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 As communities continue to grow, so do our 
social issues. Climate change is one of planet’s number 
one predators, apart from humans ourselves. Graphic 
designers and artists have played a throughout history 
of addressing social issues and initiating change. Since 
our vast oceans make up the majority of Earth, our 
curiosity is often inspired by what’s seen and not see. 
Sometimes, even the opposite - neglect. As climate change 
is continuously rising and being introduced as our one 
of major global issues, designers and artists have been 
joining together along with conservation organizations to 
create interesting and innovating media to speak out on 
the importance of saving our oceans. 





DESIGNING FOR SOCIAL GOOD 
& OCEAN CONSERVATION
 It is no doubt that the human population is 
rapidly expanding every year. We hear about it in and 
outside of the workplace and schools, how much the 
global population is constantly rising. With expansion, 
so does the global need to survive increases. But so 
does technology. We have limited resources left and 
the effects of our habits have caused climate change 
to take effect. Climate change and rising temperatures 
have taken a toll on our resources, health, and 
our ecosystems - a major victim being our oceans. 
Communities across the globe are rising together to 
make efforts and raise awareness about the climate 
crisis and ways us humans and help. Social issues have 
been expressed through design in the past, and can 
create captivating platforms to increase the awareness 
of ocean conservation. 

A CALL FOR THE COASTS
 From scientific knowledge and data climate 
change effects have been apparent from the early 
1800’s and have been of scientific discovery as early 
as 1896 - when scientist Arrhenius publishes the first 
calculations of global warming through CO2 data. 
However, the United States did not recognize the 
effects of our emissions until the late 1950’s, early 
1960’s. It wasn’t until a decade later the United States 
had its first celebrated Earth Day, when the climate 
change movement started to spark its flame (NOAA, 
2017). For the next twenty years, the impacts made by 
human emissions continue to rise, and the geological 
impacts are rapidly occurring and taking place. This 
causes debate in a political setting and how we can 
help stop and slow down the process, 
 One of the first initial visual changes of the 
earth was the warming ocean temperatures and the 
melting of the polar ice caps. With water covering at 
least 71% of the Earth, including streams, rivers, lakes, 
and oceans. The oceans hold at least 96.5% of all of 
Earth’s water, and that being said, the ocean plays 
a leading role in Earth’s climate. Not only does the 
temperature of the water matter on land, but in the 
ocean as well. Balanced temperatures in our ocean’s 
waters have the power to provide the fresh water 
that is vital to all living beings. The temperature and 
salinity effects the density of the water, which further 
can effect the biomes and ecosystems if drastically 
changed. When water cools, the molecules contract 
and become more sense, whereas when the water 
warms, the molecules expand, making the water less 
dense. 

Not only does salinity and density effect our 
ecosystems, but the currents and ocean movement as 
well. This epidemic is visible in our coral reefs around 
the world. 
 The human species are one of the biggest 
factors contributing to the rise of our ocean’s 
temperatures. Global warming has been caused by 
human activities that emit carbon dioxide (CO2) into 
our atmosphere that acts as a heat trap. This has 
caused a 0.18 degree (Fahrenheit) change, raising the 
sea levels in a short amount of time. What seems like a 
minuscule change but has massive impact.
 The temperature change has caused marine 
life to decrease, causing ecosystems to become 
unstable because of food shortages. Rising sea levels 
are the most appartenr consequence of higher sea 
temperatures, as it causes shoreline erosion, effecting 
coastal habitats and creating more powerful storm 
surges that are devastating and ultimately threatening 
to human life. Scientists are greatly concerned that 
warmer water temperatures will interrupt the ocean 
conveyor belt, the system of global currents that 
regulate the Earth’s temperature. The collapse of 
conveyor belt could very well trigger catastrophic 
climate change events quickly, a problem that not a lot 
of communities are aware of. 
 Fortunately, there is a way to reduce the spike 
in ocean temperatures. As a population, we will have 
to dramatically change and lower our greenhouse gas 
use as whole. Unfortunately however, even this will 
take decades or longer to reverse, even if immediate 
dropped our carbon dioxide emissions to zero. 
 Bringing the problem into perspective home 
to the Pacific Northwest, the PNW prides itself of the 
love that stems from the great outdoors. Our society 
is knowledgeable about the impacts and vital signs 
of climate change, but we often lose sight of what is 
happening right in front of us. When discussing the 
repercussions climate change has on our oceans, we 
often direct our attention to the Great Barrier Reef 
epidemic, and its rapid loss of life. We tend to forget 
that our own beautiful coastal range is a victim of 
littered and washed up trash, erosion, and loss of 
our own ecosystem life. We tend to forget that the 
importance of change has to start locally to create a 
bigger impact. 



SO YOU WANT TO START A REVOLUTION
 Graphic design us a form of communication, 
and a medium for our freedom to speak. Design can 
effects the way an audience can look at social issues in 
the way that it can help visualize it. Most of the time, 
people think graphic design pertains to magazine 
spreads, fancy book covers, and elaborate marketing 
campaigns. While this may be true, this is only the tip 
of the iceberg and designer can use those platforms 
and creativity to promote change. 
 Designers are becoming more in tune with 
social issues, human centered design, and design for 
social change (Shea). As graphic design has grown 
through centuries, icons, illustration, and graphics can 
be used as a universal language while also creating 
emotion. Since the founding of American colonies, 
visual images have played a role in the nation’s 
political processes, particularly by their representation 
of impulses for change (Margolin 1980). Politics have 
been the initial basis for design to play a visual role 
in the beginning of our nation’s debates. Later on, as 
our nation grew, severe economic suffrage caused 
by the Great Depression moved and inspired artists 
to document their experience and create as a way to 
share their voices. People when they are happy or 
unhappy, like to express their feelings and emotions 
in various ways. Especially as the younger generation 
develop and understand the problems in our societies 
and communities, they can be more driven to speak 
up. This can be seen in our current youths as their 
political drive is influenced by an intuitive sense of 
justice, rather than an ideological construct.
 Famous examples of visual communication in 
an effort to create social change in American history 
can be represented in campaigns such as Rosie the 
Riveter in the Women’s Rights movement, as well as 
the closed fist in the Civil Rights movement. These 
images created a symbolism and mascot for these 
movements, which then helped fuel the flame of these 
movements. Visual images can be remembered more 
easily, and especially when they stand for something 
significant to us or our society. 
 Another way of initiating change is the concept 
of designs “showing ugly.” People often remember 
images that are extreme or out of the ordinary, events, 
or ideas that usually do not happen in everyday 
life. For example, Sea Shepard’s visual efforts uses 
explicit and wild photography to grab their audience’s 
attention for ocean conservation. The posters and 
media usually consists of marine life photography, 
most often whales and sea lions, contorted in surreal 
positions as if they are being “ringed out” like a towel.
The posters often state small messages such as “how

far can we take it?” Ultimately meaning how much can 
we exploit our ocean’s resources until we run out or 
kill our ecosystems. 
 The Sea Shepard organization takes an 
extreme perspective on ocean conservation, while 
other organization such as WWF, Greenpeace, and 
Oceana take a more subtle visual approach to the 
issue. 



DESIGNING FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
 There is meaningful thought and process 
behind ever design project and how the message is 
going to reach the audience. Designers are progressive 
thinkers and makers. Andrew Shea, a graphic designer, 
writer, and educator, explains a list of ten tactics that 
should be used when trying to raise awareness and 
create social impact.

7. UTILIZE LOCAL 
RESOURCES

Using local resources is 
another way to appeal to 

your target market. 

1. IMMERSE YOURSELF
Get to really know the problem that you are trying 
to solve. Dive into as much research as possible to 
combat it from all ends. Get to know the community 
you are informing. 

3. PROMISE ONLY WHAT 
YOU CAN DELIVER 
Do not hype yourself up only to 
bring half of your ideas.

2. BUILD TRUST
Building trust within 

people by being able to 
read stereotypes, and 

articulating information 
to an audience.

4. PRIORITIZE PROCESS
Process is important when initiating 
impact. One must tackle each step 

carefully and successfully, so it can be 
understood by most audiences. 

6. INDENTIFY THE 
COMMUNITY’S STRENGTHS

Use the community and it’s strengths 
to your advantage, it will make it more 
appealing and feel closer to home for 

the audience.

5. CONFRONT CONTROVERSY
This speaks for itself in the pursuit of 

not being afraid of being 
controversial if it means to 

help get the point 
across.

8. GIVE 
COMMUNITIES 
OWNERSHIP
Giving communities 
ownership also gives them 
a sense of power, and to 
see the positive impact 
they are making. 

9. SUSTAINED 
ENGAGEMENT

Sustained engagement 
is keeping the positive 

efforts for a long period 
of time, and not for a 

short while. 

10. FUNDING SOCIAL 
DESIGN
Sometimes innovate designs 
come at a cost. Using the 
community and developing 
funding can create more 
platforms, and sometimes more 
interesting for audiences to be 
engaged in.





SAVING THE BLUE
 Efforts have already been made to vocalize 
the environmental problems that we are facing in 
climate change. As stated earlier, people speak up 
and rise when the understanding that their own well-
being may be scrutinized under these circumstances. 
Whether these impulses have come from established 
groups or an individual understanding, environmental 
activists that respond to the threat of climate change 
are numerous and range from reformist to radical. 
Efforts such as Greenpeace, the Green Patriot Posters, 
and other organizations such as the World Wildlife 
Foundation and Surfrider Foundation have served 
as the grassroots of visual campaigns for planet 
conservation. 
 In the tension between global capitalism and 
environmental activism, ideological progression and 
the economic model are of main importance. (Cozen, 
2016) suggests two undeserved avenues for research 
of visualizing the environment: how visuals are “made 
to mean” within a multi-modal, narrative contexts, and 
“how visualization and construction of visual meanings 
serve to bolster and privilege particular ideological 
views and perspectives on climate change over 
others.” The Canary Project has created a medium 
for artists and designers to voice their beliefs and 
help inform others who are like-minded. The Canary 
Project is an “arts collaborative that addresses climate 
change and a need for a new economy.” In an attempt 
to visualize climate change throughout the world, 
the Canary Project has offered a platform for various 
artists, eco-activists, designers, writers, educators, and 
scientists in multiple research-intensive works to help 
paint the picture of sustainability issues. 
 Some of the most familiar ocean conservation 
campaigns stem from the World Wildlife Foundation. 
They produce design campaigns that are largely 
photography and image based to create a visual 
representation in the audience. They focus on the 
Great Garbage Patch to combat the use of non-
renewable, non-recyclable, and non-resourceful use 
of materials such as straws, plastic bags, and plastic 
bottles. WWF uses “ugly design” in the sense that they 
portray images that we don’t want to think about - a 
traumatizing strategy that works for designers to 
get their message across. The image below shows 
how WWF uses surrealism in partnership with the 
problem. They incorporate ocean plastics and non-
biodegradable resources such as using a plastic bag as 
a sting ray. This also aims towards the idea that there 
is more visible garbage than there is marine life in the 
ocean. 
 Non visual design campaigns like Parley and 

media. Parley is an organization that collects ocean 
plastics from beaches and ocean bays then recycles 
the plastics to use for retail products such as shoes 
and clothing. More recently, Parley and Adidas have 
worked together to create a shoe that reuses and 
redefines the use of recycles ocean plastics. 4Ocean 
has a similar strategy that reuses recycled ocean 
plastics to create bracelets that when purchased, a 
portion of the proceeds are used for ocean research 
and ocean plastic recycling. 
 As social media continues to grow, so does 
brand identities for companies, organizations, and 
individuals. Social media applications and websites 
such as Instagram create a platform for creativity and 
expression. This helps businesses and organizations 
advertise their mission and products - as well as an 
easy way to give individuals a voice for themselves. 
Through these easily accessible apps, businesses and 
individuals can build and design a strong presences 
for themselves amongst a community. Parley, 4Ocean, 
and Surfrider are all great examples of organizations 
that have built and curated a voice for their social 
media to reach and grow an audience to help spread 
awareness for ocean conservation. Each organization 
has a different approach, yet holds a similar strong 
message so that they can work together to spread 
their message. 

PLAIN & SIMPLE
 Our oceans are in peril and in dire need of help 
fast. Designers are the front line to help form universal  
visual messages to communicate the global epidemic 
of climate change that is happening right before our 
eyes. 
 Graphic design is apparent in many different 
media outputs beyond posters. As our human 
populations continue to expand, so does our 
technology and understanding of how things work 
and happen the way that they do. Our communities 
and individuals have the power to use their creativity 
to innovate media and campaigns that can appeal 
to all audiences to further raise awareness of the 
importance of ocean conservation. 
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