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Can Graphic Design Really Save Your Life?



• Since caves were first painted, graphic information has 

quicky and concisely conveyed life-saving information. 

• This animal is good to eat…this animal will eat you. 

• Zoom to now, and a roadside red triangle with a thick 

black double bend line could slow a maxed-out Ferrari 

driver from certain death. 

• It is a skill of imparting information. 

• Malcolm Gaskin (Aids campaign designer)



CAN GRAPHIC DESIGN 
REALLY SAVE YOUR LIFE?

• As part of the London Design Festival, in September 2017,  The Wellcome Collection 

opened a major exhibition exploring the relationship between Graphic Design and Health.

• Curated by founder graphic designers:

Lucienne Roberts and educator Rebecca Wright.

• 200 objects spanning packaging, posters, signage, brand identities, flags, and more, 

highlighting “the widespread and often subliminal nature of graphic design in shaping our 

environment, our health and our sense of self”

• mailto:https://www.itsnicethat.com/news/can-graphic-design-save-your-life-wellcome-trust-
exhibition-lucienne-roberts-rebecca-wright-050917
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QUESTION

Question One:
Would you design for a 
tobacco industry?

Yes

No 

















WOULD YOU WORK FOR 
THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY?

FOR YEARS THIS HAS BEEN THE 
BENCHMARK QUESTION FOR 

GRAPHIC DESIGNERS. 

• Tobacco companies have been quick to harness branding and advertising to 

extend reach and increase sales – and graphic design had long been complicit 

in this endeavor. 

• However, in 2003 Graphic Design became an influencer in the campaign in 

supporting anti smoking with health warnings, packaging and even anti 

smoking postage stamps 







TOBACCO

• Two thirds of current smokers started smoking before the age of 18

• Standardised packaging was introduced in Australia in 2012 and the country has already seen a decline in smoking rates since the

policy of standardised packaging became law. (BMJ 2014;349:g4689)

mailto:https://www.kcl.ac.uk/health/10035-TSO-2901853-Chantler-Review-ACCESSIBLE.PDF

• In the UK, an independent review conducted for the government by leading doctor Sir Cyril Chantler found it “highly likely that 

standardised packaging would serve to reduce the rate of children taking up smoking”. The policy has already received the 

overwhelming support of both Houses of Parliament. (Chantler 2014)

mailto:https://www.kcl.ac.uk/health/10035-TSO-2901853-Chantler-Review-ACCESSIBLE.PDF 

• After the legislation took effect sales began dropping 

off much more steeply.  Monthly sales were almost 

3.29bn individual cigarettes in May 2015, but fell to 

3.16bn in April 2018.

mailto:https://www.kcl.ac.uk/health/10035-TSO-2901853-Chantler-Review-ACCESSIBLE.PDF
mailto:https://www.kcl.ac.uk/health/10035-TSO-2901853-Chantler-Review-ACCESSIBLE.PDF


VOTED - THE WORST PANTONE 
EVER!

WHICH ONE?

1 3 4 5 6 72





I sort of feel sorry 

for 

Pantone 448C 

It took three months, seven studies, and 

more than 1000 regular smokers, but the 

researchers finally determined the most 

offensive colour to print was Pantone 448C, 

alongside new graphic health warnings. 

Also in the running? 

Lime green, white, beige, dark grey, and 

mustard.

Dark brown came in a close second, but its 

rich (and chocolatey!) undertones seemed 

too appetizing — similar to medium olive's 

"classy"



OHHHH….NOT SO NICE…MAYBE?









MEDICAL
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Fritz Kahn (left) 
German Jewish physician who published popular science books 

and is known for his illustrations, which pioneered infographics (1926)

(Below)

The Human Body by Richard Walker, illustrated by Rachel Caldwell. (2018)

 



Peter Grundy

At the Royal College of Art in 

the late 1970s,  I became 

interested in design that was 

more about explaining things 

than selling things. 

Peter Grundy



• Peter Grundy



• Peter Grundy



Illustrator and designer Kelli Anderson created over 200 animated illustrations for The Human Body app, the first educational  app by Tinybop studio







Poulin + Morris

Communi Card – 

Rapid and effective 

communications – 

Hospitals in New York –

between staff and patients. 

Designed to break down 

language and for patients 

unable to speak. 



The Feeling of Pain by Yin Yao. Final year project from 100 participants suffering from migranes. 



GEIGY

Swiss Geigy’s Design.  (pronounced Guy-gee)

The modern movement 
(The International Style)

Art Director for 23 years was Max Schmid 
and worked in the ‘propaganda department’. 
“Design is so simple. That’s why it’s so complicated.” –Paul Rand



Fred Troller – 

The Geigy team developed a style that used playful sans serif typography, geometric form, bold 

colours and symbolic visuals to depict therapies. 

60 years later Geigy’s graphical style still feels modern, vivid and iconic and stands as an 

exemplar to graphic designers, inspiring generations of designers to adopt the Swiss Style of 

graphic design

 











WAY-FINDERS



WAY FI NDE RS

DE S IG NE R 
L UCIE NNE  ROBE RT S 

I LL US T RATO R 
M ARK HUDS ON 



Wayfinders 

Signage in Umeda Hospital Japan

Kenya Hara

mailto:https://www.ndc.co.jp/hara

/en/works/2014/08/umedahospital

.html
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ARE TIMES CHANGING?

You save lives by making life worth living, 

by making a world in which all kinds of 

people can see a future for themselves.
Nick Bell



ARE TIMES CHANGING?





Otto Neurath. 

Founders of ISOTYPE





• It is the responsibility of the transformer to 

understand the data, to get all necessary 

information from the expert, to decide what 

is worth transmitting to the public, how to 

make it understandable, how to link it with 

general knowledge or with information 

already given in other charts. In this sense, 

the transformer is the trustee of the public. 
• Marie Neurath 

https://medium.com/nightingale/the-missing-

legacy-of-marie-neurath-f9800733d1fc

https://medium.com/nightingale/the-missing-legacy-of-marie-neurath-f9800733d1fc
https://medium.com/nightingale/the-missing-legacy-of-marie-neurath-f9800733d1fc




Malaria  
I’m Looking for You poster, 

1941. 

Designer: 

Abram Games for Her 

Majesty’s War Office, UK. 

The late, great Abram Games 

was one of the most celebrated 

and prolific designers of the 

20th century.



FHK Henison 1943

Ministry for Health Scotland

So persuasive that even young 

people not suffering from this 

sexually transmitted disease 

turned up at clinics.



Aids 

Don’t die of Ignorance. 

Was TERRIFYING 

1987

Malcom Gaskin 

(former president of D&AD)

Agency -TBWA

Department of Health,UK

https://www.youtube.com/wat

ch?v=iroty5zwOVw







Before the pink triangle became 

a worldwide symbol of gay 

power and pride, it was 

intended as a badge of shame. 

In Nazi Germany, a downward-

pointing pink triangle was sewn 

onto the shirts of gay men in 

concentration camps—

to identify and further 

dehumanize them. 

It wasn’t until the 1970s that 

activists would reclaim the 

symbol as one of liberation.



• Ebola

• This unicef supported poster 

was designed by Samba Cisse in 

2014 to help fight the Ebola 

outbreaks in Sierra Leone. 

• With Literacy rates being low 

in Sierra Leone it became key to 

find a way of communicating 

symptoms and action in a way that 

meant even illiterate people could 

understand.



The Mosquito 

killer billboard

During the Zika outbreak in Brazil. 

Two Advertising agencies designed 

and installed two gruesome, 

interactive and awareness-raising 

posters in Rio de Janerio. 

The posters emitted a solution that 

mimicked human sweat, attracting 

the mosquito responsible for Zika 

transmission. 

100 mosquitoes a day, 

(2015)







Edinburgh Napier University

Myrna Macleod and Ian Macdonald

A small group of collaborated with local designers 

in Nampula region in Mozambique 

to create effective warnings. 



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=raMabDzN12s

"'Kill Jill,' and is less about fear and more about taking responsibility," said Roberts. "You see a 

picture of a child and you're invited to make a decision about her life, depending on if you donate 

organs or not. It led to a 300% rise in organ donations ... The TV ad had many complaints, but its 

effectiveness won over."

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=raMabDzN12s


GRAPHIC DESIGN CAN INFORM, 
EDUCATE, PROMOTE AND 

PERSUADE

Can Graphic Design be a tool for empowerment and a call to action?



This is a poster promoting contraception, issued by the Family Planning Association. The poster reminded 

men of the risk of unwanted pregnancy at a time when it was often claimed that ‘sexual liberation’ was 

transforming British life. A very well-known image, it was reused by the Newspaper Publishers Association 

in 1991 to illustrate the power of advertising



Inspire action and 

behaviour change. 

Alzheimers 

2012 by studio Dumbar













A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated with low confidence

https://mashable.com/article/facebook-breast-cancer-awareness-video


• https://mashable.com/article/facebook-breast-cancer-awareness-video

https://mashable.com/article/facebook-breast-cancer-awareness-video


Macmillan Cancer Support saw its 

brand recognition and market 

share increase rapidly after it’s 

rebrand in 2006. 

During the period from 2006 to 

2011 their fundraising income 

increased from £97m to £141m





GRAPHIC WITH MORE 
WARNINGS FOR HEALTH







https://unitednations.talenthouse.com



M EDI CAT I ON PACKAGI NG AND I NST RUCT IO NS  /  LANDM INE  WARNING  S I GNS  /   

I NTE RNATI ONAL  CO DE OF  S IG NALS  FO R V E S S E LS  /  GRAY ’ S  ANATO MY  /  ROA D AND PUBL I C  

T RANS PO RTAT IO N S AF E TY  SI GNAG E  /   G HOUL IS H DE TE RRE NT S ON C I GARE T T E  

PACKAG ING / W ORKP L ACE HE ALT H AND S AF E TY  S I GNAGE  /   HAZ ARDOUS  P I CT OG RAM 

WARNING  AGAI NST  DANGE ROUS  CHE MI CALS  /  T HE  S NE L LE N E Y E T E ST  CHART  /  P O ST E RS  

AND OT HE R P UBL IC I T Y MATE RI AL TO RAI S E AWARE NES S  AND FUNDS  FO R L I F E-S AV I NG 

CHARI TI E S  /   T HE  FO OD STANDARDS  AGE NCY  T RAF FI C  LI GHT  NUTRI T IO N PACKAGI NG 

L ABE LS  /  WALK/ DON’ T  WAL K S I GNS  /   HOS P ITAL  AND HE ALT HCARE  CE NT RE  WAY FI NDI NG 

S I GNAGE  /   CAMO UFL AGE ,  ‘ DAZ ZL E ’ S HIP S  /   S CHOOL  CRO SS I NG S IG NS  /  M EDI CAL 

P RE S CRIP T IO NS  /  EM E RGE NCY RE S PO NS E V E HICL E  SI GNAG E  /  BLO OD AND D ONO R CARDS  

/  F I RE  S AF E TY  S I GNAGE  /   T HE NHS . UK W E BS IT E  /  RE D CRO SS  /   RE D CRE S CE NT  AND RE D 

CRY S TAL E MBL E MS  /   E ME RGE NCY  E X I T S IG NS  /   A I RL INE  S AFE T Y CARDS  /  ARE J UST  

S OM E  E X AMP L E S  O F HOW  GRAP HI CS,  D IRE CT LY AND INDI RE CTLY  S AV E  Y O UR  L IF E .

B I L L I E  J E A N  ( D E S I G N E R  F O R  C L I E N T  -  S A M A R I TA N S   A G E N C Y  LU N A R  B B D DO )



W HAT  DO Y OU T HINK?

DO YO U T HI NK G RAP HIC  DE S IG N CO ULD S AV E  

Y OUR L IF E ?
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