFFILIATION WITH
FEMINISM AND CRITICAL RACE THEORY. International Journal of Research
-GRANTHAALAYAH, 7(12), 209-215.
https://doi.org/10.29121/granthaalayah.v7.112.2019.313

Sharma, S. (2024). Promoting statistical thinking in year 12 multilingual classrooms: a
collaborative study. In Mathematics Education Research Journal. Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13394-023-00472-y

Sharun, S. (2023). critical information literacy of social workers. Journal of Information

1690



S
- Ishel Volume 1 , July 2025

International Seminar on Humanity, Education, and Language

-~ (L Universitas Negeri Jakarta | Online Conference |
A

Literacy, 17(1). https://doi.org/10.11645/17.1.3351

Shyamali Banerje et al. (2023). The Impact of Public Service Advertising: Social
Development or Social Change through Development Communication: Strategic
Communication through Corporate Lobbying: An Analysis of the Changing
Dynamics from Print to Digital Media. Proceeding International Conference on
Science and Engineering, 11(1), 1499-1514.
https://doi.org/10.52783/cienceng.v11i1.302

Statton Thompson, D., Beene, S., Greer, K., Wegmann, M., Fullmer, M., Murphy, M.,
Schumacher, S., & Saulter, T. (2022). A proliferation of images: Trends, obstacles,
and opportunities for visual literacy. Journal of Visual Literacy, 41(2), 113—131.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1051144X.2022.2053819

Sternberg, R. J., & Sternberg, K. (2016). Cognitive psychology (7th ed.). Cengage
Learning.

Szabo, K. (2022). Is it a WoMan’s World? Gender Stereotypes and Social Role
Inequalities in Commercials. International Conference on Gender Research, 5(1),
pp208-214. https://doi.org/10.34190/icgr.5.1.90

Unal, M. (2024). An Investigation of the Relationship between Secondary School
Students’ Visual Literacy Levels and their Attitudes towards Digital Images.
International Journal of Technology in Education and Science, 8(4), 710-724.
https://doi.org/10.46328/ijtes.598

Waszkiewicz-Raviv, A. (2022). Functions of Visual Public Relations. On Visual
Meaning-Making in PR Practice. Social Communication, 23(1), 21-28.
https://doi.org/10.2478/sc-2022-0003

Wegerif, R. (2007). Dialogic education and technology: Expanding the space of learning.
Springer US. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-88539-3

Weisberg, L., Wan, X., Wusylko, C., & Kohnen, A. M. (2023). Critical Online
Information Evaluation (COIE): A comprehensive model for curriculum and
assessment design. Journal of Media Literacy Education, 15(1), 14-30.
https://doi.org/10.23860/JMLE-2023-15-1-2

Wiesenberg, M., & Vercic, D. (2021). The status quo of the visual turn in public relations
practice. Communications, 46(2), 229-252. https://doi.org/10.1515/commun-2019-
0111

Woolfolk, A. (2016). Educational psychology (13th ed.). Pearson Education.

Zhang, K., Teng, D., Mao, R., Yang, N., Hao, Y., & ... (2023). Thinking on the
construction of antimicrobial peptide databases: powerful tools for the molecular
design and screening. In [International Journal of ... mdpi.com.
https://www.mdpi.com/1422-0067/24/4/3134

1691



