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Can graphic design really save your life?
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Figure 1. NPR. (1983) Advocates for AIDS research at the annual Lesbian and Gay
Pride parade in New York City




The HIV/AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and 1990s had a significant impact on society, spiralling into a global health crisis that required immediate education through public communication. Graphic design soon rose to play a vital role as an essential tool for sharing crucial information which ultimately resulted in changes to ‘moral beliefs and social prejudices’ (Donovan, Chan, 2003, p2), meaning that designers had a large influence in shaping people’s mindset on how they set their opinion on the disease and more significantly, on marginalized communities. AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) is an incurable, potentially life-threatening disease that, when left untreated, develops from the human immunodeficiency virus, commonly referred to as HIV. The most common way of transmitting this disease is ‘by casual sexual contact or sharing needles’ (Schoub,1999, p18), contradicting the misconception at the time of the crisis of general contact. During this outbreak, homophobia was at its peak and the media were eager to lay the blame of this epidemic on the LGBT communities, resulting in them being shunned from society and worsened the already harsh treatment they had endured. It was “reported significant increases in antigay discrimination in housing, employment and medical treatment” (Youde, 2020, p301), as a consequence of the stigma created by poorly advertised information. This essay will analyse both the positive and negative roles that graphic design played during the HIV outbreak, focusing on how infamous visuals were utilized to inform, empower and at times, instil fear and spread misinformation. We will delve deep into how seemingly minor details can lead to catastrophic behaviour and just as easily create a slim line between life and death.  When implemented mindfully, graphic design is such a great tool to create important messages and spread the word surrounding worldwide topics such as the AIDS crisis, taking into consideration that to “Counter fear was with information” (Harden, Fauci, 2012, p78). While some aspects of the designs successfully showcased a clear and empathetic message to educate people on the disease and minimise hysteria, others revealed the darker side of graphic design and how it influenced people to react to this health crisis, leading to a hateful and stigmatised society for years to come.
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Description automatically generated]Once society started to unlearn some of the misconceptions surrounding the AIDS crisis, there were countless protests and activism movements, largely started by those who had been repressed for years due to the ongoing stigma, in order to reveal the truth about AIDS and suppress the fearful mindset of millions. An example of these protests is the ACT UP movement, sparked in New York, USA of 1987, Figure 2. AIDS action committee. (1980) AIDS causes 
blindness.                       


“ACT UP’s interventions posed a powerful challenge to conventional understandings of homosexuality” (Gould, 2009, p5). The ACT UP movement was a way for the LGBT community to fight back from the mistreatment they had suffered, to try and reduce stigma around AIDS, and for people to protest the cost and lack of treatment for people suffering with HIV/AIDS. Movements like this is what influenced Figure 2, a piece of propaganda, made with the good intention of bringing awareness to the public. The message is intended to showcase opinionated people protesting to keep homosexual people out of the workplace, where the word ‘Blindness’ is meant in a backward interpretation as a clever play on words, as a symptom of the disease is losing your eyesight. The intention of the advertisement is to educate employees on AIDS and to teach them to show compassion to co-workers and people in general suffering with the disease, However, upon first glance, it can seem that the message is fuelling the bigoted mindset surrounding the stigma of AIDS and taunting the protests such as ACT UP, utterly disregarding the efforts made by the LGBT communities to dispel this mindset. Given that it is aimed toward workers, it is likely that they might come across the image on their way to work or when they don’t have time to stop and read the small print at the bottom of the advertisement and misinterpret the intended meaning, leading to more stigma and confusion. Mutasa (2015) notes the impact of graphic design and how it can effortlessly sway our view on subjects such as the AIDS crisis, giving us an insight into how graphic design is a useful tool, although, it can also be just as dangerous and influential if utilised with careless intentions. Although not pointed to directly, Mutasa offers how figure 2 is an example of this phenomenon and how unfortunate design choices can lead to unnecessary panic or discrimination. This design shows a good example of poorly thought-out design choices, and the designer seems to have sacrificed the purpose of the advertisement that is to signify the importance of educating people on the subject of AIDS for creative style. Although the idea behind the image is positive, the design itself could do more harm than good if interpreted the wrong way. One way that a designer could’ve avoided this error is by showcasing imagery of people in need of what is being asked for rather than the people who are causing the stigmatised predicament that they are trying to abolish, as a lot of the time in sensitive situations such as the AIDS crisis, sometimes the best and most impactful designs are the ones that are more simplistic and straight to the point.
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Figure 3, Keith Haring, (1989), Ignorance = Fear / Silence = Death


Keith Haring, (1958-1990) was an American artist and social activist, best known for his distinctive style that combined elements of street art, graffiti and pop culture. Haring’s art is not only visually striking but often had a strong political message, addressing issues during the AIDS crisis, drug addiction and gay rights. Haring first gained recognition in the early 1980’s, around the time the AIDS crisis made its way to America. His work quickly transcended to share awareness and educate people on the topic of AIDS, “Haring’s statement is reflective of an experience that many endured during the epidemic. His perspective is unique in the sense that AIDS wasn’t his fear” (Vitale, 2023, p3), shows us that his creative purpose was to help people suffering from the disease and fight for equality through the LGBT community. Figure 3 gives us a balanced understanding of Haring’s visual style and the impact he had through design. It’s immediately evident that the image is bringing awareness to the AIDS crisis due to several contributing factors, such as the ‘silence = death’ next to the upward, pink triangle which became a staple for the ACT UP activists as a symbol of them fighting back for better treatment. The pink triangle also holds another connotation as it was originally implemented during the Second World War “The triangles were pink, the same badge used by Hitler to distinguish gay men and lesbians in Germany, the occupied territories and concentration camps in the Second World War” (Dwyer, 1988, p60). Activists during the AIDS crisis took this symbol to not only commemorate the marked prisoners but to also wear it as a badge of pride. The pink triangle is still used to this day to present a positive symbol of self-identity, contradicting the intended purpose of shame and humiliation. The imagery in figure 3 is a depiction of the text ‘Ignorance = fear, silence = death’, asking the public to educate themselves and prevent further stigma, and to urge people with HIV/AIDS to be open about their status and seek medical support. This artwork by Haring is an ideal instance of a clear and positive message through graphic design, deriving from the perspective of care and solace, helping to collapse the distorted mindset of panic and negligence. A possible change that could’ve made the advertisement that more impactful would be to visualise the severity of the disease through imagery, although Haring keeps his style consistent, mainly focusing on his illustrative, pop-art designs, it might’ve sparked more interest if he [image: A close-up of a sign

Description automatically generated]had included imagery in his own distinctive style as that is something that he is not really recognised for. Figure 4, Health education resource organization, (1988), We didn’t think we could get AIDS.




Throughout the time of the AIDS crisis, it is evident that homophobia was a large outlook for how people of the LGBT community were treated, although, people of colour were not immune to this discrimination either. The late 1900s was a frightening time for black people, as equality was on the rise after years of being treated inferior to white people, however when the AIDS epidemic made itself known, there was a general consensus made by the public that black people couldn’t contract the disease as they were still seen as different from the rest of society and the lack of research carried out by health administrations. Paradies (2006) in their book ‘Defining, conceptualizing and characterizing racism in health research’, goes into the truth behind cultural racism and how it can alter how people perceive and treat people of colour, even delving into the subconscious decisions we make on a day-to-day basis. It also gives insight in how the smallest pieces of information can shape our personalities over time such as graphic design, television and especially in areas of expertise such as medical research and treatment. Eventually, the myth that people of colour were immune to the disease was abolished after statistics found that “HIV in the black community was 177 percent higher for males and 796 percent higher for females than in the white community” (Schneider,1998, p427), Nevertheless, after society learned these statistics, they didn’t have the impact that was intended. After advertisements such as figure 4 were released, society became apprehensive around black people in fear that they would catch HIV as being viewed as a gay, black person with AIDS was many people’s biggest dread due to the shame that society had placed on people with colour, especially if you were part of the LGBT community. This led to far more opinionated views and deaths by the hands of racism and lack of aid. Although what figure 4 states may be technically correct and gives helpful recourses to those in need, it is presented in a way that encourages hateful mindsets and could cause more harm than good, by showcasing a segregation between white and black people which could ultimately lead to a line between life or death. Figure 4 shows a clear disconnect of compassion and communicates that it may not be designed by a person of colour due to some of the design choices, such as the imagery in connotation with the text above in quotation marks, making it seem as though it is a white person speaking for the black community on their behalf. The black and white colour scheme also makes the audience feel uneasy towards the design, for example, if this advertisement was designed by Keith Haring in a similar style to Figure 3, it may have relieved some of the angst away from design and created a light hearted, informative advertisement as an alternative to a frightening and stigmatised one. Another way that this message could have been conveyed successfully is if it demonstrated people of all races and ethnicities exhibiting that everyone is at risk of transmitting the disease as a substitute to expanding the injustice to the already fragile communities.


The HIV/AIDS epidemic has profoundly shaped global public health, social policies, and the lives of millions. Hopefully this essay will not only educate the importance of using graphic design as an influential tool, but also help open heavy conversation about the topic of the AIDS crisis. Graphic Design is everywhere in our world, and it has an effect and influence on everyone, so teaching the gravity of how to utilize this tool correctly is monumental for today’s society, especially in a growing technological age. By reading this essay it is undeniable that graphic design played a pivotal and multifaced role in saving lives during the AIDS crisis by communicating crucial public health messages and combating stigma. It helped raise awareness and empowered marginalized communities, and humanised individuals affected by HIV/AIDS, ultimately saving countless lives, on the other hand, the very tool that helped spread awareness also sometimes reinforced harmful stereotypes and stigma, added to unnecessary fear, and directly disregarded people living with AIDS despite the fact that discrimination such as homophobia and racism are still major, persistent problems in our society, it is crucial to teach today’s young how to stop the spread of hatred, particularly through design. Dabner, Stewart and Vickress (2017), explain the risks designers take and discuss the principles of what all designers should stand by in order to avoid situations similar to the AIDS crisis from ever happening again, where innocent people were effectively bullied into silence by the hands of ill-informed belief systems put in place to protect the uneducated and fearful people due to them gathering misinformation spread by the media which included graphic design advertisements and propaganda. The common doctor’s oath of ‘Do no harm’ is an ideal motto for graphic designers in today’s world, because although graphic design isn’t harmful in the context of a doctor, they do share an ethical responsibility to prioritize well-being in different contexts and I think that if the AIDS crisis has taught designers around the world anything, it is to do no harm. The imagery in some of the advertisements and campaigns featured in this essay, while striking, also depicted the disease as a terrifying threat which could alienate those in need of support and compassion and although graphic design undoubtedly contributed to positive factors during the crisis, it’s potential to cause harm should not be overlooked. This period in time will hopefully continue to teach designers the lesson of how graphic design should be used in public health communication today, emphasising the need for empathy and sensitivity in today’s design.
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