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[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK14]Graphic design is often perceived merely as an aesthetic industry, a tool to enhance visual appeal and capture attention. However, its potential extends far beyond surface-level attraction. In the modern world, graphic design plays a pivotal role in shaping public perceptions, influencing behaviours, and distributing crucial information. I believe it is a powerful medium that when utilized thoughtfully and strategically, can have a huge social impact. From public health campaigns to safety warnings, graphic design can influence behaviour, communicate critical information, and even save lives. Throughout this essay I will explore the profound impact of graphic design on public health and safety, examining campaigns such as Dove's "Real Beauty," the evolution of cigarette packaging, the rise of disposable vapes and the wartime posters of Abram Games. Through these examples, I will uncover how thoughtful and strategic use of design can serve as a powerful tool for positive change, prompting a re-evaluation of graphic design's role in our daily lives and its capacity to promote well-being and safety. Ultimately, this essay will argue that graphic design is not just about aesthetics but is a crucial component in efforts to save lives and improve public health. 

Unilever's brand Dove is renowned for its skincare products, but it has also gained praise for its ground-breaking marketing strategies. In 2004, Dove launched the “Real Beauty” campaign, described as “a pioneering initiative that sought to challenge and redefine traditional beauty standards” (Bajpai, 2023). The campaign aimed to combat the unattainable beauty standards spread by media and society, which leave many women feeling insecure and inadequate. The origins of this campaign trace back to Dove’s market research, which revealed that “only 2% of women worldwide considered themselves beautiful.” (Dove, 2004) This startling statistic became the foundation for the campaign designed to promote body positivity and self-acceptance. By featuring women of diverse shapes, sizes and ethnicities, Dove sought to broaden the definition of beauty and encourage self confidence among woman globally. 
One Dove campaign that particularly sparked my interest is their latest one, "Cost of Beauty: A Dove Film."  (Dove UK, 2023) The campaign tells the story of a young girl struggling with anorexia, a severe eating disorder. The short film illustrates the profound effects of this disease not just on the girl but also on her family.  (Dove UK, 2023) Published with the intention of encouraging viewers to seek help and raise awareness of the disease's massive impact, this campaign succeeds in highlighting how impactful graphic design can be in influencing lives. However, I believe it also has the potential to cause unintended harm. The campaign shows graphic scenes that depict behaviours associated with anorexia, such as body checking and consuming fitness and beauty content on social media. While the intention was to raise awareness of the signs of the disease and its harsh realities, it raises the question: How does this affect those currently suffering from anorexia?
Many people with anorexia may find this advert highly triggering, potentially exacerbating their illness. It could also negatively influence young people by mistakably giving them harmful ideas on how to lose weight, especially if they already desire to be thinner. This may seem far-fetched to someone who has never experienced the disease or had a close friend or family member affected by it, but from a personal standpoint and as someone who is recovered from this horrible illness, I truly believe this advert could potentially cause more damage than good for some individuals. However, by promoting body positivity, these advertisements can also create an environment where individuals feel supported in their struggles with body image. For someone battling anorexia, seeing relatable and positive imagery could also prompt a critical revaluation of their self-worth and health, encouraging them to pursue treatment. This shift in perception is crucial, as early intervention and support can significantly improve recovery outcomes for eating disorder patients.

Graphic design plays a significant role in this dynamic. As Daniel Fisher, Global Executive Director at Ogilvy, notes, "The constant exposure to toxic beauty content online is having a heart-breaking impact on the mental and physical well-being of kids and teens" (Fisher, 2023). Designers who work for brands promoting unhealthy beauty standards contribute to this problem. A study by Beat, which surveyed 182 people with eating disorders, revealed that “98% of respondents had encountered ads that could harm them in relation to their eating disorder” (Beat, 2022). Advertisements for weight loss supplements, calorie-tracking apps, and crash diets can be particularly harmful, potentially costing lives. This is a clear instance where graphic design, when misused, can endanger rather than save lives. The ethical responsibilities of graphic designers come into focus here. This highlights the importance of navigating the fine line between persuasion and manipulation. While the Dove campaign aims to promote recovery and the positives of getting help, other advertisements can have detrimental effects. I believe designers have a responsibility here to consider the broader implications of their work. 

Lucienne Roberts' exhibition "Can Graphic Design Save Your Life?" delves deeper into the idea of design responsibility. The exhibition is focused on graphic design and health, divided into six sections – Persuasion, Education, Medication, Hospitalisation, Contagion, and Provocation. It also touches on how graphic design can do the reverse of saving lives. An example is Raymond Loewy’s revised packaging designs for Lucky Strike, which dramatically increased the number of smokers in the USA (Berry, 2021). 
In the "Contagion" section, one artist that stands out is Abram Games, described as "one of Britain’s most important poster designers" (Museum, n.d.). Abram Games is known as one of the most influential graphic designers of the 20th Century. During World War II, Games served as the official war poster artist for the British government. His posters were vital in communicating crucial messages to the public. For example, as shown in Figure 1, his famous "Your Talk May Kill Your Comrades" (Games, 1942) poster highlighted the dangers of careless talk and its potentially serious consequences. “Games’ depiction of the death of three comrades is unusually frank. It was an emotive and effective way of driving the message home to the troops” (Museum, n.d.). The poster shows a soldier with a spiral coming from his mouth, symbolizing ‘talking’. The spiral turns red towards the end, piercing the body of three figures, symbolizing death, and reinforcing the message that “Talk May Kill.” “Games' design approach was "maximum meaning, minimum means," which meant he could convey a clear message immediately through complex and clever composition” (Berry, 2021).
After the war, Games continued to create designs that directly impacted public health. His work for the NHS aimed to educate the public on health and hygiene, employing clear, direct, and minimalistic yet striking visual elements to ensure the message was easily understood. Games' work emphasizes how graphic design can save lives by ensuring important messages are communicated effectively. "Abram Games’ posters were not only artistic triumphs but also vital tools for wartime communication, effectively conveying critical messages to the public and military personnel” (Powers, 2018, p. 45). The combination of emotion, strong visual elements, and concise text in his posters ensured that critical information was easily received, demonstrating how well-thought-out design can influence public behaviour. “Games’ ability to evoke emotional responses and prompt action through his designs illustrates the significant role graphic design can play in influencing public behaviour and promoting health and safety” (McQuiston, 1994, p. 78).  His posters for the Festival of Britain in 1951 are another significant example, as shown in Figure 2. Reflecting a post-war optimism and forward-looking vision for the nation. These posters were characterized by their clear, direct communication and striking visuals, making them effective tools for public education and national pride. “The bunting idea coming from Abram seeing his wife, Marianne, hanging out the washing on the line. The bold design and bright colours perfectly capturing that spirit of post-war optimism” (Tincture of Museum, 2024) Games’ legacy in graphic design is profound, as his work not only conveyed critical messages but also showed how thoughtful design could drive significant social impact. His ability to convey complex ideas with simplicity and emotional resonance has left a lasting imprint on designers today, inspiring others to harness the power of visual communication for better. His innovative use of colour, typography and imagery set new standards in the industry, influencing generations of designers to come. 
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Fig 1
(Games, 1942) 
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Fig 2
(Games, 1951) 

The "Persuasion" section of Roberts' exhibition addresses one of the most controversial topics: cigarette packaging design. The evolution of cigarette packaging provides a compelling case study on how graphic design can save lives. Traditionally, cigarette packages were designed to attract consumers with sophisticated branding, stylish imagery, and colours that conveyed a sense of luxury. Companies like Marlboro, with their iconic red and white packaging, exemplified this approach, normalizing and glamorizing smoking. However, the introduction of plain packaging laws, first implemented in Australia in 2012, marked a significant change. This legislation mandated that cigarette packs be stripped of all branding, logos, and promotional information, instead presented in Pantone 448C, "the least attractive colour" (Wikipedia, 2023). The impact of these changes has been substantial. Research shows that plain packaging, combined with graphic health warnings, significantly reduces the appeal of tobacco products, diminishes the attractiveness of smoking, and enhances the effectiveness of health warnings (University of Bath, 2024). Studies indicate that pictorial warnings "attracted and held attention better; garnered stronger cognitive and emotional reactions; elicited more negative pack attitudes and smoking attitudes; and more effectively increased intentions to not start smoking and to quit smoking" (Noar et al., 2015). By stripping away glamorous branding and replacing it with powerful, honest imagery, authorities have effectively used design to discourage smoking. The success of plain packaging and graphic warnings underscores the critical role of visual communication in shaping behaviour and public perception, reinforcing the argument that graphic design can indeed save lives when applied thoughtfully and strategically. Although cigarette sales may be on a decline since the packaging rules came into place, is there now a new problem arising with the sudden surge of disposable vapes? Recent figures show “the number of children using vapes in the past 3 years has tripled.” (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024) Disposable vapes have been a “key driver behind the alarming rise in youth vaping” (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024). This begs the question on whether it’s the bright, vibrant packaging that makes these so attractive to the younger population. The use of the vibrant colours and appealing designs makes these products visually attractive but also seem to be marketed more towards younger people in general. The colourful packaging also seems to create perception that vaping is a harmless activity. This perception is dangerous because it takes away the focus from the potential health risks associated with vaping.  While graphic design has the power to save lives, it also has the potential to endanger them – a striking example of this being the brightly designed packaging of disposable vapes. In this context, the very elements of graphic design that can be used to save lives such as typography, colour, and imagery, are instead used to promote behaviours that can lead to serious health issues. This counter argument exaggerates the importance for ethical responsibility, showcasing how graphic designers should consider the broader implications of their work. Whilst thoughtful and strategic design can be a powerful tool for positive change, its misuse highlights how graphic design can, ironically, both save and lose lives.

In conclusion, the exploration of graphic design and its role in public health and safety reveals its immense potential to influence behaviour, convey critical information and ultimately save lives. Throughout this essay, I have examined diverse examples that illustrate how thoughtfully and strategically applied graphic design can serve as a powerful tool for positive change. Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign is a prime example of how graphic design can save a life, by raising awareness and educating the public on a life-threatening disease. On the other hand, the packaging of disposable vapes highlights the darker side of graphic design, where bright colours and playful imagery have been used to attract young people. This counter argument shows the important of ethical responsibility in design and encourages designers to consider the broader implications of their work. The wartime posters of Abram Games further exemplify the lifesaving potential of graphic design. His ability to convey crucial messages through minimalistic yet powerful visuals had a significant impact on public behaviour in World War II. Games’ posters, such as ‘Your Talk May Kill Your Comrades’ effectively communicated the dangers of careless talk, thereby protecting lives during a critical time. Similarly, the evolution of cigarette packaging design showcases how graphic design can be harnesses to promote public health. The introduction of plain packaging laws has significantly reduced the appeal of tobacco products and diminished the attractiveness of smoking. These changes demonstrate the critical role of visual communication in shaping behaviour and public perception, reinforcing the argument that graphic design, can indeed save lives. Lucienne Roberts’ exhibition ‘Can Graphic Design Save Your Life?’ was a huge inspiration throughout this essay, providing a comprehensive overview of the multifaceted relationship between graphic design and health. The exhibition underscored the ethical considerations and responsibilities that come with the power of design. Reflecting on these examples, it becomes evident that graphic design holds significant potential to influence public health positively. When used responsibly, it can educate, inform, and motivate individuals to make healthier choices. However, it also has the power to do harm when used irresponsibly, emphasizing the need for ethical considerations during the design process. In my overall conclusion, I firmly believe that graphic design can save lives. Its ability to communicate complex messages quickly and effectively, evoke emotional responses, and influence behaviour makes it a important tool in the promotion of health and safety. By continuing to explore and understand the impact of graphic design, we can harness its full potential to create a safer, healthier world. This essay has demonstrated that thoughtful and strategic use of graphic design can be a catalyst for positive change, ultimately proving that graphic design can, indeed, save your life.
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