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Can Graphic Design really save your life?
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In a world filled with challenges, graphic design serves as a ray of hope, providing creative answers to urgent problems. The stories of Stephen Doe's mural and Biman Mullick's posters showcase how design initiatives can spread crucial information and encourage positive shifts in behaviour. Going beyond just appearances, these instances highlight the power of graphic design to strengthen communities, educate the public, and inspire unified efforts. This leads us to ponder: Is it possible for graphic design to genuinely make a difference in saving lives?

The potential of graphic design is not just limited to its aesthetic potential. It can be used as a very good tool for social change and engagement. One suitable example would be of Stephen Doe’s mural illustration used in Africa to inform communities of the deadly disease Ebola. In 2012 a street artist named Stephen Doe created a piece of extremely considerate art at the height of the Ebola outbreak which spread to five different countries and killed an estimated 2,300 people in Africa. Stephen had recognized that many African communities struggle with literacy skills. His plan was to be able to contribute to these communities by creating a design that can enable people to visually educate themselves with crucial knowledge of how to stay safe from the symptoms of Ebola without the need of written instruction. This highly considerate piece of design not only allowed local people to stay safe but also allowed the community to be largely involved with the creation of the mural, allowing communities to build a greater sense of collaboration within the community allowing people to become more aware of this illness together in a way that includes everybody, spreading the message further. Furthermore, Doe’s murals message was adapted and spread through other mediums such as flyers, posters and other print forms reaching a much larger audience than what was originally expected by Doe, this allowed many more people to become aware of this illness that not even Stephen would have initially would have predicted when planning his mural. The legacy of this piece of work has allowed for more considerate thought around providing information for many people who are not capable of interacting with written language and highlighting this issue of non-literacy to others who could potentially be inspired by this message. As well as being an inspiration to any future designers focused on driving community empowerment and ultimately cultural change within the graphic design field to create a world that is enriched though lifesaving design that provokes emotion. 

Following on from the example of Stephen Doe I would like to highlight the work of designer Biman Mullick who throughout the 1970s and 80s designed and distributed anti-smoking posters at a time where there was not a lot of pre-existing anti-smoking materials available to the public. During the 70s Mullick was working as an art teacher in England when he started considering the dangers of second-hand smoke and what could be done to spread this message of discouraging adults to not smoke around others in his work. Mullick had never been a smoker himself but became ever increasingly concerned about the dangers that smoking caused others potentially without even having to smoke cigarettes themselves. Smoking indoors in the 70s had yet to be criminalised meaning that the damage of second-hand smoke was much more of a danger to non-smokers who didn’t have the luxury of sitting in smokeless environments whilst cigarette smoking was at an all-time high sitting at around almost half of the UK adult population choosing to smoke cigarettes. Medical experts had found many links between the habit of smoking and developing cancer later in life but little known were the effects of second-hand smoke, thus inspiring Mullick’s work in raising awareness of the dangers of second-hand smoke. Mullick first started working on his anti-smoking posters whilst working as an art teacher eventually printing them in black and white and distributing the materials throughout the college he worked, this act was seen as rebellious by the head teacher at the college as during the time no laws against smoking in classrooms had been established and he deemed smoking a part of British culture. When looking back on his work at the college he believes that the posters he distributed around the college potentially cost his visiting lecturers contract to not be renewed by the college. The negative backlash from the college may have cost hm his contract by did not deter him in his mission of spreading anti-smoke messages through his work. Mullick later when on to find the anti-smoking organisation, CleanAir, which is an organisation that works towards their mission of a smoke free environment and continuing to spread the anti-smoking message. While now it is easy to see that Mullick’s campaign had nothing but pure intent to help people lead healthier lives often spending his own money to distribute materials, it was at the time mired in controversy by smokers as he was seen to be trying to take away the rights of smokers to smoke indoors and that the idea of passive smoking being dangerous was seen as quite a stretch of the imagination for the smoking population. Mullick received a medal from the WHO for his posters that highlighted the dangers of smoking in a way that delivered a strong message in a way that is humorous and polite. He stopped campaigning against indoor smoking in 2006 after the UK criminalised indoor smoking across the board, Mullick has said that he never had known whether his posters inspired the change in the law but likes to think that it may have inspired people to think twice before smoking. When I was researching Mullick, I found it interesting to observe just how humble and polite this designer was when creating such serious thought-provoking works not even fully realising how much of an effect his work may have had on fostering widescale change in his country. Mullick’s work whilst being one of the earliest anti-smoking campaigns remains untouched in its impact of spreading a message that ultimately could save countless lives whilst not being pushy and fearmongering which is a very common tactic of anti-smoking campaigns today, preferencing images of illness and warnings of death to deter the ever-aging population of smokers. I personally found this example massively inspiring due to the fact Mullick worked towards his vision of a smoke free society all the while not really knowing if he was making successful change or not even after the legislation change in the UK working tirelessly to spread a message that he believed would truly change people lives though his designs. Alike Stephen Doe’s work, Mullick work visually demonstrated the dangers of smoking using visual stimuli that was simple and very easy to understand furthermore the work reached a far bigger target audience than expected when setting out on their designs dues to them being so accessible to any end user due to power of informative visual graphics.


As we have seen withing the previous 2 examples that used visual graphics as a tool to improve the lives of others through forward thinking designs. Graphic design has unfortunately been used to convey negative messages that have been used to break down communities of people. As strong as a force as graphic communication can be for the world there are also notable examples of it being used negatively to back up the opinions of very dangerous people, notably the use of propaganda by regimes such as the Nazis during WW2 as well as Russian Soviets in the 1920s. Propaganda by definition of Oxford Dictionary is ‘information, especially of a biased or misleading nature, used to promote a political cause or point of view.’ and has been used throughout modern history to dictate the opinions of the masses by showing compromising visuals of whoever the enemy was to the regimes creating it, most of the time spreading misleading information designed to humourize the enemies downfall. In the case of the Nazis, the majority of propaganda created was used to portray a negative image of Jews as to further justify his vast genocide and to rally support for the horrific acts committed towards the Jewish population of which approximately 6’000’000 died at the hand of the Nazi regime. The soviets differed in their used of propaganda mainly distributing materials that would display how dangerous capitalism was for the world whilst at the time of famine whilst losing around 1-10 million of their population to famine in Soviet Russia between 1921-1922 with the most like estimate of deaths being around the 5 million mark. These examples of propaganda are important to reference as these graphically designed posters likely had large influence on the public during these times allowing negative ideas to spread. We’ve seen in our previous examples that the power of graphic design can be used for incredibly important change in the world whilst at the same time if unchecked can allow dangerous messages to be distributed at the detriment of others. It is often debated that designers during the periods of the Nazis and Soviets likely had little to no choice in how their talents would be used and were likely exploited due to the threat of death or career shutdown. An example of this would be the shutdown of the Bauhaus in Germany. The Bauhaus was a very influential art institution that was forced to move to Berlin due to opposition of the Nazis regime which would ultimately force them to close by the end of the war just goes to show how a negative opinion from the Nazi party in Germany could really detriment a designer/artist’s ability to further their career as well as it could have ultimately cost their life. It is important to reflect of moments like this throughout history that highlight just how important it is to try and design in ways that are ethical, how we all as designers should be more conscious when creating designs and imagery that align with our own personal values as we now have more choice to do so than ever. 


To sum up my thoughts, I highly agree that graphic design can be lifesaving in a range of different applications whether it may be international road signage created by Margaret Calver that are still used today that have undeniably changed the way people use roads and have made them far safer because of their implementation. As well as Stephen Doe’s work creating the Ebola mural which without it many peoples live without the ability to read would have potentially been lost if it wasn’t for this graphic design. There are many positive implementations of graphic design especially in the medical industry. Whilst saying this there is also undeniable bad that can be communicated through graphic design and has been over the course of history, whether they may just accidentally confuse such as some of the examples of design over the COVID pandemic or the more serious sides of negative graphic design such as the Antisemitic propaganda displayed in Germany throughout the second World War which undoubtably hurt the image of the Jewish population for many years following after. So my ultimate conclusion in summary would be that designers whilst at times should push the limits of design to create ideas that haven’t been found yet we also need to be heavily considerate to not create imagery that can hurt and damage society and we should be more proud in our careers than to sell out our personal morals for financial gain when there are so many more ways to positively impact society, culture and community through the talents of a graphic designer. 

In reflection of the crucial role of graphic design in preserving lives, the accounts shared by Stephen Doe and Biman Mullick resonate with a positive impact. Their innovative creations showcase the influential capacity of graphic design in addressing public health emergencies, promoting awareness, and advocating for change. While we commend these achievements, it is essential to recognize the ethical obligations that come with wielding such influence.

Graphic design, renowned for its ability to convey intricate concepts with clarity and effectiveness, possesses significant potential in shaping behaviors, attitudes, and societal standards. Designers have utilized their expertise in various fields, from health campaigns to social justice initiatives, to amplify marginalized voices, challenge dominant narratives, and inspire collective efforts. The enduring legacies of Stephen Doe's Ebola mural and Biman Mullick's anti-smoking posters stand as proof of graphic design's enduring impact as a catalyst for social transformation and empowerment.

Nevertheless, amidst the acknowledgment of graphic design's life-saving capabilities, it is imperative to remain vigilant against potential exploitation and manipulation. History reminds us of the harmful consequences of propaganda, where graphic design was misused to incite discord, spread hatred, and justify atrocities. As stewards of this influential medium, designers bear a weighty responsibility to uphold ethical standards, foster inclusivity, and advance the common good.

In navigating this intricate landscape, designers are urged to practice their craft with integrity, compassion, and foresight. By embracing ethical values and prioritizing community well-being, graphic designers can genuinely make a difference in saving lives through their designs. As we envision a future where design serves as a beacon of hope and healing, let us embark on this journey with humility, accountability, and steadfast commitment to the greater good. When entrusted to conscientious creators, graphic design transcends its superficial beauty, emerging as a potent force for positive change.


