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YouTube is one of the most popular In-
ternet sites—second only to Google, 
the owner of YouTube—and certainly 

the most popular video sharing Web site out 
there (Alexa, 2016). There are over one bil-
lion YouTube users who watch hundreds of 
millions of hours of video every day (You-
Tube, 2016). Some of the most popular You-

Tube videos have been viewed over one bil-
lion times. 

YouTube’s simplicity and accessibility con-
tribute to its enormous popularity. Videos 
can easily be uploaded at no cost to YouTube 
by virtually anyone with a digital camera and 
an Internet or mobile connection. Videos 
uploaded can potentially be viewed by mil-

lions, if not billions, of people. YouTube can 
be a useful tool for promoting health mes-
sages to the public due to its broad reach.

The ease in which anyone can upload 
a video to the site, however, has naturally 
resulted in an astounding amount of video 
content. As of July 2015, more than 400 
hours of video are uploaded to YouTube every 
minute (Statista, 2016). With such a vast 
amount of content, getting a video noticed 
on YouTube can be a challenge. For every 
video with millions of views, there are likely 
hundreds of thousands with just a hand-
ful of views. Public health messages can be 
uploaded quickly and easily to YouTube, but 
how does one ensure that their message rises 
above the surfeit of digital content?

Anyone who has visited YouTube is likely 
familiar with the video advertisements that 
often precede the actual video they want to 
watch. This type of ad, which is similar to a tele-
vision commercial, is called an in-stream video 
advertisement (Pashkevich, Dorai-Raj, Kellar, 
& Zigmond, 2012). To be sure, online advertis-
ing is an essential part of Google’s monetization 
model for YouTube (Pashkevich et al., 2012). In 
other words, YouTube makes a lot of money by 
selling in-stream video advertisements. 

There are two basic types of YouTube adver-
tisements, “nonskippable” and “skippable.” 
Obviously, nonskippable ads are those that 
the viewer must completely watch before they 
are shown their chosen content. These ads are 
often 15 to 30 seconds in length, much the 
same as television advertisements. In 2010, 
YouTube introduced skippable ads that gave 
users the option to skip watching the adver-
tisement after 5 seconds (Pashkevich et al., 
2012). These types of advertisements proved 

Edi tor ’s  Note :  As part of our continuing effort to highlight innovative 

approaches to improving the health and environment of communities, the 

Journal is pleased to publish a bimonthly column from the Agency for 

Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR). ATSDR is a federal public 

health agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 

and shares a common office of the Director with the National Center for 

Environmental Health (NCEH) at the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC). ATSDR serves the public by using the best science, taking 

responsive public health actions, and providing trusted health information 

to prevent harmful exposures and diseases related to toxic substances.

 The purpose of this column is to inform readers of ATSDR’s activities 

and initiatives to better understand the relationship between exposure 

to hazardous substances in the environment and their impact on human 

health and how to protect public health. We believe that the column will 

provide a valuable resource to our readership by helping to make known 

the considerable resources and expertise that ATSDR has available to 

assist communities, states, and others to assure good environmental health 

practice for all is served.

The conclusions of this column are those of the author(s) and do not 

necessarily represent the views of ATSDR, CDC, or HHS.

Matthew Sones works in the field of health communication and public 

health program evaluation at CDC/ATSDR. Rose Jackson and CDR Januett 

Smith-George are health communication specialists with ATSDR’s Division 

of Community Investigations. 

Environmental Health 
Promotion on a Budget: 
Leveraging the Power  
of YouTube to Reach 
Millions of People

0 figures, 0 tables

Matthew Sones, 
MS, MPH

Rose Jackson CDR Januett P. 
Smith-George, 

MSW

JEH9.16_PRINT.indd   44 8/4/16   11:58 AM

angelikajohns
Highlight

angelikajohns
Highlight

angelikajohns
Highlight

angelikajohns
Highlight



September 2016 • Journal of Environmental Health 45

A D VA N C E M E N T  O F  T H E  PRACTICEA D VA N C E M E N T  O F  T H E  PRACTICE

very popular and by July 2012, approximately
70% of YouTube ads were skippable (Pashkev-
ich et al., 2012). As any frequent YouTube visi-
tor can attest, however, there are still a consid-
erable number of nonskippable ads.

In late 2015, the Agency for Toxic Sub-
stances and Disease Registry (ATSDR)
launched the No Trespassing Initiative. The
primary purpose of the initiative was to
inform the public about the dangers of tres-
passing on one of the thousands of aban-
doned properties and facilities in the U.S. In
many cases, these sites contain dangerous
chemicals and other hazards. Many of these
sites are also easily accessible, and may be
tempting places for young people, especially
tweens, to explore. Trespassing may put
them at risk for exposure to these hazards.
The centerpiece of the initiative was a profes-
sionally produced, 15-second public service
announcement (PSA) that was disseminated
via YouTube and Channel One, a television
network for schools.

Like many public health initiatives, No
Trespassing had a small budget. This meant

that ATSDR had to find a cost effective chan-
nel to reach a national audience. It was
immediately clear that purchasing air time to
broadcast the public service announcement
on television was simply too cost prohibitive.
Furthermore, although it was a given that
the PSA would be uploaded to the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention’s YouTube
site, that in no way guaranteed that the PSA
would reach a significant number of people.
Therefore, ATSDR decided to broadcast the
No Trespassing PSA as a paid, nonskippable
advertisement on YouTube.

The No Trespassing PSA ran as a nonskip-
pable YouTube ad for a month in fall 2015, and
again for a month in spring 2016. By the time
the PSA completed its runs on YouTube, it had
amassed over three million impressions at an
average cost of around $0.02 per impression.

ATSDR’s No Trespassing Initiative has
shown that using YouTube is a cost effective
way to reach a sizable audience to promote
environmental health.
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