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ABSTRACT
Sustainability is a word connected to complex concepts. Its meaning and definition vary depending on the time,
place, and perspective of its use, along with how deep the understanding and appreciation for the word is by the
definer. Although it varies in degrees of importance and definition to individuals, the definable outcomes affect all
people. Because there is ambiguity surrounding its definition, communication of messages that effectively promote
actionable and relatable understanding of sustainability, has been less than commonplace. There is a need for
graphic designers, who are experts in communication, to also be educated experts in sustainable frameworks and
methodologies. This will help to guide and engage audiences to take the actionable steps needed toward
sustainable development through the informative messages that they send. By analyzing the art of storytelling as
a tool for learning, this report found that graphic designers who use effective storytelling techniques are the key
connection between message and receiver for producing successful outcomes in sustainability. Combining easily
understood graphics with storytelling techniques merge two important and effective tools that have been proven
to enhance understanding of complex messages and increase the memorable experience by the viewer. This
approach is relevant to graphic designers, because although it is important to have a lucrative profession, the
stakes are high and there is more at risk then mere motivation for a marketable niche in the professional field of
design. There are ethical implications to driving unsustainable consumer behaviors via persuasive messages and the
usage of unhealthy branding materials, and at the core of those issues lays deeper complexities that are connected
to the future health of the planet.
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Introduction
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P URP O SE OF STUDY
Statement
Objectives

PURPOSE OF STUDY
STATEMENT
I will make the argument that the symbiosis between sustainability and effective visual storytelling techniques
through the use of systems thinking and promoting social change are important to the future of the graphic design
profession, and the individual designer’s responsibility to the greater good.

OBJECTIVES
This study has the following objectives:
> To conduct an in-depth study of the function of the graphic designer as storyteller and change agent in the
sustainability movement.
> To create a document that can be used to educate peers and future graphic designers, to be used as a reference 		
at conferences, workshops, classrooms and on the web.
> To begin development of a tangible and real world example of a successful storytelling and branding campaign 		
that promotes and visualizes a healthy and sustainable idea through effective and innovative communication
techniques as a complementary project to my thesis.

4

Role of Graphic Designers as Storytellers
Role of Graphic Designers as Storytellers
Role of Graphic Designers as Storytellers

Timeline

HISTORIC AL BAC KG ROUND
The Earliest Examples of Visual Storytelling
Beginning of Information Graphics to
Simplify Complex Messages and Data
The Rise of Mass Storytelling Design to
Influence Social Issues
Modernizing Information Graphics and Data
Visualization
Mainstream Infographics

THE QUINTESSENTIAL VISUAL
STORYTELLERS
Success Through Storytelling in Design

Evolving Visual Storytelling Over Time
Key Historical Methodologies that Will Aid in Creating Modern Sustaintainable Communication

Beginning of Information Graphics
French philosopher, mathematician, and scientist
René Descartes developed the Cartesian grid

1596-1650

y

Today and the Future...

1990

x

x 2+y 2
=4

Storytelling Design to Influence Social Issues
Government WPA commisioned posters promoting
positive social ideals and program

+ =

1936-43

Earliest Examples of Visual Storytelling
Caves of Lascaux, Hall of Bulls, Dordogne, France

Mainstream Infographics

~2000

15,000-13,000 B.C.

Paleolithic Period

Symbiosis in Sustainability & Communication

Understanding Data Visualization
Edward Tufte

The Age of Reason & Enlightenment

The Great Depression

The Information Age

The Global Community

6

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
Culture has progressed using visual storytelling as a communication tool for thousands of years. It has evolved
and deepened in complexity as new tools, techniques, and access to information have allowed individuals to
create more sophisticated messages. Despite this transformation, a common and valuable goal has remained
throughout: the need to convey, relay, or aid in understanding a message in a memorable way through
effective visual graphics. Highlighted examples in the following paragraphs show how the storytelling process
has evolved throughout history, providing context for the argument that simple visual stories are one of the
most effective ways to communicate the complexities of sustainable issues to mass audiences.

THE EARLIEST EXAMPLES OF VISUAL STORYTELLING
Visual messaging and its important role as a communication tool can traced as far back as
15,000 BC to the caves of Lascaux, in the Dordogne region of France. Flat, two-dimensional line
drawings with significant value to humans of that time, reside in the caves (de la Croix 26-31).
We know they had value, because they were created in remote and protected areas of the cave,
away from the sun’s ability to fade the paintings (de la Croix 26-31). It is thought that many of
the drawings that have been found held magical powers to the artist-hunters of the time (de la Croix 26-31).
The drawings, most often of hunted animals, are thought by many historians to have been treated by the
artist-hunters as if the paintings were actually alive (de la Croix 26-31). The artist-hunter pre-imagined a
successful hunt through the paintings, thus creating in their mind a premonition of what would truly occur
(de la Croix 26-31).These are some first known examples of humans using the power of visual storytelling to
possibly invent or envision a future that hasn’t yet occurred, but one that is desired.
The simple cave drawings conveyed a knowledge and understanding of connected systems. Many representations
of pregnant animals can be found in the caves and show the knowledge and importance of a continuing food
supply (de la Croix 26-31). Other areas of the cave drawings reveal a possible representation of time; this was
done by superimposing one image over another image. (de la Croix 26-31). Although guesses can only be
made as to what messages were really behind the cave drawings of Lascaux, we know that they were among
the first known forms of visual communication to tell a story.

BEGINNING OF INFORMATION GRAPHICS TO SIMPLIFY COMPLEX MESSAGES & DATA
In contrast to the simple, personal and emotional graphics of the cave drawings, French philosopher,
mathematician, and scientist René Descartes (1596–1650) used simple graphics to represent complex
numbers and data. He was the first to develop and use mathematical equations, or algebra, to solve
x 2+ 2
geometry problems (Meggs 130). This might be considered the origin of information graphics (Meggs
y=
4
130). Descartes also used symbols, lines, and curves on a grid, or x and y axis, to represent distance
(Meggs 130). The plotted points became known as Cartesian coordinates and the grid as a Cartesian grid (Meggs
130). The technique evolved over the years and became used to convert statistical data into more easily read
symbolic graphics, such as line and bar charts (Meggs 130). These are some early examples of graphical symbols
that are used to simplify a more abstract idea. The evolution to charts and graphs that followed, allowed a viewer
to visualize, and analyze, complex data.

y

x
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THE RISE OF MASS STORYTELLING DESIGN TO INFLUENCE SOCIAL ISSUES
Graphics are not only effective in simplifying complex numbers and data into meaningful content; they can also
be used to communicate a group’s identity or convey a social or political message. During the depths of the Great
Depression, the Works Program Administration (WPA) was created by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New
Deal agency to provide 8.5 million jobs for unemployed US citizens (The Works Progress Administration). Some of
the jobs that were created carried out public works projects to improve public buildings and infrastructure (Carter,
DeNoon 3-4). Other jobs employed artists to promote positive social ideals and government programs by
designing public posters. These posters were used as communication tools with messages of unifying America for the
greater good (Carter, DeNoon 3-4). The posters made a call to action to their audience.
“Sew for Victory” was one the WPA posters created to generate support for the United States military. Because the United
States quintupled the amount of men and women in uniform between 1941 and 1943, and subsequently their need for
commercially made clothes and uniforms, civilians were urged to help the massive effort by making and repairing their
clothes at home. (Library of Congress). This helped reduce the burden on commercial factories. Not everyone could enlist in
the military, but all families could “sew for victory” (Library of Congress). The visual story being told in this poster connects
its audience to a cause. Impactful graphics equate the sewing machine to a weapon of empowerment, creating the sense of
active participation towards victory in the war. The WPA posters are examples of communication tools used to influence a
social or political idea.

MODERNIZING INFORMATION GRAPHICS AND DATA VISUALIZATION
Edward Tufte, statistician and emeritus professor of political science, statistics, and computer science at Yale
University, studied and analyzed visualization (Zachry, Thralls 449). Noted for his writings on information design,
+ =
and as a pioneer in the field of data visualization, he is helping to rewrite the way that information is presented
to audiences. He is an expert in the presentation of information through data-rich illustrations and through the
elimination of what he has coined as “chart junk,” or unnecessary graphics that confuse or distort important information
(Tufte 34). Tufte believes that to envision information most effectively, one must follow general principles of design that
include, but aren’t limited to, color, positive and negative space, micro and macro reading of information, layering and
separating of information, and multiplying of images for comparing data. These techniques all have specific visual
consequences (Zachry, Thralls 448-449). His book, Envisioning Information, reveals the design strategies that enhance
dimensionality and density of information on a flat piece of paper (Tufte 12-13). One such technique called, “small
multiples,” is revealed through the display of simple, uncluttered colored shirts. They are grouped together to allow for
quick comparisons of information by the viewer (Tufte 33).

MAINSTREAM INFOGRAPHICS
Many of the tools and techniques developed over time to simplify complex information and ideas have been
brought together and popularized in modern infographics. Modern infographics have become commonplace
via social media and the web. Popularized by their fun storytelling approach to information and data, these
storyboard visuals are often reminiscent of children’s picture books. They contain many different sections of
data pertaining to one particular topic of interest. These sections of information are easy to digest due to the
use of pairing simple graphical icons in a narrative storybook manner with several bits of data.

These selected historical examples show the progression of design techniques used by visual storytellers
throughout time. They are the techniques that have allowed graphic designers to become the storytellers of
today.
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THE QUINTESSENTIAL VISUAL STORYTELLERS
We live in a designed world, and we are constantly being influenced by those designs. From the device that wakes us in
the morning, the commute that we make, the messages that we see along the way, to the place where we lay our heads
back down at night, a designer has had influence on those decisions in some way. The ability to influence is a powerful
position to hold.
Graphic designers are creative communicators who have the power to incite innovation or foster destruction through
their work by either promoting desirability or aversion to a product, idea, or habit through effective visual communication.
Because they are communication designers and quintessential visual communicators, they know how to clearly convey
ideas and information. Designers are in tune to visual cues and are able to emphasize messages and understand what
people want. They meld these techniques with basic principles of design and are able to persuade and reshape into
desired outcomes.

SUCCESS THROUGH STORYTELLING IN DESIGN
Successful stories come from combining creativity with visual organization of ideas. Successfully designed stories are
that able to change ideas or habits are memorable. The two examples below are successful visual stories that persuaded
their audiences to see, think, or consume differently.

APPLE COMPUTERS “THINK DIFFERENT” CAMPAIGN
In 1997 Steve Jobs along with the creative design direction of Lee Clow created an enormously successful series of print
stories that told the audience to “Think Different” (fra30774 pars. 3-5). The series of print ads featured the simple words
“think different” next to the portraits of visionary thinkers such as Mohammad Ali, Jim Henson, Jane Goodall, Mahatma
Gandhi, Amelia Earhart, and others who had changed the world for the better and gave the audience an emotional
story to follow as each new print ad revealed itself. These creative individuals represented the soul of the Apple brand
because they thought differently and the audience bought the story (fra30774 pars. 3-5). Apple went from a company
that had two years of 2 billion in losses to a company that became profitable and hovered around 5% of the market
share (fra30774 pars. 3-5). The audience wanted to equate themselves with the creative innovation of these “thinkers”
and saw buying an Apple computer as the answer.

UNITED NEGRO COLLEGE FUND “A MIND IS A TERRIBLE THING TO WASTE”
The United Negro College Fund created an iconic campaign by using graphics and powerful words to envision a possible
future and convey emotion. The United Negro College Fund has been influencing lives through stories for more than 40
years and raised more than $2.2 billion to help 350,000 minority students go to college (Ad Council par. 1). The dynamic
images produced for the campaign have a successful blend of empowerment and possibility with a call to action for the
audience to help fund the program.

Graphic designers are successful at telling stories that influence the habits or ideas of an audience. They are
the perfect choice for telling the sustainable story. They must first understand sustainability to be successful.
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DEFINITION OF SUSTAINABILITY
While the term sustainability does not have
a rigid definition, all of its definitions require
that we see the world as a system that
connects the space and materials around
us with the relative time of current events
“What is Sustainable Development?”. One of the most
widely accepted definitions of sustainable development is
from Our Common Future, also known as the Brundtland
Report, and reads as follows:
Sustainable development is development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs. (WCED p. 43)
Throughout much of the history of graphic design, many designers have wanted to be more environmentally
responsible in their profession, but the path to get there hasn’t been defined. As a result, it hasn’t been a core
value of the design profession.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF SUSTAINABILITY AND THE GRAPHIC DESIGNER
Throughout the history of design, there have been some
great visionaries of responsible design. These visionary
designers have attempted to challenge their fellow design
community members to be more responsible in their
profession. Victor Papanek (1923-1998), who trained as an
industrial designer, was one such visionary. He was a
powerful voice for change in the design community and has
become the modern father of responsible design for both
the planet and society (Treehugger, Papanek Foundation).
His 1971 book, Design for the Real World, challenged
designers “to do more with less” with a focus on the end
user (Papanek, 1971). He believed that designers had an
obligation to design for the greater good of all, not just the
financial wants and desires of their clients (Treehugger).
He felt designers should be held responsible for the
environmental degradation that resulted from their actions
(Papanek). He particularly loathed commercial design, and
describes it as, the perversion of a great tool (Papanek).
He believed that there was a lack of social engagement in
commercial design (Rawsthorn par. 2). He is also famous for
the following quote:
There are professions more harmful than industrial design,
but only a very few of them. And possibly only one profession is phonier. Advertising design, in persuading people
to buy things they don’t need, with money they don’t have,
in order to impress others who don’t care, is probably the
phoniest field in existence today. (Papenak xxi)
These exclusionary opinions expressed by Papenak left him
ostracized by his peers and he was forced to resign from his
professional association (Rawsthron par. 1). Although he is
considered a renowned visionary and pioneer of sustainable
and humanitarian design today, his Utopian views offered
very few tangible and actionable alternatives to “business
as usual” for the designer/client relationship. This remained
an obstacle for any significant paradigm shift in design
thinking for the next few decades.
Since the early years of environmentally responsible design
and the views of Papanek, the design community has been
slow to progress from the standard design process, to one
that considers the health of the environment. The 80s and
90s saw a strengthening of the environmental “green”

movement in both the design and greater community, but
it remained motived by guilt and gloom for a prosperous
future (Sherin 9). Designers who wanted to create more
environmentally responsible designs have had a hard time
buying and selling the concept both to themselves as
professionals, and to their audience as the ideal to seek.
They were unsure how to incorporate who they were as
strong visual communicators with a profitable and ethical
profession. They didn’t have a design framework to follow.
As the 90s progressed, consumerism, consumption
and an economy that was flourishing (Schor 3-6) often
overshadowed the gloom and doom associated with
environmentalism. Designers were in a position to be very
successful at promoting a consumer economy, and many
did. For those designers who continued to seek to
incorporate the practice of environmentalism with the
practice of graphic design, it often became a somewhat
oxymoronic and frustrating marriage to navigate through
and grow into a thriving framework. It was difficult to
make a business case for themselves and their clients that
focused on how to merge ecology and economy into their
processes. The word “environmentalism” didn’t give many
people the answers that they were seeking for how to
solve global problems such as depleting natural resources,
pollution, economic instability, over-population, and the
general health of the Earth and ongoing quality of life for
its residents.
Enter the new millennium and the beginning of the 2007
economic recession (Isidore par. 1). Mainstream consumers,
small businesses, and corporations began to feel and
see the effects of overconsumption on the health of
themselves, the economy, and the planet. Enter a more
pragmatic framework for both designers and the greater
world to embrace, one that has been slowly gaining
momentum over the past decade. It is a way of thinking
differently, a way of creating an economic system that
provides for a thriving quality of life, while renewing the
environment and its resources for all of the world. Enter
sustainability - a new core value for graphic designers.
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DIFFICULT TO DEFINE, MORE DIFFICULT TO COMMUNICATE

Sustainability is actionable and tangible. It is
mutually inclusive rather than the more exclusive term
“environmentalism,” which typically separates X and
X. Sustainability is beneficial across political, religious,
and economical platforms. It merges the health of our
ecology, economy, and sociology through holistic
thinking versus mechanistic thinking. One needs to
comprehend systems thinking to have a deep
understanding of how this mutually balanced term is a
successful framework for the health of the world, and
yet because of its abstractness, hard to define.
Because the definition of sustainability isn’t rigid and is
hard to define, it has been hard to communicate to mass
audiences. The definition can’t be rigid because there
are many approaches that make up the concept for

sustainable development. Improved quality of life for
both present and future generations carries different
meanings to different audiences. What might be a
sustainable approach for one geographical system,
location, economy, or people, might not be for another.
Current events, the environment, and the needs of
people are constantly evolving as well, which adds to
the difficulty of communicating a singular, sustainable
message for this concept that revolves around time
and place.
Although graphic designers are effective communicators
and are often visionary change agents, not understanding
what the nebulous definition of sustainability is and how
to navigate it as a viable framework within their profession,
has left designers at a loss. They need to know not only
how to use sustainable practices throughout the design
process, but also more importantly, how to visually
communicate those practices effectively to both their
audience and in their own community.

A robust understanding of sustainability and its deeper frameworks will set the stage for communicating
its somewhat nebulous concepts to a wide audience.
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THE SUSTAINABLE GRAPHIC DESIGNER - THE BEGINNING OF THE SUSTAINABLE STORY

Graphic designers are more than
ambiguous “green” designers
bearable
equitable
who incorporate environmentally
healthy materials into their design
sustainable
economic
environment
process. They are important visual
viable
communicators. Their role in
sustainability must reach beyond
the title of “green” designers, into one with deep breadth
and understanding of sustainable frameworks and a much
larger world view. Because graphic designers are catalysts
for change through their powerful storytelling skills, they
have the ability to communicate the hard to define term
of sustainability. The greater audience will be able to
understand and envision sustainable issues that connect
people, planet, and profit through the eyes of a graphic
designer. They will also be able to visualize frameworks,
such as systems thinking, that help implement the
sustainable concept throughout the lives of that
audience. The bigger world view approach of graphic
designers will add depth to the importance of choosing
and using healthy materials for branding.
social

Environmentalism or “green design” has been an
important beginning to the telling of the sustainable
story by graphic designers. It is however, just the beginning
steps needed toward the current paradigm shift of the
sustainable movement, both within the graphic design
community and to their outside audience. There is a much
bigger picture for all of humankind to see. The bigger
picture shows a more holistic, systems-based approach; a
sustainable, world view approach that will benefit us all.
This is where graphic designers who are educated in
sustainability fit in to the bigger sustainable story. Once
they have become knowledgeable and well versed in
sustainable frameworks and methodologies, they will be
the important link that will help tell the story to the world,
about the world, through effective visual communication
and innovative techniques. Visualizations of future
possibilities, as they pertain to the interconnections of
healthy ecological, social, and economical systems, will
be made by sustainable graphic designers, who tell an
effective story that informs and ignites their audience to
become part of the sustainable movement.

A sustainable graphic designer is the communication link between sustainable concepts and actionable
changes by their audience.
14

THE FUTURE ROLE OF GRAPHIC DESIGNERS AS
EFFECTIVE STORYTELLERS FOR SUSTAINABILITY

Through sustainable visual communication,
graphic designers will help provide answers
to questions, solutions to problems, and
understanding to complexities. Graphic
designers will help to tell the bigger world view story to
humankind, create a sense of awareness, enthusiasm,
and inspiration for sustainable thinking and development
through their visual, creative, and problem solving, skills.
As visual communication experts, graphic designers are
the future charge to tell the sustainable story.

Graphic designers who can master symbiosis in sustainability and effective storytelling techniques will
guide the trajectory toward positive sustainable outcomes. Seeing those stories is believing them.
15

SYMBIOSIS IN SUSTAINABILITY AND EFFECTIVE STORYTELLING TECHNIQUES
The connection between sustainability and effective visual storytelling techniques is beginning to
develop. Historical trends in visual storytelling evolving from the caves of Lascaux, have led up to many
of today’s successful techniques to communicate. Examples that utilize both simplified graphics and
multi-layered techniques in a memorable way to surprise, delight, and connect problems to solutions
are the most effective way to tell a bigger story. The techniques and examples listed below emphasis the positive, but
don’t necessarily avoid the negatives. Allowing the viewer to visualize alternatives puts the challenge to change
behavior in their hands, without criticizing the person them self. The ultimate goal is to change ways of thinking. This
allows for momentum in trajectory outcomes toward sustainable solutions to world problems.

DESIGN EXAMPLES THAT COMMUNICATE SUSTAINABILITY SUCCESSFULLY THROUGH
STORYTELLING
GO GREEN GO CAMPAIGN FOR SEPTA
Red Tettermer and Element Six used real moss to create these urban posters promoting SEPTA public transportation as
a way to be personally “green.” The campaign educates the viewer on the environmental benefits of leaving their car at
home and riding SEPTA. Similar to any good story that grabs the attention of its reader at its beginning, the unconventional
moss material adds an element of surprise for the participant. Surprise increases memory of the message (Gruber 21).
The graphic moss symbol of a human on the poster also uses kinesthetic-tactile stimulation, aiding in two important
reinforcing techniques that make this a successful story for sustainability. These two techniques are: a connection to
increased memory and a neural pathway that attaches emotional feelings to the poster through touch (Pearsall pars.
1-2). The public transportation campaign puts the actionable solution in the hands of the viewer. It becomes a personal
decision that promotes environmentalism through individual decisions. Ride SEPTA and be “green.”

LIGHT SWITCH STICKER
A playful sticker designed by Hu 2 design, gives the viewer of this system design a mini life-cycle story of lights. A direct
visual connection is made from the light switch to the energy source, and ultimately the harmful outputs of the process
into the environment. It is an emotional and balanced combination of informational fact with a positive solution to
make a difference. People respond positively when this balance happens and motivation is likely to occur (Barrett). The
process it takes for the simple luxury of flipping a switch to receive light, is often overshadowed by the convenience.
This is a participatory visual story, designed to empower the individual into easy actionable and tangible steps that will
enhance his or her well-being.

GLOBAL WATER BRANDING CAMPAIGN
Preface Studio created a branding campaign for a water company in Arizona that reclaims and recycles water for future
use and generations. The campaign is a series of visuals that incorporates messages on water usage with possible
outcomes for the precious, recycled resource. Information to educate the audience on both the water company’s
mission to protect and preserve the water resource, along with the importance of water conservation are also part of
the graphical story. The posters use emotion to connect the limited resource to the future health of the audience’s
children and grandchildren. The beautiful “water-droplet people” surprise the audience with a creative approach
to making a literal and abstract connection of water to people. This sustainable branding story is successful because it
contains three components that move people most: the emotional connection to the audience’s family, the challenge
or threat to losing a valuable resource, and a hopeful ending by continuing to preserve and recycle the resource that is
currently available (Barrett).

These are case studies of powerful sustainable storytelling. They are powerful. Learning how and why it is
important for graphic designers to tell these stories and what it takes to be successful at storytelling, will be
the next steps to a successful future for both the profession and the world.
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THE POWER OF EFFECTIVE MESSAGING TO REPAIR

The powerful, sustainable messages presented on the
previous page utilize many different storytelling tools.
Without an understanding of sustainability, along with
ecocentric thinking by the graphic designer, the messages
would be less dynamic. Ecocentric thinking is defined as
values centered on ecology and connectedness of
everything. It is the idea that nature is vulnerable and
fragile to human activity (Ecocentrism & Technocentrism,
n.d.). This thinking is an important tool for sustainable
graphic designers because understanding it will allow for
more powerful sustainable messages.
Messages that are communicated and promoted by
graphic designers will ultimately affect larger systems
either positively or negatively through the behaviors they
ignite in their audience. David Berman, author of Do Good
Design: How Designers Can Change the World (2009),
believes that:
The same design that fuels mass over-consumption also
holds the power to repair the world. Designers create
so much of what we see, what we use and what we
experience. In this time of unprecedented environmental,
social and economic crises, designers can choose what
their young profession will be about: either inventing
weapons of mass deception that encourage more
consumption or helping repair the world (Berman 2).
Graphic designers can make their mark on the evolution
of a new world and new way of thinking by communicating
a sustainable message that helps to repair, rather than
destroy. There will inevitably be designers who just seek
to meet the status quo. There will also be those who
will choose to be driven by their ego and one-sided
technocentrism which means: values centred on technology,
mechanistic thoughts and the idea that nature’s resources
are inexhaustible due to innovation, rather than ecocentrism.
It is possible that those designers will be pushed aside
through the evolution of new codes of ethics developed
within the design community and by demands from
consumers and businesses that increasingly seek

sustainable, socially-responsible and healthy products (10
Crucial Consumer Trends For 2013).
Many ethical frameworks have been created by design
organizations, such as AIGA’s Living Principles for Design
and The Designers Accord. These frameworks promote
higher ethical standards within their community and are
becoming more revered as the standard that all designers
should value as they navigate the path of future relevance
and value of their field. These reputable frameworks are
the catalyst for driving positive cultural change (The Living
Principles, n.d.). In the meantime, ecocentric designers
will need to be trail blazers. For those designers who want
to be pioneers in the field, who want to use their talents
and yield their power for the greater good, they hold the
valuable tools to achieve both greater marketability right
now and to be agents of change for the future.
Graphic designers who take responsibility for the work
that they produce and the messages they send will be
needed to fill emerging roles in their field. Using their
talents as effective communicators to help guide, teach,
and bring understanding to others who aren’t certain how
to navigate their way through sustainability, yet want to
learn, will be sought after.
Designers who combine a healthy dose of technocentrism
and ecocentrism into a more powerful “sustaincentrism”
(Gladwin, Kennelly, Krause) through the use of effective
communications, will hold the most successful and
important tool in the designer’s tool box. These techniques
will help adjust the trajectory of where outcomes for our
futures land. Graphic designers need to help drive movement
in the paradigm shift to a more ethical, thoughtful, and
sustainable way of life for all.

The storytelling tool will be the methodology that will allow for the most successful outcomes.
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LEARNING THROUGH STORYTELLING

“Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I
remember. Involve me and I learn.”
		
– Benjamin Franklin
The power of a compelling image can
stop viewers in their tracks. Impactful graphic images
and designs that engage by first capturing the attention
of viewers, then telling a story, hold the powerful
ability to teach. Storytelling is a non-mechanistic
approach to learning (Pacheco-Vega Par. 2). It connects
pieces into a whole. It has the ability to make
connections and enhance learning in a memorable way.

In a hierarchy, the emotional effects of an image are
seen and felt, before the content or information is
processed (Moore Kubo, par 5). Human nature has long
followed the pattern of image, story, emotion, action
(Moore Kubo par. 9). For this reason, imagery has been
the focal point of communicating an important message
as the platform for the story.

The framework of storytelling as a sustainable learning tool, married with effective visual techniques
developed by graphic designers, creates a powerful combination and platform to teach large audiences.
Story models need to be understood, before effective storytelling techniques can be used.
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THE STORY
Storytelling begins with a simple story. A story in its simplest form is a narrative about a sequence of events, either true
or fictitious. Often our first exposure to a storytelling experience begins when we are infants and toddlers. Listening to
simple stories teaches children about language, how to understand it, use it, and eventually write it. Through repetition,
the techniques are remembered, repeated, and used successfully (Richards pars. 18-21). In this form, it is the first learning
tool used for successfully communicating with each other.
We have learned to expect that stories will have a beginning, middle, and end. Because we understand that a story has
a structured organizational framework, where a sequence of events happens through its placement in that framework,
we are able to organize information that is relayed through the storytelling process in a memorable way.
On a physical level, when we commit a fact, or facts, to memory we create a neural pathway to it (Winston video). It is a
route that connects brain cells where ever that memory is stored in our brain (Winston video). To retrieve those
memories, we have to trigger that path back to them. Our mind is better at remembering the route, then it is at
remembering uncollected facts and figures (Winston video). Thus, storytelling becomes a powerful way for remembering
information. It is a way to tie pieces of an informational puzzle together. It is a way to connect the dots.
PARTICIPATION AND UNDERSTANDING
Narrative design creates a participatory design solution that engages the viewer with a message. Participatory designs
allow the viewer to share in the message the designer seeks to send (Chick, Micklethwaite 34-35). When this happens,
a designer has succeeded in passing knowledge on to the viewer. When active engagement occurs with the audience, a
more memorable and long-term sustainable solution can be reached.
Narrative design in a nonlinear format is commonly created by graphic designers allows for the viewer to move
independently throughout a piece, often discovering new connections that enhance the message, that weren’t apparent at
first glance (Marks par.1). Narrative design can also be more linear in format with a more direct and immediate engagement. This type of story occurs when the designer has incorporated purposeful directional cues, such as arrows or dots,
to direct attention to certain areas of the design. The connections in the message can be enhanced through innovative
materials, multi-layered visuals, and hidden meanings, to name a few, which deepen the engagement with the audience.
Visual storytelling can simplify a complex problem or message using various innovative techniques to help guide in
understanding, problem solving, and solution seeking of a message or desired outcome. Innovative techniques enhance
the story and aid in problem solving through the use of simple graphics to explain not only the problem itself, but also to
show solutions. Visual storytelling also has the ability to invent a new future for people to imagine. Often people cannot
imagine what they cannot see (Irwin) and visual storytelling enables this process to happen.
EMOTIONAL CONNECTIONS THROUGH STORYTELLING
Within the structural framework of a story, a successful story is built. The beginning of a story starts with getting the
listener’s or reader’s attention. Fairy tales often begin like this and can be as obvious as the iconic phrase,
“once upon a time.” Other beginnings consist of an intriguing introduction to the main character (Sturm video). A good
story often has a moral, struggle, question to answer, or challenge to overcome (Sturm video). These situations give the
participant an emotional connection to the story. As the participant gets deeper into the story experience, a good story
will also begin to merge the narrator, participant, and story together into engagement and unity. Empathy develops
between the characters and the participant. Finally, the story can stimulate the reader by creating an emotional response
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or concluding with an element of surprise (Gruber 25). If the story’s answer or outcome is too obvious, the participant
may become bored and lose focus on the familiar. They lose focus on the familiar. Through that surprise or emotional
connection that has been made, the narrator has an effective tool for making a call to action or teaching a lesson (Gruber
21). Good stories will resonate for years.
The emotion that is conveyed through storytelling and it’s ability to connect participant to story becomes a powerful
way to link one another to their community. People are better able to relate to members in their community because
they feel they have a shared emotional connection brought out through the engagement of a story. This empathy allows
members of a community to reach out to one another due to shared responsibility and betterment of self (Raushenbush).
VISUALS CAN HELP BRING THE STORY TO LIFE
Storytelling allows us to visualize a world other than our own. As children we first used stories to imagine what
our lives would be like when we grew taller, older, stronger, wiser or lived in another geographic location. It is also a
way to connect personally to not only another person’s life experiences, but an alternate or future world view entirely
(Ferrante). Storytelling can keep history and legacy alive by transforming the participant to another place and time.
Abstract concepts that were otherwise hard to comprehend are brought to life and connections can be made
to our own lives. Storytelling allows us to imagine a world other than our own.
From our earliest years, we are read to from picture books that contain simple words and engaging visuals. As we get older,
connections between words and pictures begin to form, enhancing the meaning of both. Visuals that accompany slightly
more complex narratives amplify the story by adding a second dimension of emotion. The characters and scenes come
to life and put context and place with the sequence of events. Imagery allows the viewer to see alternative world views
or views of an object that may otherwise be unattainable or not as clear with just the written word. This strengthens the
process or story. Possible successes, failures, futures, and alternative scenarios can be brought to life and aid in a decision
making process presented in a written story.
Simple visuals help guide and teach us. They help connect words and information with understanding and possible
outcomes. It is much easier for us to put together a new game or piece of furniture, learn a process, or problem solve, if
we are looking at and reading instructions that are separated out by numerical steps, segmented by boxes, and enhanced
by simple accompanying pictures, than it would be if we had a booklet of sentences explaining the process in a less spatial
format (Andrews, Hull, Donahue; Malamed). For many people, the latter example is too linear and would be a less
approachable option, presenting a more daunting process. Most learning models put visual learners at 65 percent of the
population, auditory learners at 30 percent, and tactile learners at 5 percent (Bradford). This statistic puts the power of
visual storytelling in a strategic position for reaching a larger audience than other learning tools when trying to convey
important messages and information.
In today’s world of complex information and access to enormous amounts of data, visuals such as charts and graphs, can
bring an inhuman amount of information down to a more digestible human scale. Visuals provide a filtered view of
complex data and information that allow the viewer to quickly attain and enhance their understanding of it. Simple visuals
can be used as tools to convey comparable relationships of information, give value to them, and provide meaning through
positioning and understanding over time. The imagery used to represent complex data provides a venue for retaining that
information in our memories. While we might not remember exact numbers and percentages, there is a higher probability
that the concept or outcome will be remembered (Malamed 150).
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ORGANIZING THROUGH STORYTELLING
Memory functions better for organized or grouped material, than for unorganized material. Anything
that helps facilitate that organization, should also help increase the retention of that material (Isen)
Visual organization is an effective learning technique for retention of general concepts. Improved
technology has increased the ability to access information and creative information, graphics have
become a common form of communicating data in a clear and rapid presentation. Information graphics
combine perceptual and cognitive organization effectively and coherently. They have been around in various forms for
thousands of years (see timeline p.6), but their current popularity and creative approach to conveying large amounts
of information has become an increasingly effective form of communicating in an organized, entertaining, narrative,
and memorable way.
Maps come in many forms and can be used across multiple platforms to organize and effectively enhance a visual
story. A map is one type of organizational tool that has been used as early as 6200 BC (Friendly, Denis,
2001) to visualize the unknown, record a journey, inspire exploration, discover new cultures or guide the
process. Maps come in many graphic-organizing forms that can go beyond the traditional cartographic
map that we are so familiar with. Mind maps record thinking; concept maps show relationships between
concepts or ideas; and persuasion maps help organize a process, story, or argument into concrete reasons for a desired goal. Maps are one of the most versatile of the tools for organization in visual storytelling. They can effectively
combine informative text and graphics, show boundaries, segmented information, evolving patterns, and a sense of
space (Malamed). Combine these attributes with the emotion often evoked when we are presented with exploring
new frontiers, cultures, and memory of past travel and it becomes a very effective storytelling tool to inform, guide in
persuasion, and aid in retaining that information when creating mindful messages.
Charts, diagrams, timelines, and tables are other ways to envision information, segment, and compare
it for
enhanced learning, retention of material, and understanding of abstract concepts. Edward Tufte, known
for his writings on data visualization has made clear observations on how to sharpen the techniques for
successful design strategies when attempting to visualize information. When used, these techniques will create
dimension, increase amount of information displayed, clarify content, add purposeful detail, eliminate clutter,
compare data, and enliven and narrate time and space (Tufte). These techniques amplify the success of charts,
diagrams, tables and maps to inform quickly and memorably. The use of charts, maps, tables, and diagramming tools
are successful ways to capture snapshots in time and place for the purposes of telling a visual story that informs the
audience of a bigger picture. These multiple snapshots use several of the aforementioned listed tools as a way to
segment information on a single document or tell an even more elaborate and in depth story on a single topic. This is
the basis for an infographic (example on the left). The viewer is then able to see at a glance, several different views of
supportive data on the topic being presented. These types of story infographics have become an increasingly popular
way to successfully guide, persuade, or inform an audience of the desired topic or idea.

The most effective visual storytelling narratives combine well-designed graphics and visuals that evoke
emotion and make a memorable impression, while clearly and efficiently informing a wide reaching
audience through engagement. The selected portion of the infographic example on the left shows the
use of many effective storytelling techniques in an organized framework.
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SYSTEMS THINKING AS A TOOL
There are many ways to look at
and study structures and behaviors
in and around nature. There is not
one “right” way to observe and
understand, but many complementary
ways. Reductionist view, micro or macro view, an
emotional or human view, and a holistic world or systems
view (Meadows 6-7). The systems view ties all the
methodologies together. Understanding that there are
other lenses to look through is part of a world view
(Meadows 6-7). Systems thinking is understanding that
objects themselves are a network. Everything is linked.

Thinking in systems requires an individual to make a
shift in the way they view the world around them. The
shift of focus moves from parts to a whole, objects to
relationships, objective knowledge to contextual
knowledge, and quantity to quality (“Center for
Ecoliteracy”). Because the idea of a “new lens” or
perceptual change needs to occur when thinking in
systems, visual storytelling goes hand in hand with
lending an eye to comprehending the concept of
sustainability. Systems thinking is understanding that
objects themselves are networks of relationships,
embedded in larger networks. (Capra 37).

Systems thinking is the guiding principle for sustainable graphic designers. They need to be educated
and knowledgeable of its methodology. Incorporating systems thinking with the storytelling tool will
create a more meaningful experience for their audience and a more valuable sustainable story.
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GRAPHIC DESIGNER AS A SYSTEM THINKER

Graphic designers are their own system nested within
other systems. To think in systems, graphic designers
needs to understand this concept and how what they
communicate and make for one ring of species relates
and also affects the next ring in the system. For a graphic
designer to think systematically, they can never fully
understand what the implications of their design
decisions will be on the greater system (Irwin). Everything
that is designed is embedded in a larger system and to
think systematically will help reduce or eliminate future
problems that we can’t predict (Irwin). Graphic
designers should have a holistic world view when framing
one problem with a brainstorm of ideas and concepts
to help guide a more thoughtful, ethical, and sustainable
solution.
Throughout the design process, look to nature for
inspiration and for solving problems (Irwin). Shifting from
a linear structured process, to a holistic one based on
relationships is a systems view. When choosing materials,
think of the quality and life cycle of that material.
Understand what its relationships and connections are to
the greater system. Use the least impactful materials as
they relate to their creation, processing, distribution, use,
and end of life (Jedlicka 230-236).

The lens of an effective systems thinker sees multiple
viewpoints. Graphic designers need to be active
participants of the entire process from initial client
contact to delivery of design. Without an empathetic
understanding of the needs and connections of all
stakeholders throughout the design process, effective
communication is lost and unsustainable decision-making
can inadvertently occur.
Graphic designers are problem solvers. System thinkers
are problem solvers that understand a problem can’t be
solved with a solution-only or aesthetic-only approach.
Effective visual communicator2 can’t think like the client
or the audience, if empathy for their stories doesn’t exist.
Empathy is developed by understanding the needs and
desires of both the client and audience. Adding the layer
of empathy to enhance the emotional response created
in a story will likely increase the chances that it will ignite
change in desired behaviors of the viewers.

An effectively communicated and holistic design is produced using sustainable messages and making
connections on multiple levels. The story is layered with richness from all connections throughout the
entire process.
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STORYTELLING THROUGH SYSTEM THINKING (VISUAL UNDERSTANDING)

Effective storytelling techniques to communicate sustainability through the use of systems thinking will be one of
the key components to creating a more rapid paradigm
shift. This movement tightens the gap between knowledge
and actionable steps toward a thriving future for all.
These techniques can be utilized in a variety of creative,
effective and engaging ways.
Using visual storytelling techniques to organize clear
mapping to communicate a systems view will increase
the understanding of connections and bring to light the
leverage points for which to intervene and improve on
by all stakeholders involved in a process or problem.
These mapping techniques can be clearly communicated
through the narrative design of a system by creatively
depicting the life cycle of a process, system, product or
actual message. Communicating the message in an interesting and comprehensible format will allow the viewer to
understand a bigger picture in a digestible and memorable
way. It allows the audience a participatory experience so
that sustainability becomes “a want” rather than just “a
threat”. People can begin to see solutions to problems
and they are motivated by guidance, understanding,
desirability and tangible information, rather than
vagueness and scare tactics.
The graphic designer needs to help others find their
sustainable story. Looking at any system allows an
audience to see connections and places where they
can make small changes that result in big differences. A
small shift or change in the trajectory of world habits can

become a major shift in future outcomes (Irwin). If the
viewer of a successful story is invited into that story in an
exciting way, sees where a problem relates to them
personally, an emotional relationship to the message,
there is a greater chance that an action will be taken
by the viewer. The audience is motivated by personal
responsibility to the process.
Designers have the ability to imagine alternative
solutions to current problems in a system and
communicate through a visual story. This allows the
audience to see where different interventions can bring
forward different outcomes and help drive transformational
change. Designers can imagine a situation that doesn’t
exist and convey that message in inspiring visual detail so
that the audience can participate in the desired solution.
These types of techniques allow the audience to make
informed decisions about the process to which they
belong (Hamlet). Communicating these meaningful
messages through an engaging narrative design of a
system can be a powerful and transparent way to inform
and persuade the viewer to shift their thoughts, ideas,
and habits from one product or idea toward another.
Often where designers once hid complex information
through pure decoration and branding stories designed
to entice and promote unbridled consumption, storytelling
through a systems lens can ignite change through
empowerment, knowledge, transparency, and possibility.
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EXAMPLES THAT SUCCESSFULLY COMMUNICATE SYSTEMS THINKING THROUGH
STORYTELLING
FINDING A SMALL CONNECTION AND TELLING THE STORY
Graphic designers with knowledge in systems thinking are able to help their clients find sustainable connections in the
simplest and smallest of areas and tell those stories. Teaching clients where the connections are within their organization
helps them not only them to understand connected systems, but also their audience as well. Once understanding of
connections and systems thinking begins to occur, bigger connections often result and are sought after. This results in
action being taken. The short story being featured told on the back of an annual report for a Catholic school makes an
emotional and sustainable connection for its audience that strengthens the story. The client and the audience are able to
make a personal connection between the basis of their faith, the earth, and the greater good. Not only was information
provided on the healthy paper choice, but also a deep emotional link was added to directly tie it to the church itself with a
quote from the Pope:

Preservation of the environment, promotion of sustainable development and particular attention to climate
change are matters of grave concern for the entire human family.
								
-Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI
VISUAL LIFE CYCLE STORIES TO TEACH SYSTEMS THINKING
Visual stories that show simple life cycles can teach both the client and the viewer about a product or process. A visual
life cycle provides very basic information about the health of a product, much like a nutrition label. These visuals allow the
client of a sustainable graphic designer to visually see places along their products life cycle and supply chain that either
waste occurs or processes could be environmentally improved. Once identified, these places to intervene and improve the
product or process have the potential to save the client not only on environmental costs, but also economic ones. Visual life
cycle also speaks transparency of a company or product to the audience and builds consumer trust with the brand. Visual
life cycles are a way to compare product to product and process to process of similar products, ultimately rewarding the
best company with consumer confidence. Consumers can make an active choice or “vote” for the product that he or she
wants.

INTERACTIVE SUSTAINABLE SYSTEMS STORIES THAT SURPRISE AND INFORM
Bicycling Counts is an interactive, public art project developed in collaboration with the Center for Energy and Environment
and designed by visual storyteller Arlene Birt. This system story unites information with interaction by the viewer, resulting in
a participatory and memorable message (Chick, Micklethwaite 34-35). The message being projected on a city wall, informs
the viewer of the positive impacts that bicycling has on the natural environment, community, and economy. With each
passing bicyclist, the video counter continuously updates its numbers and information being projected. This allows the
viewer to immediately understand how the personal act of one individual can impact not only his or her own personal
health and bottom line, but that of the larger environmental, economic, and social system. The individual bicycler is an
important part of a collective process for the greater good. A personal connection has been made with act and outcome.

These are examples of successful sustainable systems storytelling. They can be from the simple to complex,
but all have an important story to tell. Graphic designers who are able to find and tell these systems stories for
clients will help guide the trajectory of the sustainable movement. A successful future for both the profession
and the world will ultimately occur.
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MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE AS A SYSTEMS THINKER

Nature is efficient and nothing is wasted (McDonough,
Braungart 92). What we consider to be the definition of
waste, the byproduct of what is no longer used or desired,
nature views as a valuable commodity. This commodity was
gifted by a connected process or system generator and used
to feed or benefit the receiving process or system. Seeking
to eliminate waste, in the traditional sense of the word,
throughout the design process and unearthing potential
problems at the beginning of the process, will reduce waste
both environmentally and economically for both the graphic
designer and client.
Designing with the local community in mind mimics the
effective efficiency found in nature (Irwin). Efficiency in time,
place, and material will benefit designer, client, and larger
environment through the reduction of waste and therefore
costs along the process and supply chain. Seeking and
listening to feedback and then adjusting the course of
action throughout the design process allows for continual
change and updating to solutions (Irwin). Nature is
continuously changing and adapting as it attempts to
organize and thrive within other systems. Pondering
long-term effects of potential solutions and involving
stakeholders along the way that are connected to the
design process is effective collaboration (Irwin). Involving
stakeholders will aid in success and thoughtful design both
socially and economically. It will benefit bottom line results
while keeping the health of the environment in mind for
future generations.

A graphic designer incorporates systems thinking as part of
their design expertise will find a marketable and successful
niche within the design community. Rita Penrod, owner of
Four Five sustainable design firm in Minneapolis, MN, has
made systems thinking and sustainability not only part of her
core conviction, but also carved out a successful niche for
herself in her community.
Naturally, I apply systems thinking to every project I take
on, whether the client realizes it or not. I simply cannot, or
will not design any other way. I don’t consider this approach
alternate design, or even sustainable design – it’s simply
“smart” design. But it’s the times when I can really engage
my client in a meaningful conversation about systems
thinking that excites me. I feel the shift in their perspective.
They start to understand that their responsibility doesn’t start
when raw materials come through the door, and doesn’t end
when the product leaves their warehouse. Their decisions
affect the entire life cycle of that product – upstream, downstream, and back again. And if they take that responsibility
seriously, there’s a compelling story to tell.
I always insist that my clients be honest. No green washing
allowed. If they can be truthful about where they are in the
process, communicate the challenges they face, set goals
for improvement, and continually work towards those goals,
they are much more likely to gain and keep their customer’s
respect...and loyalty, which translates into profit. And while
they’re at it, another thing often happens: my clients discover that they’re also saving money through waste reduction as
well as process and energy efficiency.
-Rita Penrod, Four Five

Having a systems view is a world view. It adds value to the role that designers play not only economically, but
also environmentally and socially. It leads graphic designers to understand why their role should also include a
special interest in social impact design. When the needs of people are met, the entire world benefits.
27

Visual Storytelling in Systems
Visual Storytelling in Systems

Visual Storytelling to Promote Social Change

SO C IAL IMPAC T DE SIG N AS A TOO L
Graphic Designer as Agent for Social Change
Storytelling to Promote Social Change
Successful Social Impact Design Solutions
Making the Business Case for Altruistic Desire
to Design for the Greater Good

SOCIAL IMPACT DESIGN AS A TOOL
Social issues, the economy, and problems
can’t be understood in isolation, they are all
connected in the larger world system
(Capra 3). They need to be viewed through
a systems lens, which means understanding
their structure, patterns, and processes, as
well as how and what they are connected to and the
relationships around them. Systems thinking is essential
to the study of sustainability. It allows for a holistic view
of the world and for understanding the complexities that
unite the world through all of its interconnections.
We all live in a subjective slice of reality, based on
personal experience and our interpretive understanding
of the world around us. (Irwin). Having a world view by
looking through a systems lens is a sustainable framework.
It is based on ethics and values and the valuing of all
life, human and nonhuman, for the collective greater
good. Because all things are interconnected, there are
ethical implications to not looking through this systems
lens, leading us to the exacerbation of larger problems
throughout the environment.

Equity throughout social systems is tied to a sustainable
future that comprises a healthy balance of social,
economic, and environmental systems. Understanding
whole systems thinking allows for thoughtful and
intentional design solutions that can shift our world view
for a collective greater good outcome (Irwin). Effective
narrative stories that communicate the interconnections
within and around social systems are valuable in arousing
personal stewardship throughout the global community.
Effective narrative is an impactful, efficient, and emotional
way to guide and positively persuade a wide audience
into altruistic action.

Social impact design focuses messages towards specific stakeholders where the engagement will create
the biggest impact for sustainable change. It creates a path for people to see the connections between the
health of all systems and how that relates to them on a personal level.
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GRAPHIC DESIGNER AS AGENT FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

Once graphic designers have a robust knowledge of
systems thinking, a deeper understanding of the power
of social impact design will be had. Because the
definition of social sustainability is embedded in human
equality, meaning it meets basic needs for food, shelter,
education, work, income, and safe living and working
conditions, a connection to the greater world can be
understood. This places great importance on social
impact design. A designer will understand that creating
impactful messages will ultimately have farther reaching
sustainable outcomes for the larger environment.
Social impact messages are ultimately created for
the greater good.

The profession of graphic design has often been aligned
with promoting mass over-consumption and its connections
to the degradation of the earth (Berman 1-3). Many
designers are trying to find ways that lift the profession
to new ethical standards that positively affect both the
world and their future credibility as designers and global
citizens who can help repair the world, while at the same
time, creating a specialized marketing niche.

Graphic designers hold a powerful and strategic position
when it comes to their ability to visually influence and
persuade throughout the social system (Berman 1-3). This
places them in the greater strategic position for being
agents of change within that system. Aligning their
talents to engage and influence social systems through
the use of social impact design is a role that needs to
be filled.
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STORYTELLING TO PROMOTE SOCIAL CHANGE

Successful social impact communication gives attention to
real-life situations so that it is no longer a vague concept. It
places meaning and value into a situation that is confusing,
abstract, and often empty of personal value for people.
Successful social impact design relates to positive change
throughout the community and its individuals. Emotionally
intelligent graphics and those with multiple layers built
into the message create thought provoking connections
to social issues.
Engagement design through visual storytelling is a
powerful tool to use when creating designs for social
impact and change. It effectively occurs through
thought provoking and participatory imagery. When
an audience is engaged in the message, a personal
responsibility to that message often results (Ehmann,
Bohle, Klanten). When the message revolves around
social equity and sustainability, it makes a call to action
for the greater good. It ultimately effects both the viewer
and the larger global community. The viewer has made
a connection and the connection can relate image to
self, image to family member or image to neighbor. It
becomes personal.
People believe what they see, which typically comes from
an emotional connection to that vision (Parkinson). Emotions
can override intellect (Parkinson). Using unexpected
visual materials or creating an incongruence that relates
to the message creates a secondary layer of information
and added emphasis (Malamed 82). This heightens the

memorable experience. Touching and texture through
unexpected material enhances the visual experience and
is more likely to be stored in long-term memory (Pearsall
par. 2). A message is reinforced and believed through
correlating symbolism or material.
Surprise and emotional response is an effective way
to engage a viewer in the desired message (Ferrer). It
arouses prolonged thought and intrigue to enhance
the message and build a relationship with it (Malamed
206 Ferrer). Social impact design is best communicated
through the building of relationships and a personal
connection to the message. This can be re-framed as
“engagement” design.
When using visuals to tell a story, simplify the data and
clutter and move to the heart and emotion of the social
impact story (Lasica). Words and information are not as
powerful nor as memorable as the visual graphic (Lasica).
Infographics are a venue that will simplify data and
clutter to allow for the emotion and information to speak
more clearly. These graphics allow for a hierarchy of
emotional and than intellectual information to occur in
which to communicate a compelling story (Malamed 22-41).
Once the emotional connection occurs with engaging
visuals, the sensory data that comes from visual
stimulation connects to long term memory
(Malamed 22-41). When an idea resonates with the
audience and it is carried around with them, they are
more likely to act on it. It makes a call to action.
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EXAMPLES THAT COMMUNICATE SUSTAINABLE SOCIAL IMPACT DESIGN
SUCCESSFULLY THROUGH STORYTELLING
PROMOTING A CONNECTION TO LOCAL PEOPLE, ECONOMY, ENVIRONMENT, AND SELF
Green Patriot Posters is a communication campaigned that is focused on igniting a spark in individual U.S. citizens to
contribute to the building of a sustainable economy. Posters submitted by the public follow the, “call to action” approach
to activism, similar to the WPA posters of the Great Depression. The poster invites local consumers to unite with local
farmers when purchasing food. The locally grown food retains its nutrients better than food that has traveled from out of
state or country. This equates to a healthier choice for consumers and is represented in the apple icon placed over the
hearts of the two individuals on the poster. Less food miles also equals less environmental stress. Supporting a local farmer
supports the local economy. This poster communicates the strong emotional connections that supporting social systems
has on the greater economy and environment, while making it personal to the health of the visual audience.

VISUAL UNDERSTANDING OF DEMAND AND LOCALITY
The poster “Urban Water Needs: Can We Keep Up?” designed by Matthew Laws and Hal Watts uses everyday kitchen
sponges to represent individual countries across the world. Water was poured onto each country in amounts proportional to
their projected water consumption in 2030. This topographic map of sponges allows the viewer to see a literal and
representational view of which country sucks up the most water due to habit and population. The sponge is a highly
recognizable and familiar material that immediately gives a tactile representation of the message through its visual. This
water message is a visual infographic of concept through the use of the sponge material. It’s a simple depiction of where
infrastructure will need to have future investments made and where equitable distribution isn’t being met. It allows
the viewer to connect to the possibility of their own over-consumption with the under-consumption of their neighbors in
other countries. This poster has created a memorable and tangible concept for its audience through the use of simplified
data in the form of literal material. It uses incongruence to create emphasis and focal points through the unexpected use
of sponge material within the map. The viewers interest in the information is heightened and memory is increased.
(Malamed 82 Gruber 21).

LEARNING AND AWARENESS THROUGH INTERACTION
My Water Diary is an iPhone or iPad application that was designed by Jon Daughtry and Rob Barber of DED Associates.
This application was designed to reduce individual water consumption by mindfully tracking personal usage over the course
of a week. The active participant in this communication tool learns the immediate demands that their individual activities
have on the larger environmental and social system. Easy to understand and friendly graphics make this application approachable
and non-threatening. This interactive tool invites the participant to keep track of their water usage for future analysis of the
information. When the participant is armed with direct and cumulative information over time via a diary, they are able to
analyze the data and make adjustments in their personal water usage activities. Users can track the progress that they make
in reducing water demand stress. It is a fun and interactive game environment for the participant. The iPhone/iPad application
platform allows the user to see direct results of their personal decisions in a tangible way. This is a successful social impact
story because it creates a sense of awareness to one’s individual habits and sensitizes the user with a direct correlation to
overall global water consumption (Bohle 2). This application allows the user to make informed decisions about future water
use for the health of the larger global community.

These are case study examples of successful sustainable social impact design. The examples succeed in
communicating relevant information pertaining to social issues. They connect the viewer to larger social
issues in an interactive, participatory, or emotional way.
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MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE FOR ALTRUISTIC DESIRE TO DESIGN FOR THE GREATER GOOD

Social impact design is a marketable niche. Social
systems are tied to economic and community systems.
The local population increasingly seeks ethical products
and services and to support community owned businesses
with a great story. Jeff Johnson of Spunk Design
Machine in Minneapolis, MN, sees all design as an
invitation. He realized early in his career that he had the
skill for inviting people into a great story using his design
skills. After many successful and award-winning design
campaigns ignited in his local community, he realized
that, when charged with a cause-focused design mission,
I could deliver the goods. He could see the need and
then the successful outcomes for the client. He learned
that he could make both his company and the client a
lot of money along the way. Jeff Johnson has carved a
successful niche in the local community that combines
social impact design that guides change.

When working in the social sector, financial resources
can be limited. The value of the work needs to be clearly
presented. A variety of examples to show the client
other successful case studies will clarify the process and
outcomes. As in nature, be efficient. Modify the scope
of the project to fit the budget. Utilize local resources
to save time and money. If accessing third party funding
from foundations, the government, or multinational
corporations (MNCs) the work will be more valued if a
portion can be paid for by the client through time or
money.

The designer’s role is to see change. The designer’s
role is to invite change. The designer’s role is to solve
problems. There can be no solution without change. I
sometimes call this “Informed Overreach.”
		
-Jeff Johnson, Spunk Design Machine
					
Harnessing the talents and passions of graphics designers, in combination with work that influences positive solutions
and invites the world to come along, is a rewarding, admirable, and marketable position to hold. It is a role that needs to
be filled.
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A BRAVE NEW ROLE
THE FOURTH PILLAR TO THE SUSTAINABLE FRAMEWORK
A successful sustainable framework connects people, planet and profit. A fourth pillar could be added called
“promotion” of sustainable frameworks. Part of the success in promotion should come from graphic designers and be
stated as follows:
Great communicators armed with varied techniques, create a strategic relationship between the designer, company and
community for the sustainable graphic designer to be armed with.
Sustainable graphic design is part of the fourth pillar to the triple bottom line and could be clearly stated as: people,
planet, profit, and promotion.
LESSONS LEARNED
From the research of this project, it was found that there is a general lack of understanding on not only the definition of
sustainability throughout the larger community, but ultimately what it means for the continued health of the environment
and the future of the graphic design professional. Graphic designers are a key connection to communicating sustainability
to a global audience and aiding in prosperity for all.
As quintessential storytellers, graphic designers are armed with many of the tools already needed to make a big impact
on the trajectory of the sustainable movement, but more is needed. They need to be educated in sustainable frameworks
and methodologies to aid in successful sustainable communication. This storytelling communication needs to reach a
global audience through a new pictorial language that evokes emotion, invites curiosity, and makes a call to action for its
audience in a clear and understandable way.
Social impact design has made great strides in making its mark on the field as a successful framework to follow, but more
needs to be done. Communicating deeper sustainable issues is also needed. It hasn’t seen the same success or notoriety.
Both stories need to be told both “to” graphic designers and “by” graphic designers to reach even greater audiences.
The storytelling tool will be the most important methodology to follow. It is a proven form of increased memory retention
and understanding of complex concepts such as those that surround sustainability. Graphic designers who are educated
in sustainability and utilize effective storytelling tools will be the change agents in both their field and in the larger world,
thus making them a sought-after commodity.
Practicing sustainability is an emerging market and has been seen to be a successful model to follow. Both consumers
and corporations have been seeking better practices. This has been seen in both increased demand by the consumers
and the increased visibility of corporate sustainability reports by companies. Graphic designers are an important connection
to telling these stories.
NEXT STEPS
To personally help educate other designers on effective storytelling techniques to communicate sustainable issues to
wide audiences. This will be done through telling “this” story to educate peers and future graphic designers. This story
will be used at conferences, workshops, classrooms and on the web.
To personally complete a real world case study of a successful storytelling branding campaign that promotes and
35

visualizes a healthy and sustainable idea through effective and innovative communication techniques. This case study will
not only complement the research project itself, but allow another successful story to be told in the my presentation.
This storytelling project will be in the form of signage for a local restaurant in Minneapolis, MN called Tiny Diner. This
restaurant is incorporating many sustainable frameworks into its business model and would like to communicate this
successful model to their customers. The framework that I will be communicating is permaculture and community skill
sharing at the restaurant.
ADVICE FOR THE GRAPHIC DESIGN INDUSTRY
The following advice is directed to the graphic design industry as a whole, with a direct focus and responsibility placed on
current and future graphic designers.
Education to include sustainability
Secondary education for graphic designers must include sustainability into their programs. Students looking into post
secondary schools and programs that offer degrees in graphic design should seek out and attend schools with core
classes that include education in sustainable frameworks and methodologies. Deeper dives into how to merge the role of
communicator into ethics and ideology for the profession should also be available.
Graphic Design industry associations to promote sustainability
Industry associations need to continue promoting sustainability at conferences, workshops, and on their websites. Current
graphic designers should help facilitate these outlets by voicing a desire for varied opportunities to attend programs and
actively participate in the them. Professional organizations should also provide easily accessible frameworks for designers
to follow and reference, along with designated sections of websites that house case studies for success, both financially
and visually. They should also advocate for the necessity of sustainable thinking to become a part of the ethics that graphic
designers need to embrace.
Make sustainability a core conviction
Be a transparent designer and make sustainability a way of everyday life. Walking the talk will give graphic designers the
credibility needed to stand out as experts in the field. To truly be authentic and effective communicators, graphic designers
need to align the messages they send with the behaviors that they live.
Share the story
Network and find seeds to plant that will allow others to seek their own desires to be change agents. Help others find
their sustainable story and be the venue to help them tell it successfully.
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APPENDIX
Tiny Diner Case Study
Tiny Diner is a small neighborhood restaurant tucked in the South Minneapolis neighborhood of Powderhorn Park.
Currently this district of the city is a food desert. This area of the city offers very little access to large grocery stores that
offer fresh and affordable foods. Tiny Diner will not only be a neighborhood diner that offers fresh and delicious meals,
but also a working garden oasis of fruit trees, vegetables, flowers, and their connecting systems. It will also incorporate
other sustainable initiatives, such as solar power, to reduce the restaurant footprint. It will also welcome the local
community as a gathering center for sharing knowledge and informational that improves the quality of life for all. This
will include, but isn’t limited to: growing fresh food, reuse of materials and the benefits of composting. It is a restaurant
that embraces the permaculture framework for ethical thrivability. One of the many goals of Tiny Diner is to be a business role model for other restaurants to follow.
As a sustainable visual storyteller, I was given the opportunity to help Tiny Diner communicate their goals to the
restaurant patrons. The permaculture framework is based on three ethical components: care for earth, care for people,
and share the surplus. I was charged with creating a sign that communicated the overall concept of the permaculture
framework and how each ethical component connected to one another. A series of signs will be created and displayed
around the restaurant grounds. Each sign will visually communicate working components of the permaculture
framework.
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The first sign in the series that I am developing for Tiny Diner will communicate the overall permaculture framework with
an emphasis on the skill sharing component of its system. Tiny Diner will be offering educational classes to the local
community. An informational sign was needed to display upcoming events and classes, while informing the viewer how
skill sharing was an important entity of the whole permaculture system.
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A living moss frame will surround the sign, inviting the viewer to touch the visual. The moss frame not only represents a
living and thriving framework within its boundary, but also adds a tactile experience for the viewer. This experience aids
in the emotional connection, understanding, and memory of the information within the frame.
Bright and colorful illustrations depict the liveliness and vibrant life that the permaculture framework represents.
The visuals will be enhanced by a simple verbal explanation of the framework wrapping and weaving throughout the
illustrations.
The printing and material sourcing of the sign itself will be part of the ethical story that the Tiny Diner signage will tell.
Material choices will be looked at through a systems lens and the healthiest choice will be made.
A successful visual story will ultimately be told that inspires and engages the viewer.
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