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Graphic design shapes our society. From the way we communicate, to our interaction with brands, to its influence on global fundamental issues, graphic design goes far beyond just visually appealing aesthetics. Graphic design shapes social behaviour, influences consumer choices, and drives societal change (American Institute of Graphic Arts, 2021). Design affects the way we interact with our surroundings, as well as affecting the way we feel and think, by inflicting emotions such as empathy, that may encourage us to help those in need, or feelings of concern for our safety or health, that may lead us to get medically tested, revealing health issues that may have otherwise gone unknown until too late to be treated. These are examples of many ways that graphic design can have a major impact on your life and maybe even save it. Graphic design can also be instrumental in its ability to guide people in times of crisis, such as both natural and man-made disasters. Design also has an immeasurable impact on many people’s mental health and wellbeing in day-to-day life. An empathetic designer will take accessibility into account when designing the images that are viewed by the public on a daily basis. These types of efforts may go unnoticed by the vast majority of viewers, however, can make drastic differences to the wellbeing of those who struggle with certain daily tasks due to various disabilities, both visible, and invisible. 

Every day there are posters and pamphlets displayed in all different kinds of public facilities. These are designed to raise awareness to health issues that many of the general public may be unaware of. Having these issues displayed boldly in public spaces can be instrumental in saving lives. Many people live with conditions or diseases that often cannot be detected by people who do not having the knowledge of symptoms that should be of concern, and for some of these people, their lack of knowledge can essentially lead to their death. These posters and infographics, that offer knowledge of early signs of medical issues, mean that people can recognise these symptoms before they potentially become permanently detrimental to their health. Infographics and visual guides have simplified the process of understanding symptoms, risk factors, and the appropriate times to seek medical help. These designs have been especially effective in helping individuals recognize the signs of critical conditions such as cancer, diabetes, and heart disease, all of which are crucial for early diagnosis (Miller, J. and Reynolds, S. (2021). Graphics shared on social media can have the same effect, for example breast cancer awareness graphics. Infographics shared on social media, teaching people how to regularly check their breast tissue for irregularities, has resulted in many of people becoming aware of issues regarding their breast health, which has allowed for far earlier treatment, resulting in many lives being saved. Kinsella et al. (2020) emphasize that infographics simplify the message and make the warning signs of breast cancer more understandable to people with low health literacy, thus increasing early detection rates (Kinsella, S., Roberts, J. and Taylor, A. 2020).

Similarly, public health graphics can have a similar effect by simply teaching people how to take preventative measures to avoid severe health issues that could occur further down the line, as well as teaching the public to take better care of their general health. This was demonstrated by Public Health Dorset through a case study, in which a collection of posters were designed to alert those at high risk of dementia to the modifiable factors in their lifestyle that could increase their likelihood of developing the condition (UK Government, 2016). 

Public health posters and infographics became a prominent part of society in early 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic hit. Graphic design was used to educate people on various matters of public safety regarding the coronavirus, for example raising awareness as to how the virus was spread and how to prevent it. This included posters that guided public behaviour by making clear and effective design, advising the public on how to properly wash their hands, as well as the importance of mask wearing and social distancing, due to the nature of the virus being spread via germs. These signs were also helpful in reminding people to update their COVID Pass, which was often an essential document to have on your person, to allow you to enter certain venues.
Similarly, many different posters and signage was designed to make people aware of the symptoms of the virus. Alerting people to the early signs of the virus was vital in making sure that those infected remained self-isolated to avoid further spreading the virus, in particular to those who were at high-risk of becoming severely unwell. Posters and graphics also became vital in encouraging the public to get vaccinated against COVID-19, which in turn saved many lives that may have been lost to the virus. This was especially necessary due to the widespread initial hesitance towards to vaccine, as these designs were made to build confidence in the vaccine, as well as assisting in conveying clear timelines and locations for vaccine distribution (Smith, R. and Johnson, T. 2022). A study by Miller and Reynolds (2021) revealed that, during the pandemic, for those who viewed infographics that had been more effectively designed, the likelihood of them engaging in preventative measures like social distancing, wearing masks, and handwashing, was increased by 35% in comparison to those who only consumed text-based information (Miller and Reynolds, 2021). Therefore, by using clear, bold visuals and appealing aesthetics, graphic design was crucial in saving lives through public health signage and infographics during the COVID-19 epidemic. 

The pandemic was also impacted by graphic design in the use of wayfinding design. One of the key functions of society during the pandemic was social distancing. The public was advised to remain a minimum of roughly 6 feet, or 2 meters, from other individuals that were not part of their household, as well as setting a limit on the number of people allowed at any specific gathering. This is where wayfinding signage became a crucial element in allowing society to continue to function as safely as possible. This was demonstrated through markings that were made on floors to demonstrate where people should stand to uphold the safety distance of 6 feet between oneself and other members of the public. These markers being a clear and bold design allowed people to navigate these systems with ease and limit the spread of the virus. One-way systems also became particularly prominent in supermarkets and other public facilities, in which people were effectively guided by the use of simple, understandable signage to enable the public to shop for essentials with minimal stress, whilst also staying safe. The World Health Organisation designed campaigns using colour psychology, typography, and icons to highlight the important and urgency to follow the laid out pandemic rules (WHO, 2021).

Wayfinding design has also been crucial in dangerous, emergency situations. “Emergency signage is a critical component of modern building design, providing life-saving guidance in moments of crisis” (Mijksenaar & Westendorp, 2009, p. 112). An example of this is the tragic events of 9/11, many survivors of which have credited their escape from the buildings with the luminated signage in the buildings, that was visible through the smoke and darkness, thus guiding people to safety, before the buildings collapsed (NIST, 2005). According to the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), below the impact zones in the Twin Towers, 99% of those inside at the time of impact were able to evacuate successfully, largely due to these visual aids (NIST, 2005). Additionally, for similar purposes, as of 2022 it is a legal requirement that high rise buildings implement clear wayfinding signage, particularly labelling each floor, to allow firefighters to be more aware of where a particular person may be in a building, as well as knowing where exactly within a building they themselves are.

Natural disasters have also been discovered to be instances in which wayfinding signage can be crucial to saving lives. During Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the evacuation in New Orleans was extremely disorganised and chaotic, which resulted in deaths in the thousands. This tragedy resulted in a call for clearer wayfinding design to assist in major evacuations during natural disasters, leading many large cities to introduce a system of using colour coded evacuation routes, as well as implementing multi-lingual evacuation signage. Having clear, concise information to refer to in a situation of crisis can mean the difference between life and death for many. 
An example of wayfinding design that is more common to the average person is road signs. Wayfinding signs on roads are crucial in keeping the roads safe and easy to navigate, while road users find that inadequate signage or errors in the directional signs can cause a delay in decision making, thus making the road less safe for all surrounding drivers (Burns P.C, 2002).

Graphic design is an instrumental tool in maintaining mental stability and wellbeing within society. A significant area of this impact is through design for accessibility. Those who are part of marginalised groups in society, particularly by being differently abled, can be made to feel included when the graphic design around them is designed in a way that that anticipates their different needs. Mental health and wellbeing can be affected massively by upholding a person’s right to live in a society that caters to their situation, as opposed to keeping said person marginalised, due to circumstances they cannot control. Simple design choices, such as text that is presented in a way that is easier to follow along for a person with ADHD, or infographics that are less overstimulating to a person with sensory issues, can make a major impact on many lives.

Using visual elements such as colour, shapes, and composition to evoke emotional responses, graphic design has a major influence on emotional wellbeing. According to Kuo and Sullivan (2020), “design elements such as colour and spatial layout are integral in creating environments that promote emotional well-being and reduce psychological stress” (Kuo & Sullivan, 2020, p. 78). It was discovered that certain colours had emotional responses of reduced anxiety and calmness, and therefore these were used as design elements in spaces that generally elicit stress, such as hospital waiting areas, in order to instead create a more soothing atmosphere.

Through means of social media, design has played a significant role in making mental health resources more accessible, by promoting self-help apps, as well as making the information understandable for people of different levels of literacy, and from different backgrounds, to enable the most amount of people to have access to the information they need regarding mental health resources. The power of design in social media cannot be understated in its role of raising awareness for the mental health conditions that are extremely widespread among our society. Emotive design that simply conveys a message of support and comradery with those who are struggling, can have an immeasurable impact on mental stability. “Effective visual design in mental health campaigns can break down barriers and encourage individuals to prioritize their mental well-being” (Smith, 2020, p. 89). This study by Smith et al discovered a decrease of 15% in stigma and an increase of 20% in those seeking help for their mental health, in communities that had been exposed to mental health campaigns that were delivered through visual designs.

Graphic design also plays a significant role in empowering individuals to express their emotions, thoughts, and identities, which is crucial for maintaining good mental health. The ability to engage in creative expression offers a therapeutic outlet for individuals, enabling them to process complex feelings and experiences that might otherwise be difficult to articulate. This process not only allows for emotional processing but also contributes to a stronger sense of personal identity, which is essential for overall well-being and mental resilience. Through design, individuals can explore their emotions in a safe, non-verbal way, leading to healthier coping mechanisms and a more balanced mental state. Art therapy, which promotes self-expression through visual art, frequently integrates graphic design principles like colour theory, composition, and symbolism. Another technique, visual journaling, blends writing with illustration to support emotional exploration, utilizing graphic design elements to enhance the process. A study by Andrews and Miller (2021) found that participants who engaged in visual journaling experienced a 22% reduction in anxiety and depression symptoms after six weeks. The integration of visual and written components offered a comprehensive approach to emotional processing and self-reflection ( Andrews, T. and Miller, S. 2021).

It is widely proven that design can save your life, in a multitude of ways. As highlighted in this text, public health posters and infographics can be vital in keeping people safe, as well as getting people the medical assistance they need. Wayfinding design is also a crucial aspect of society, both in day-to-day life, such as road signs, as well as assisting in rarer emergencies such as natural disasters. However, I believe that the most effective way in which graphic design changes lives, despite its impact being less obvious than some other examples, is the way that design impacts people’s daily lives and wellbeing. The means by which graphic design can assist in making society more accessible and manageable to those who may not function in the same manner as the average person, can have a significant impact on such persons’ lives. Additionally, although it is repeatedly proven that graphic design is much more than just appealing aesthetics, the effect of these aesthetics in making the world a more liveable place for those of more creative minds, and in turn, vastly improving mental stability, should not ever be discounted. Therefore the is an abundance of evidence to demonstrate how graphic design can save your life, not only in high intensity situations, but also in day-to-day life.
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