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EDITORIAL

Research notes: communication design

This second issue of volume three continues to set out potential directions for how we might 
address communication design research through a range of topics and perspectives offered by 
our contributors. Their articles provide insights into how designers look, see and represent the 
world, and demonstrate how research into the ‘visual’ remains a core component of communi-
cation design: for example, the surprisingly complex semiology of children’s drawings, the visual 
messaging strategies of posters, to the multiple ways in which data and information have been 
visualized at different points in history.

What better way to begin this issue than by exploring the ways in which children’s drawings 
might aid in our understanding of safety signs in public spaces. Kin Wai Michael Siu, Mei Seung 
Lam and Yi Lin Wong, undertook a study with 65 primary school children (7- to 12-years-old) in 
different districts in Hong Kong (‘Designing signs for children: a study for children’s drawings 
for safety signs’). Through a systematic analysis of the drawings produced by their focus groups, 
the authors were able to hypothesize different ways in which children read and understand 
pictograms.

The role of the poster in conveying public health messages historically in the US is the focus 
of Dori Griffin’s insightful article ‘Posters for public health: WPA posters and national dialogues 
about health care in the United States’. Griffin methodically examines the visual messaging found 
within a selection of posters from the Library of Congress’s Work Progress Administration (WPA) 
Federal Art Project collection procured in the 1940s. Her article shows how a collection might 
provide a rich resource for an analysis of graphic artefacts, revealing cultural and ideological 
positons as well as assumptions about the viewing audience. She shows the ways in which the 
government opted for a graphic simplicity which reduced complex issues down to a set of core 
American values (e.g. home life, cleanliness, and healthy futures).

Communicating the complexity of data is also addressed through the narratives of infor-
mation visualization. Leslie Atzmon delves into the ‘revolutionary world’ of Charles Darwin 
arguing that his use of the ‘tree-of-life’ sketches informed his understanding of the complex-
ities of evolution. Atzmon proposes that these sketches, and the diagrams they generated, 
published in Darwin’s Origin of Species, reflect a process of ‘visual ideation’ resulting in an 
‘infographic’ which serves as a way of thinking through ideas, but also a way to communicate 
those ideas to others.

Jonathan Lukens, argues in his article, ‘Fresh paradoxes in food data’, that the process of 
‘traceability’ of food items in moving from the ‘farm to table’, opens up questions around design 
which promotes an advertising agenda (e.g. packaging) as opposed to design that reveals (e.g. 
supply chain). Lukens navigates the complexity of wicked problems and draws from Kees Dorst’s 
concepts of design paradoxes to address issues surrounding traceability and the communication 
designer’s role in this process. His conclusion: designers must be made aware of the ambiguity, 
ephemerality and often contradictory nature of information made possible by food data and 
tracking systems.

Whilst the visual is key to representing ideas, the journal is also interested in how different 
senses can be employed in conjunction with the visual as a way to share new insights into a 
subject. A case in point would be Kate McLean’s intriguing method of ‘smellwalks’ to illicit par-
ticipants’ perspectives on smells in an urban space. She explores the role of olfactory sense in 
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her visual essay, ‘Ex-formation: Urban Smellscapes & Mapping’, and evidences through her own 
practice how this might contribute to our understanding of place.

Thereafter, we continue with our series which explores the nature and potential role of archives 
in shaping history, but also for informing the future of communication design. Wibo Bakker takes 
as his case study the fascinating inventory of the design agency Total Design, in order to explore 
the value of Dutch archival practices for designers, researchers as well as a broader public audi-
ence. Not surprisingly, this leads Bakker to question archival practices in a digital age; especially 
where design work is created in software programmes which may or may not be available in 
the future.

The plethora of recent design exhibitions and conferences provide another indicator of the 
increased interest in the history and theory of communication design. Yet, it could be argued 
that such forums have also been central to informing the ‘who, what, where, why and how’ of 
communication design research and professional practice more generally. With this in mind, 
the journal wanted to increase the column inches devoted to reviews in order to explore 
design education internationally - specifically in Latin America, South Africa, USA and UK, 
as well as interrogating alternative histories of graphic design through the lens of designers 
as curators. We also wanted to engage with what policy might bring to our understanding 
of the profession by featuring an analysis of the recently published ‘Diagnostic Review of 
Design in Brazil’. It is clear that such a broad range of reviews and positions indicate just how 
far our profession has come.

The role of the visual in communication is exemplified by this platform signage, Flinders Street 
Railway Station, Melbourne, Australia. Source: Author 2016.
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Our cover for this issue is by the celebrated South Korean designer Ahn Sang-Soo. As founder 
of the Paju Typography Institute (PaTI) and past Vice-President for Icograda (1997–2001), his 
contribution to defining the future of design education and the profession continues to inspire.

Teal Triggs
Editor-in-Chief

 communicationdesign@ico-D.org



Communication Design, 2015
VOL. 3, NO. 2, 106–123
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/20557132.2015.1122960

Designing signs for children: a study of children’s drawings for 
safety signs

Kin Wai Michael Siua,b, Mei Seung Lamc and Yi Lin Wonga

aSchool of Design, Jockey Club Innovation Tower, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hungon, Kowloon, 
Hong Kong; bDepartment of Architecture, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 77 Mass Ave, Cambridge, 
MA, USA; cDepartment of Early Childhood Education, The Hong Kong Institute of Education, Tai Po, New 
Territories, Hong Kong

Introduction

‘Public signs’ or ‘public symbols’ are pictograms which convey specific meanings and mes-
sages in the public environment.1 These pictograms are often iconic or indexical and some-
times arbitrary (i.e. symbolic, as suggested by Charles Sanders Peirce) indicating an object, 
or a cause of an event or an object based on similarity, contiguity or convention.2 In this 
article, instead of understanding the term ‘signs’ from a semiotic perspectives and examin-
ing its semiotic nature, we are using ‘signs’ to refer to the physical pictograms that appear 
in public spaces. Figure 1 shows an example of the kind of signs (e.g. pictograms) that are 
addressed in this article.

Frutiger called these kinds of signs ‘signal signs’. These signal signs are meant not only 
to ‘communicate but rather to produce an immediate reaction in the viewer’.3 According to 
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Frutiger’s classification, pictograms as signal signs fall into three different groups. The first 
group is pictures that show the image of a common object in the form of silhouettes. People 
using different languages or living in different cultures are often able to understand this kind 
of pictures quickly.4 The second group is diagrams that convey more complex messages, and 
people need to take some time to think about the meaning. The third group is indicators of 
abstract concepts; in this group, pictograms must be learned to be understood.

While designing the signal signs, designers have to concern different issues and take 
different factors into consideration. Researchers have also generalized some guidelines for 
designers so that more comprehensible signs can be generated. In the context of signal 
signs with safety messages, Wogalter et al. summarized from the literature six guidelines 
specifically for the design of warning signs.5 Five of these – namely: (1) salience; (2) wording; 
(3) layout and placement; (4) pictorial symbols; and (5) personal factors – apply to safety 
sign design. These guidelines, or factors, focus on the representation of pictograms as signs 
rather than the cognitive aspects of sign designs. This provides another perspective, which 
is distinct from that of Shinar et al. and McDougall et al.6 It may provide some clues to sign 
design and assist in constructing a framework for sign evaluation.

In the search for further guidelines regarding effective sign design, few of these studies 
address the issue of age and even fewer address the issue of children’s comprehension. 
Lesch addressed comprehension and memory variance in different age groups.7 However, 
Ng and Chan found no significant difference between different age groups.8 Neither Lesch 
nor Ng and Chan included children in their study.

Figure 1. An example of the signs discussed in this article (Photo taken by the authors in a park).
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Children start encountering signs when they are able to access public spaces. According 
to Piaget’s stages of development, seven-year-old children start to be able to form concepts,9 
and thus seek the relationship between a sign and its environment. However, safety signs 
in public places are sometimes not comprehensible by them,10 and very few studies have 
included children in the research of sign design. The studies of Martin and Smith-Jackson 
and Waterson et al. are two of the few that have investigated sign design using children.11 
Martin and Smith-Jackson investigated how well children can use pictorial instructions for 
toy assembly using 12 six-year-old and 12 nine-year-old children.12 They focused on the 
performance of the children and suggested 10 guidelines for designing pictorial assembly 
instructions. The guidelines emphasized the format and the arrangement of the instructions 
rather than the cognitive aspects. Waterson and his colleagues assessed how a group of 210 
five- to 10-year-old children evaluated selected safety signs, and a new set of signs, through 
interactive classroom discussions.13 Based on their findings, they suggested a set of guide-
lines as a starting point for designing signs. These guidelines contain four major components 
and 12 sub-components explaining what should be considered. The major components 
and sub-components include: (1) design prototyping (preparation, design and evaluation); 
(2) general format (type of signs); (3) textual aspects (language, number of words, use of 
terminology and concept and fonts and lettering); and (4) visual aspects (imagery, such as 
pictograms, examples, symbology, characters/figures and colours).

When we compare the considerations and guidelines for designing for adults14 and those 
for children,15 it would be clear that they are different from each other. The latter have more 
holistic considerations for sign design that includes not only the visual aspect of a sign but 
also its design process. The difference is needed to foster good communication with children. 
In the design of traffic signs, education level was significant in predicting the performance 
of participants who were asked to comprehend traffic signs.16 Since children have had less 
education than adults, children may have been unable to easily understand the signs that 
they have not encountered before. Education level highlights the importance of catering 
to children’s needs in sign design, as it is likely that children’s comprehension level may be 
lower due to less education than adults.

Since children are one of the major end user groups of the safety signs in parks (Figures 
1 and 3) and shopping malls (Figure 2), the consideration of children’s comprehension on 
safety signs is exceptionally important; currently comprehensibility of most signs is relatively 
low from children’s perspectives. Designers need to develop comprehensible signs that are 
appropriate for children and also usable by other end users. To determine additional insight 
into how to better design signs for children, our study examined children’s drawings that 
responded to 12 safety concepts found in mandatory action signs (e.g. wash your hands), 
prohibition signs (e.g. do not push), and warnings signs (e.g. slippery surface). These 12 con-
cepts correspond to 12 signs already registered by the ISO.17 While similar to other sign design 
studies using children,18 in providing some suggestions to enhance the comprehensibility 
of signs for children, our study method is different in that we looked at the design of signs 
from the perspective of children’s drawings. We collected children’s comments and opinions 
through their sign designs (i.e. their drawings) with the aid of verbal communication. Using 
drawings to extract children’s ideas has been proven to be a common and effective method 
in the field of psychology and medicine19 and various disciplines.20
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Method

Participants

Sixty-five children aged seven to 12 from primary schools in different districts of Hong 
Kong were involved in the study. The primary schools were selected based on sampling 
convenience and the children were chosen randomly by their school teachers. Among the 
children, 52% were girls and 48% were boys. Their median age was nine years. In a colour 
vision deficiency test, it was found that a K-1 boy and three K-3 boys were unable to read 
the numbers on the number plates. These children may have had red–green deficiencies. 
All other children were able to read the numbers on the plates despite some errors due to 

Figure 2. A safety sign in a shopping mall (Photo taken by the authors on an escalator).

Figure 3. A safety sign in a park (Photo taken by the authors in a park).
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inattentiveness. All the children, with or without deficiencies, were included in the study, as 
the deficiencies do not affect the analysis and findings in this article.

The children were asked to provide their personal background and answer questions 
related to their drawing ability. A 5-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 5 = totally agree) 
was used for the children’s self-evaluation. The children reported that they felt it was fairly 
easy to visualize ideas in their mind (mean = 3.22, SD = 1.10). They were also confident of 
their drawing skills (mean = 3.49, SD = 1.17). They tended to agree that drawing is a good 
way to present their ideas and designs (mean = 3. 82, SD = 1.10). These data show that the 
children generally felt comfortable with drawing.

Tools and materials

A self-design booklet was given to the children to draw in. On each page, the children were 
given the referent of a sign (i.e. the sign meaning) and asked to design and draw the sign in 
a 7 × 7 cm square. The children had to draw 12 safety signs in the booklet (Table 1). These 
signs were chosen from the ISO 7,010:2011(E) Graphical symbols – Safety Colors and Safety 
Signs – Registered Safety Signs.21 These signs are more related to children’s daily lives; signs 
such as ‘warning: optical radiation’ and ‘do not extinguish with fire’ were not chosen because 
they were beyond the children’s level of cognitive development. For the same reason, only 
mandatory action, prohibition and warning signs were included and other sign categories 
(i.e. safe condition and fire equipment signs) were not chosen for this study. Although culture 
is one of the major concerns in semiotics, the signs chosen in this study are reproductions 
of real, common experiences that are least likely to be influenced by cultural factors that 
could affect the comprehensibility (i.e. the first group of the categorization of Frutiger).22

Coloured (red, orange, yellow, green and blue) and black felt-tip pens were provided for 
the children. Thirty-three children were given black pens only and 32 children were given 
coloured pens. Giving coloured pens to children may more effectively facilitate expression of 
their emotions and ideas. Several studies have also used coloured pens to allow children to 
draw and express their emotions and ideas.23 The separation of the children into two groups 
using different pens aimed to provide information about how children choose colour when 
designing safety signs.

Procedures

The children were briefed on the objectives of the study and the task they had to finish in 
the booklet. The facilitator explained the task to the children using the example shown in 
the booklet. The facilitator then allowed the children to draw individually. After drawing, 
the facilitator asked the children in both groups (with black and multicoloured felt-tip pens) 
‘what is this in your drawing?’ and ‘why did you draw it in this way?’ and guided the children 
to explain their thoughts. For those who used multicoloured felt-tip pens, the facilitator 
additionally asked them ‘why did you use this colour to draw this part?’ These questions 
were asked to provide an opportunity for children to explain their drawings and hence 
strengthen their communication with the facilitator. In Kwok’s study of young children, the 
findings illustrate that it is effective and important to ask children further questions based 
on their drawings, to clarify the meanings in the drawings and prevent misunderstanding 
by the researchers.24
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Table 1. The 12 safety signs included in the booklet. 

Categories Sign number Sign meaning
Sign image (not included in the 

booklet)
Mandatory action signs M1 Use footbridge

M2 Use handrail

M3 Wash your hands

M4 Use this walkway

Prohibition signs P1 Do not touch

P2 No sitting

P3 No pushing

P4 Not drinking water

Warning signs W1 Warning: Slippery surface

W2 Warning: Toxic materials

W3 Warning: Drop/fall

W4 Warning: Floor-level obstacle
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The children’s answers were recorded and notes were taken at the same time. At the end 
of the session, the children were asked to respond to questions related to their drawing 
experience and abilities on a 5-point Likert scale. All drawing and interview sessions were 
held at locations with a desk and a chair, where children could draw comfortably. These 
places were places familiar to the children, such as their school.

Findings

The contents of the children’s drawings were extracted and analysed. Each drawing was 
examined by the facilitator and the research team (with members from different disciplines, 
e.g. child development, psychology, education, communication design) and the content of 
the drawings was determined based on: (1) the drawing itself; and (2) the children’s expla-
nation. Some drawings were barely comprehensible, in which case the visual qualities are 
not assessed nor analysed in this article. Instead, the analysis of each of those drawings is 
based on the child’s explanation and description on his or her drawing.

The following discussion of the study, subsections include the three categories of the 
safety signs and the two major visual elements – ‘human figures’ and non-human indicating 
symbols – that appeared in the children’s drawings. It is noted that an analysis of specific 
design choices (e.g. position, placement, and size of the figures or symbols) are not included 
since that is not the focus of this study.

Use of ‘human figures’

Among the 780 drawings of 12 safety signs produced by the children, the image of a human 
figure was a popular choice. Sixty-five per cent of the drawings (507 drawings) consisted of 
one or more human figures. The children drew a human figure image in most of the safety 

Figure 4. Children’s drawings with a ‘human figure’ in the 12 safety signs. M1 represents the sign number 
and B46 represents the drawing number.
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signs, except sign M3, wash your hands. Only about 23% of sign M3 drawings (15 drawings) 
contained an image of a human figure.

The sign with the greatest percentage of human figure images was sign W3, warning: 
drop-fall. About 98% of the drawings (54 drawings) contained an image of a human figure. 
The children typically used whole-body matchstick men to represent the human figure. 
Figure 4 shows some examples of the drawings.

Sometimes the children specifically indicated the gender and the role of the human fig-
ures. Most of these specifications could be identified from their drawings, with a few only 
identified from the children’s explanations. Although only about 4% of the drawings (32 
out of 780 drawings) had these specifications, it was interesting to see that ‘female’ figures 
(as reported by the children’s explanations or identified from the drawings) were popular 
among these children (about 31% of the specified drawings, e.g. W3 - B40 in Figure 5). Other, 
less popular descriptions of human figures included ‘group’, ‘children’, ‘male’ and ‘old’. Figure 
5 shows some example of these drawings.

Use of indicating symbols

Sometimes the children used indicating symbols to express meaning, which could not be 
conveyed by the tangible objects in their drawings. The indicating symbols were used to:

1. � emphasize a certain part of the image
2. � describe the action taken by the human figure

Figure 5. Some drawings of human figures related to ‘female’, ‘group’, ‘children’, ‘male’ and ‘old’.

Table 2. Indicating symbols used by the children and the frequency of usage in each of the safety signs.

*Note: Symbols with only 1 slash are also included in this category.

Indicating symbols M1 M2 M3 M4 P1 P2 P3 P4 W1 W2 W3 W4 Total
Cross* 1 2 5 25 30 23 23 2 15 2 6 134
Prohibition sign 16 19 19 24 8 2 2 90
Arrow 9 10 1 2 5 2 29
Tick 2 6 1 8 1 1 19
Exclamation mark 3 3 6 5 17
Movement symbol 7 2 9
Shaking hand 1 1 1 1 4
Sparkle 1 1 1 1 4
Circle/emphasis 

symbol
1 1 1 3

Question mark 1 1
Emotional symbol 1 1
Total 12 9 1 23 42 51 43 48 7 30 25 20 311
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3. � state what should or should not be done, or
4. � present emotional aspects of the human figure.

Table 2 shows the indicating symbols used by the children and the frequency with which 
they were used.

Approximately 40% of the 780 drawings had indicating symbols. It is unsurprising to note 
that signs P1, P2, P3 and P4 had the largest total number of indicating symbols (Table 2). 
The most used indicating symbols were a ‘cross’ (to cross-out or X-out something) and the 
‘prohibition sign’ (a circle with a backslash). Interestingly, the ‘prohibition sign’ was not the 
most popular symbol that children used to convey the meaning of prohibition, but instead, 
more children used a ‘cross’ to represent this idea. It is also interesting to note that the ‘cross’ 
was not only used in P1, P2, P3 and P4, but also in other safety signs. The ‘cross’ in other 
signs was often used to indicate an incorrect action in the drawings. In other words, some 
children used a cross to indicate what should not be done and a tick to show what should 
be done. The contrast of the images in a drawing clearly shows which is correct. Figure 6 
shows some examples of drawings that used a ‘cross’ to express the meaning of prohibition 
and incorrectness.

Other popular indicating symbols are shown in Figure 7. The movement symbol indicates 
the direction of movement of the human figure in the drawing and is often used in sign W3, 
warning: drop/fall (also shown in Figure 7).

Children’s mandatory action signs

Mandatory action signs in this study included signs M1, use footbridge, M2, use handrail, 
M3, wash your hands and M4, use this walkway. The children’s drawings show a commonality 
for these four signs.

Figure 6. Examples of drawings that used a ‘cross’.

Figure 7. Examples of drawings that used other indicating symbols.
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Sign M1, use footbridge. Most children used a ‘footbridge’ (100%), a ‘human figure’ (55.4%) 
and a ‘road’ (30.1%) to present the message of the sign. A few used objects such as a ‘car’ 
(20%), a ‘noticeboard’ (6.1%) and ‘a pool of water’ (1.5%) to give more detail to the drawings. 
It is clear that a ‘footbridge’ and a ‘road’ was the scenario given by the children, with the ‘road’ 
contrasting with the ‘footbridge’.

Sign M2, use handrail. The children’s drawings for sign M2 show that most of the children 
put the emphasis on a ‘human figure’ (83.1%), a ‘handrail’ (69.2%) and an ‘escalator’ (53.8%). 
Instead of a whole-body human figure, some children (7.7%) only drew ‘hands’. In addition, 
the scenario was not limited to a handrail and an escalator. A ‘stair’ (10.8%) and a ‘footbridge’ 
(3.1%) were also included.

Sign M3, wash your hands. As mentioned above, unlike signs M1 and M2, only some chil-
dren (23.1%) drew a whole-body human figure for sign M3. Most children emphasized ‘hands’ 
(90.8%) as the human-related object, a ‘tap’ (81.5%) or a ‘wash basin’ (61.5%) as the scenario 
and ‘water’ (75.4%) as the cleansing material. Few children used ‘soap’ (4.6%) or a ‘bubble’ 
(3.1%) to represent cleansing materials and the process of washing.

Sign M4, use this walkway. Although sign M4 also showed some commonalities, it was 
more complicated than the children’s drawings for signs M1, M2 and M3, due to the children’s 
different perceptions of a ‘walkway’. Almost half of the children (47.7%) drew a ‘walkway’. 
However, 38.5% of the children used a ‘subway’ to represent the idea of a ‘walkway’. A few 
children (4.6%) used a ‘footbridge’. The children also used contrasting scenarios to enhance 
the message of ‘use this walkway’. Approximately 36.9% of the children drew a ‘road’ next 
to the ‘walkway’ (‘subway’ or ‘footbridge’) to show the distinction between a walkway and 
a ‘non-walkway’. A few children (4.6%) drew a ‘zebra crossing’ on the road to indicate the 
difference between the ‘walkway’ and the ‘road’. Some children (21.5%) drew cars on the 
road to clearly illustrate the role of the road. The children also illustrated the consequences 
of not following the instruction in their drawings. Figure 8 shows some examples of different 
scenarios depicted in the children’s drawings. The use of a human figure was still the most 
popular option (69.2%) for the human-related object.

Children’s prohibition signs

In the prohibition signs category, not all children drew a cross, a circle with a backslash or 
another similar sign to represent the idea of prohibition (Table 2). Nearly 28% of the drawings 
(73 drawings) did not emphasize prohibition. Instead, these drawings showed what would 
happen if the instruction was not followed. The consequences included ‘being bitten by a 
Venus flytrap’ (P1, do not touch), ‘getting an electric shock’ (P2, no sitting), ‘falling off’ (P3, 

Figure 8. Examples of different scenarios in the children’s M4 drawings.
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no pushing) and ‘being sent to prison’ (P3, no pushing). However, some drawings of sign P4, 
not drinking water, contained neither the idea of prohibition nor the consequences. Figure 
9 shows some of these drawings.

The drawings of signs P1, do not touch, P2, no sitting, P3, no pushing and P4, not drinking 
water, have less in common with each other than those of the mandatory signs. The children 
had different interpretations of the sign messages and their drawings varied accordingly.

Sign P1, do not touch. The use of a whole-body human figure was the most popular (61.5%) 
human-related object. Surprisingly, only 27.7% of the children drew hands, rather than a 
human figure, to represent the message of the sign. The children had different understand-
ings of the objects that cannot be touched with 37 different objects represented in the 
drawings. The most popular object, which was described as a ‘thing’ by the children, accounts 
for 10.8% of the drawings only. Others include ‘expensive jewellery’, a ‘flower’, a ‘wet paint 
chair’, ‘poison’, an ‘electric plug’, ‘fire’, a ‘Venus flytrap’, ‘glass fragments’, etc. Figure 10 shows 
some examples.

Sign P2, no sitting. About 88% of the children included a ‘human figure’ in their draw-
ings. Most children (90.7%) did not situate ‘no sitting’ in a scenario. However, some of them 
explained the scenarios in their drawings as being on a ‘train’, on a ‘bus’, in a ‘furniture shop’ 
or ‘shop’, on a ‘balcony’, or on a ‘toilet’. Most children (72.3%) drew a ‘chair’ as the place where 
people should not be seated. Other places included a ‘surface’, ‘boxes’, a ‘sofa’, on ‘dirty stuff’, 
etc.

Sign P3, no pushing. A ‘human figure’ was still the most popular content chosen by the 
children. Interestingly, children tended to draw two or more ‘human figures’ (69.2%). Pushing 
often happened between the two human figures. In some children’s drawings, pushing 
happened between a human figure and an object. The objects included a ‘door’, ‘stuff’, a 

Figure 9. Examples of the children’s drawings of prohibition sign.

Figure 10. Examples of the children’s P1 drawings.
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‘cart’, ‘wood stuff’, etc. The pushing was happening on a ‘train platform’, in front of a ‘snack 
counter’, on ‘stairs’, etc.

Sign P4, not drinking water. A ‘human figure’ was still the most popular content (58.5%) 
chosen by the children. Most children (64.6%) indicated ‘water’ as non-drinkable. It is inter-
esting to note that about 3% of the children indicated that a ‘soft drink’ was non-drinkable. 
The source of the non-drinkable water varied. About one third of them showed that the 
water was from a ‘tap’ (30.8%). Other sources were the ‘sea’, a ‘pool’, a ‘drinking fountain’, etc.

Children’s warning signs

Unlike the mandatory and prohibition signs, the children not only drew human-related 
objects, other tangible objects, scenarios and indicating symbols, but also wrote words for 
signs W1, warning: slippery surface, W2, warning: toxic material and W4, warning: floor-level 
obstacle. Children wrote the Chinese (their mother tongue and also the language used in 
the booklet) of the signs’ meanings in their drawings. For example, six drawings of sign W1 
had the phrase ‘beware of slippery’. Figure 11 shows some of these drawings.

Sign W1, warning: slippery surface. Approximately 70% of the children drew a ‘human 
figure’ in their drawings and most of these figures were slipping. About half of the children 
(52.3%) situated the scenarios, regardless of the presence of human figures, on ‘a pool of 
water’. Others scenarios were a ‘wet floor’, a ‘floor’ or a ‘slope’.

Sign W2, warning: toxic materials. Approximately 30% of the children drew a ‘human figure’. 
Other than a ‘human figure’, a ‘skull’ was also a popular choice (27.7%) for this sign. Most of 
the children who drew a ‘skull’ were 10- to 12-years-old. The toxic materials illustrated in 
the children’s drawings varied. The most popular drawing was ‘poison’ (23.1%). Other toxic 
materials included ‘drugs’, ‘medicine’, a ‘drink’, a ‘correction pen’, ‘bleach’, etc. Most materials 
were contained in a ‘bottle’ (24.6%). Others were in a ‘bag’, a ‘can’, a ‘bucket’ or a ‘cup’.

Sign W3, warning: drop/fall. As mentioned previously, nearly all of the children drew a 
‘human figure’ for sign W3. In the drawings, the human figure dropped or fell from ‘a hill’ 
(20%), on a ‘stair’ (10.8%), from ‘a building’ (7.7%), on ‘a surface’ (6.2%), into a ‘hole’ (6.2%), 
etc. A few children (7.7%) also drew some objects to describe the act of falling or to indicate 
the possibility of falling. They were a ‘stone’, a ‘rock’, a ‘banana skin’ next to the human figure 
or a ‘nearly falling rock’.

Sign W4, warning: floor-level obstacle. A ‘human figure’ was still the most popular human-re-
lated object (46.1%), while 20 different floor-level obstacles were drawn by the children. 
The most popular was named ‘obstacles’ by the children (15.4%). Other obstacles, from the 

Figure 11. Examples of the children’s warning sign drawings, which included text.
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children’s perspective, were a ‘stone’, a ‘banana skin’, a ‘rock’, a ‘hurdle’, a ‘box’, etc. These obsta-
cles were placed on a ‘road’, an ‘uneven surface’, the ‘floor’, ‘grassland’ or a ‘racing lane’.

Comparison between the children’s drawings and the registered safety signs

The content of the registered signs and a summary of the children’s drawings are compared 
in Table 3.

The differences between the registered signs and the children’s drawings show that chil-
dren may need additional information to more effectively understand the signage that they 
encounter. For example, the children’s drawings of the four mandatory signs, significantly 
illustrate that more information, such as a road (M1, M4), an escalator (M2), a wash basin (M3), 
a walkway/subway (M4) are needed. Although this information may appear to be additional, 
it represents the environment in which the event takes place. It is important for the children 
to understand the sign and to be able to situate the event in an appropriate environment. 
Sign W1 is another example for which children may need additional information. Children 
need ‘a pool of water’ (or wet floor) to understand that there is a possibility of slipping. The 
floor alone may not explicitly indicate the message of warning, despite the action of the 
slipping human figure.

Sometimes a ‘human figure’ or other human parts may be essential for children to under-
stand their relationship with the sign’s message. From Table 3, it is clear that children tend 
to use a ‘human figure’ or other human parts in their drawings. The registered sign P4 has 
no human parts, while a ‘human figure’ appeared in most of the children’s drawings. This 
example highlights the importance of a ‘human figure’ or other human parts in children’s 
perceptions of safety signs.

In addition, from the comparison it is concluded that the children’s drawings were often 
based on their daily life experiences. For example, for sign P3, no pushing, instead of drawing 
a wall or a block, children drew two human figures pushing each other. Some children even 
situated the event in front of a train platform or a snack counter. Obviously, they are places 
where parents or teachers have reminded them not to push each other. This explains why 

Table 3. The major contents of the 12 registered safety signs and the corresponding children’s drawings.

*Note: Objects that account for more than 30% of the drawings, i.e. 20 drawings, are included in the table. The indicating 
symbols, except those meaning prohibition, are also included.

Sign number Sign message Registered sign Children’s drawings*

M1 Use footbridge Human figure, footbridge Human figure, footbridge, road
M2 Use handrail Human figure, handrail Human figure, handrail, escalator
M3 Wash your hands Hands, tap, water Hands, tap, wash basin, water
M4 Use this walkway Human figure Human figure, walkway/subway, 

road
P1 Do not touch Rectangular block, hand Human figure
P2 No sitting Human figure, seat Human figure, chair
P3 No pushing Human figure, wall, floor Two or more human figures
P4 Not drinking water Tap, water Human figure, tap, water
W1 Warning: Slippery surface Human figure, floor Human figure, a pool of water
W2 Warning: Toxic materials Skull -
W3 Warning: Drop/fall Human figure, right angle Human figure
W4 Warning: Floor-level 

obstacle
Human figure, rectangular 
block 

Human figure
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most children drew two or more human figures instead of drawing other objects, because 
in their minds pushing each other is forbidden.

From Table 3, the children’s drawings for signs P1, W3 and W4 contained human figure 
as the only major content. No other converging contents can be found among these signs, 
despite the different meanings and information conveyed by the signs. Similarly, the chil-
dren’s drawings for sign W2 were diverse and thus contained no major contents. This diversity 
of pictograms used by the children reveals that the children may have understood the signs 
differently. It can be argued that the sign messages given to them were not specific enough, 
and thus they drew different objects and pictures to present their ideas.

Suggestions for sign design from children’s perspectives

The children’s drawings reveal that some elements are key to conveying the messages of 
the signs, resulting in the following suggestions based on the rationale of the stereotype 
production method. The stereotype production method makes use of the most common 
pictorial generated, i.e. the children’s drawings in this study, for a referent for sign design.25 
However, it is noted that the authors do not make any recommendations on the design 
of specific signs. They recognize that sign designers need to additionally respond to envi-
ronmental and cultural factors to create effective signage. Instead the authors provide the 
following suggestions that can be used to accommodate children when designing signs.

Include human figure(s). Most of the children’s drawings consisted of human figures. It 
could be argued that children see this as normal, as the purpose of every safety message 
is to remind people to do or not to do some action. Thus, the act or the role of the person 
in the sign may be important. Including a human figure in the sign may help to increase 
the conceptual compatibility and the physical representation.26 Waterson et al. similarly 
suggested that signs should consist of ‘characters’. Children may relate themselves to the 
‘character’ and the ‘characters’ help children to imitate the behaviour.27 Waterson et al. also 
suggested that a picture of actual children could also be used.28 Although in the findings of 
this study none of the children drew a ‘character’, and most of them had drawn whole-body 
matchstick men, some students described these matchstick men as old, female, etc. This 
may suggest that including some specific characters that children are in contact with in 
daily life, such as teachers, may help children to understand and follow the correct behaviour 
suggested by the signs.

Use indicating symbols. Children use different kinds of symbols to assist message transfer 
and to emphasize the key content of the sign. These indicating symbols are important in 
children’s signs because the signs are sometimes complicated. The indicating symbols serve 
to highlight what is important in the content. Therefore, indicating symbols, such as arrows, 
in a sign may draw children’s attention towards the important parts or information. In this 
study, it was found that crosses and ticks are two of the popular symbols used by children. 
Waterson et al. also suggested that ticks and crosses help to convey messages effectively.29 
Presenting incorrect behaviour alongside the correct behaviour may help children to avoid 
being tempted to act in a dangerous manner.

Include environment. In the children’s drawings the behaviour of the human figure was 
often situated in a scenario or a particular environment. For instance, in the children’s draw-
ings for sign M4, use this walkway, the ‘walkway’ was often clearly drawn. A ‘road’ was some-
times included in the children’s drawings to show contrast. Thus, to convey the message of 
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the sign more effectively, the environment, i.e. other objects that describe where the correct 
behaviour should be performed, is essential for children to comprehend the sign. Without 
this kind of indication, children may misunderstand the sign or even imagine or construct 
a possible environment for the sign. The imagination or construction may not fit well with 
the meaning and this may affect the comprehensibility of the signs.

Be specific. Sometimes the meanings of abstract signs are difficult for the children to 
understand. From the children’s drawings of P3, no pushing, and W4, warning: floor-level 
obstacle, it can be observed that instead of drawing an abstract rectangular block to repre-
sent the target objects, the children drew specific items to illustrate the sign message. This 
suggests that using specific objects or objects that are close to reality is more appropriate 
for sign design for children. Signs need to be specific or concrete so that they do not exceed 
children’s cognitive ability. Being specific and concrete increases the comprehensibility of 
signs.30 However, when the object or obstacle is specified, it is more difficult to fulfil the 
requirement of standardization as suggested by the guidelines of other researchers, as dif-
ferent kinds of objects or obstacles exist in different situations.

Suggest consequences. It is interesting to note that some children illustrated the conse-
quences of violating the safety rules, for instance, in drawings for signs P1, do not touch, P2, 
no sitting, and P3, no pushing. It may be easy for children to understand what they have to 
do to be safe if they understand the consequences. As a matter of fact, showing children 
consequences of their actions is a common strategy used by teachers and educational psy-
chologists.31 The consequences should be rational and logical so that they are closely related 
to the associated behaviour. They should also be appropriate in real settings.

Conclusion

The findings of this study show that the content of children’s drawings for safety signs was 
diverse. Since the children in the study were only provided with the verbal meaning of the 
sign and then asked to draw its meaning, this diversity suggests that the ‘meaning’ behind 
the sign may not have been specific enough for children and that most children were una-
ble to draw something abstract. Thus, they drew the signs with different human figures, 
symbols, environments, tangible and real objects and consequences to express their ideas. 
Based on the rationale of stereotype production method, the drawings provide the basis 
for five suggestions about sign design for children: (1) include human figure(s); (2) use indi-
cating symbols; (3) include the environment; (4) be specific; and (5) suggest consequences. 
However, following these suggestions would make signs less general. For instance, including 
an image of chair (i.e. an object to illustrate the environment) in the sign P2 no sitting may 
hinder the sign from being used in other situations which chair is not the prohibited sitting 
area. Therefore, it is recommended that further studies should be conducted in this area 
understand how these suggestions could result in better universal signs and determine in 
which instances it would be better to have less standardization in the design of signs.

In this study, we obtained insights into pictograms using children’s drawings that could 
help the design of effective signs for children. Some of the suggestions recommended in this 
article are not only compatible with the sign design principles suggested in the literature, but 
also add insight to the field of signage design. These suggestions serve as a starting point 
to inspire designers to include children’s perspective in the design of signs in public spaces.
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This study is limited in that only the objects and human figures in the drawings were 
analysed. Their actions and behaviour of the objects and figures were not considered in 
the analysis. Although the combination of the objects and human figures may suggest 
the behaviour and interaction, more insight may be obtained if these are considered. As 
indicated earlier, the understanding and the design of a sign are significantly related to the 
social and cultural background and context of the users.32 While this study was conducted in 
Hong Kong, it is intended to add to a more comprehensive understanding of more inclusive 
and universal signage design.
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ABSTRACT
During the same years they were designing the now-famous American 
travel posters, Work Projects Administration (WPA) designers produced 
an extensive body of public health posters to communicate a variety 
of health-related messages to the American public. This article explores 
the role of the WPA’s public health posters in Depression-era health 
care dialogues in the US. Explicitly, this visual dialogue centered around 
the need for data-driven personal health choices; expert information 
about health and disease; and the role of government agencies as 
representatives of reliable data. Implicitly, the posters also re-enforced 
existing norms associated with race, gender, and class, framing dialogues 
that had as much to do with social norms as they did with health care 
messaging. Drawing on the Library of Congress collection of WPA posters 
as its sample, this article provides both quantitative and qualitative 
analysis of the visual messaging strategies employed by WPA poster 
artists when discussing public health.

Introduction

Politically charged visual messaging around the topic of public health in the twentieth cen-
tury has a complex and diverse international history.1 As the US grapples with issues of 
universal health care access and improved public health care policy, dialogues about national 
public health have saturated the media landscape. Unsurprisingly, many contemporary con-
versations escape historical contextualization. Health care has been part of the national 
conversation in the US at several key points in time prior to the Affordable Care Act of 2010. 
On an international scale, such conversation has been even more prevalent throughout the 
twentieth century, with scholars of visual culture documenting the ways in which visual 
communication participates in the dialogues surrounding national public health.2 Visual 
messages have both shaped and reflected the diverse dialogues in which they participated. 
While such historical dialogues are in many ways specific to their own places and moments, 
they also have the capacity to illuminate contemporary conversations by providing rhetorical 
context.

The public health posters of the Work Projects Administration’s (WPA) Federal Art Project 
provide one opportunity to both quantify and engage critically with historical visual mes-
saging around public health in the US. The roughly 2000 surviving poster designs of the 
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WPA represent a small part of a much broader program of activity. The WPA (and, more 
specifically, the Federal Art Project) was part of the Federal Emergency Relief Appropriation 
Act, which was enacted in 1935 by President Roosevelt and effectively ended when the US 
entered the Second World War. 1936 was the peak employment year for the WPA’s Federal 
Art Project, with over 5300 artists on payroll. The artists of the Federal Art Project produced 
about 35,000 unique poster designs and printed about 2 million posters.3 To investigate the 
cultural context and ideological messaging strategies of the WPA’s public health posters, 
this article takes as a sample the Library of Congress collection of WPA posters. The Library 
of Congress collection is the largest in the world, containing 907 posters acquired in the 
1940s, shortly after the close of the WPA in 1943. Of the 907 posters in the Library of Congress 
collection, 92 (10.14%) address themes related to public health, and it is these posters that 
the following analysis considers.

In comparison to the WPA’s travel posters, which are well-known to both popular and 
scholarly audiences, the other subjects that WPA artists and designers addressed are much 
less familiar to contemporary viewers. The scholarship surrounding the WPA’s travel promo-
tion is well-developed in relationship to both the posters and the written materials, such as 
the State Guides series. This scholarship suggests two primary ideological goals for the WPA’s 
visual and textual production related to travel. One, the materials sought to build a cohesive 
and well-defined national landscape that was unique to America and valuable in terms of 
its cultural context, historical significance, and natural beauty.4 Two, the materials sought to 
unify a diverse American public facing a national economic crisis, primarily by contrasting 
the viewing audience with an array of exotic people groups – such as Native Americans, 
Latin Americans, African Americans, and recent European immigrants – and their colorful 
cultural customs.5 The WPA’s public health posters do not fit neatly into either of these nar-
ratives, primarily because their pragmatic and ideological goals were so different from those 
of the travel posters. As the following analysis will reveal, the public health posters addressed 
a well-defined and largely homogenous audience. They sought to outline clear sources of 
threat and offer clear methods of resolution within a prescriptive, authoritarian framework 
predicated on a sense of personal and social responsibility. The representational strategies 
and visual tropes of the posters supported their ideological and practical messages as they 
sought to meet these goals.

Addressing homogenous, well-defined audiences

Race, gender, and class are all well-defined variables within the visual messaging of the 
public health posters. The homogeneity within these categories of representation limits the 
perceived audience for the posters and assumes a significant level of social conformity within 
the viewing audience. White, middle-class, nuclear families are the norm (Figure 1), and 
deviations are pictured as just that – deviant. Broadly speaking, the posters assumed a white 
viewing audience; supported complementarian gender roles within a nuclear family; and 
depicted a middle-class standard of living as the norm, with poverty visualized as a situation 
associated with or even directly caused by negligence, dirtiness, and disorder. The  
representational strategies used to communicate these messages deserve individual 
attention.

While the WPA’s travel posters often pictured minority populations, the public health 
posters exclusively pictured white individuals. Of the 92 public health posters in the Library 
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of Congress (LOC)  collection, 64 picture humans, and 42 (45.65%) picture individuals who 
are clearly identifiable as white. The remainder are either partial representations such as a 
booted foot or figural icons such as male/female pictographs, in which race is entirely 
obscured. None of the posters identifiably picture persons of color, and only one even men-
tions persons of color. A poster made for Ohio WPA employees between 1936 and 1940 
asked workers to ‘stamp out syphilis’ by having a blood test; to illustrate the message, a 
booted foot stomped on the hand-lettered text beneath. City and county health clinics were 
listed on the poster, and one of these was ‘white only’ while two were ‘colored only.’ This is 
the only poster in the whole sample that does not assume whiteness as normative and 
inevitable. Nor did any of the WPA’s public health posters communicate in a language other 
than English. A limited range of Spanish-language posters and brochures could be ordered 
from the New York Maternity Center Association, a non-profit established in 1918. A set of 
four congenital syphilis posters was available for public display at a price of fifty cents, for 
instance.6 But there are no surviving Spanish (or, indeed, non-English) posters produced by 
the New York City Federal Art Project, which produced 28.26% of the public health posters 
in the sample. As a major metropolitan area with a large international population, New York 
City might be expected to require a linguistically diverse range of public health communi-
cations. Illinois, Ohio, and New York state are the other WPA branches that were primary 
contributors to the sample – all locations in which a lack of linguistic diversity during the 
1930s is perhaps less surprising. That the materials for and by New York City communicated 

Figure 1. The normative audience for the WPA’s public health posters was the white, middle-class, nuclear 
family. Posters designed and printed by the Illinois Federal Art Project (left), 1936–39 and the Ohio Federal 
Art Project for the Cleveland Division of Health (right), 1940. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs 
Division, WPA Poster Collection, LC-USZC2–80 and LC-USZC2-1086.
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only in English is an exclusionary representational choice, speaking to the normative nature 
of the English-speaking white person as the intended audience for the posters.

Though the public health posters carefully avoided representing minority populations, 
other WPA posters reflected the culturally institutionalized environment of racial segregation 
or used racial minorities as symbols of the exotic or the primitive. Multiple examples from a 
variety of artists demonstrate the ways in which persons of color indicated the presence of 
prejudice and/or symbolized ‘the Other.’ John Wagner’s 1936–40 ‘Learn to Swim’ poster for 
the New York City Department of Parks pictured racially segregated swimming classes, with 
white children and black children all wearing swimsuits, but lined up separately according 
to skin color. Though there are ways to complicate the reading of the ‘Learn to Swim’ poster, 
its composition does indicate a significantly segregated social environment.7 While rep-
resentations of African Americans often pointed toward the segregation of the contemporary 
environment, representations of Native Americans were more commonly used as symbols 
of America’s primitive past. A series of 1939 posters by Louis Siegriest pictured traditional 
Native American activities such as hunts and dances, and handicrafts such as weaving and 
pottery, to advertise the Indian Court exhibit at the Golden Gate International Exposition in 
San Francisco. By portraying Native Americans as performative actors in spectacles meant 
for tourists, the series frames Native American culture as the primitive ‘Other.’ This was a 
common representational strategy of early to mid-twentieth century tourist imagery depict-
ing indigenous cultures, particularly in the Southwest.8

Unlike these examples of WPA posters that pictured persons of color, albeit in stereotypical 
and limiting ways, the public health posters failed to depict persons of color at all  
(Figure 2). The public health posters were progressive in some regards, particularly (as a later 
section will discuss) in relationship to evolving notions of sexual health, but they failed to 
challenge the racist norms of their time in any way. Indeed, with the one exception that has 
been noted, they even failed to address the health concerns of non-white viewers within a 
racist, segregated context. Thus the posters imply that public health is a matter of concern 
only for the white population through their exclusionary representational tactics. They quite 
literally erase non-white persons from the conversation about health. This visual strategy 
echoed the racial prejudices of medical practice at the time. Medical research studies that 
drew conclusions based only on data drawn from largely or exclusively Caucasian male 
populations were not uncommon, and studies that intentionally, systematically, and decep-
tively denied treatment to African Americans established patterns of fear and mistrust that 
continue to impact the medical experiences of minority populations in the twenty-first cen-
tury US.9 Framing public health and personal wellness as an exclusively white concern was 
not a neutral visual practice or a harmless oversight; rather, it was both a reflection and a 
perpetuation of a dangerously prejudiced system.

In the same way that they failed to address race, the public health posters failed to chal-
lenge normative gender roles. Throughout the 92 posters, gender roles are clearly defined, 
with men as bread-winners and women as keepers of the home (Figure 3). In 12 posters 
(13.04% of the total), men are pictured in professional contexts: working in factories and 
hospitals, as drivers and deliver-men, as shop-keepers and manual laborers. Syphilis is a 
‘menace to industry; don’t lose your pay’ advises a 1936–40 poster by the Illinois WPA, pic-
turing a man at work in an industrial setting. ‘Infection is avoided by immediate first aid on 
the job!’ cautions another poster by the Illinois WPA. The poster shows two workmen, one 
administering first aid to the other. Only twice are men pictured in a domestic context, and 
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both times they appear alongside women as father figures in middle-class, white, nuclear 
families. In contrast, women are pictured in what might be a professional context twice 
(2.17% of the total). Both women might be elementary school teachers, depending on how 
the viewer reads the image. ‘John is not really dull; he may only need his eyes examined,’ 
advises a 1936–37 poster sponsored by Health Officer of the New York town of Hempstead. 
The poster pictures a boy reading a book, and a woman holding a printed page (perhaps a 
report card) in front of his book. The woman could be either the boy’s teacher or his mother; 
the context is unclear. In the second ambiguous poster, a young woman holds two report 
cards, one with an ‘A’ for grades, the other with an ‘A’ for habits. ‘Good grades and good habits 
go together; get your [tuberculosis] test now,’ the copy reads. The young woman might be 
either a teacher or a secondary school student; again, the context is open to interpretation. 
The right of women – particularly married women – to work was called into question during 
the Depression years, when jobs were scarce and public sentiment consigned women firmly 
to the home.10 Yet women certainly participated in the workforce, making up 21.9% of the 
labor force in the US during the 1930s.11 The absence of professional women in the WPA’s 
public health posters, then, can be read as a choice – a messaging strategy, rather than a 
factual reflection of the physical environment.

Figure 2. White patients and white doctors dominate the posters taken at a whole; persons of color are 
never represented, and languages other than English are never used. Posters designed by Alexander 
Dux for the New York State Department of Health (left), 1936–39, and the Illinois Federal Art Project, 
1936–39. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, WPA Poster Collection, LC-USZC2-5371 and 
LC-USZC2-5184.
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Though their role as professionals is ambiguous at best, women appear in unambiguously 
domestic contexts more frequently – seven times, or 7.61% of the total. In their representa-
tions of women, the posters highlighted the role that mothers played in the maintenance 
of public health. The professional literature of the public health professions delivered the 
same message. World War Two, which saw women entering the workforce in unprecedented 
numbers, offered an opportunity to reflect nostalgically on the role of the woman in the 
home. ‘Traditionally, the homemaker does much to protect and maintain the health of her 
family,’ wrote the national Director of Community War Services in 1943. He continued:

She knows the physical needs of her children and any peculiar tendencies which need special 
attention. She plans meals which will give her family the foods they need for health. When illness 
occurs, she will be on the lookout for it and make every effort to obtain adequate medical service 
at once. With life centered in the home, children are protected against activities and contacts 
which might jeopardize their health.12

This homily might well have been describing the narrative content of the WPA’s posters for 
maternal and child health. A 1936–41 poster by E. S. Reid advised viewers that the ‘lifelong 
job’ of the mother is ‘the constant protection of [her children’s] health.’ Other posters illumi-
nated the details of maternal responsibility. Proper prenatal care must include a ‘balanced 
diet for the expectant mother,’ instructed a 1936–39 poster by the New York State Federal 
Art Project. Infants and children must be appropriately nurtured; ‘no creature in this world 

Figure 3. Clearly defined complementarian gender roles depict men as wage-earners and women as 
keepers of home and family. Posters designed by E. S. Reid for the Cook County Illinois Public Health Unit, 
1936–41 (left) and the Illinois Federal Art Project, 1936–41. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs 
Division, WPA Poster Collection, LC-USZC2-5237 and LC-USZC2–806.
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[is] so ignorantly nurtured as the average baby,’ a 1936–38 poster by Erik Hans Kraus scolds; 
‘advice at your health bureau.’ Mothers are integral to the prevention of disease; ‘congenital 
syphilis is preventable if syphilitic mothers will take adequate treatment,’ a 1936–39 poster 
by Alexander Dux informs expectant mothers. Mothers are key to responsible family meal 
planning. ‘Start the day right with a good breakfast; plan your luncheon wisely; dinner should 
balance your day’s meals,’ instructs a 1941–43 poster for the New York City Nutrition Program. 
The smaller copy on the poster differentiates between the dietary needs of children and 
adults, and the illustration shows a woman at a dining table. Clearly, the female role is child-
care and home maintenance, where gendered health concerns center around pregnancy, 
child-rearing, and family well-being. Conversely, the male role is employment outside the 
home, where gendered health concerns center around job-related health and safety.

Class is a somewhat murkier variable, though most posters picture middle-class or work-
ing class individuals and families. Modes of dress are the clearest visual cues for class. Manual 
laborers wear overalls, deliverymen wear uniforms, businessmen wear suits, and clean, tidy 
children wear gender-appropriate school- or play-clothes. Only the planned housing posters 
(8.7% of the total) directly address poverty, primarily through visual cues about urban dis-
ease, dirtiness, darkness, and derelict buildings (Figure 4). A 1936–38 poster for the New 
York City Housing Authority portrays the stark contrast between public housing and slums. 
The left half of the poster has a black background; the words ‘rotten living’ appear in large 
white type above an illustration of a barefoot boy playing near a heap of rotting garbage. 
The right half of the poster is empty and white, with the words ‘decent living through planned 
housing’ in large green type near the bottom. The difference is quite literally black and white. 
‘Planned housing fights disease’ claims another poster in the same series. It pictures a black, 

Figure 4. Poverty is represented through visual cues about urban disease, dirtiness, darkness, and derelict 
buildings. Posters designed by Anthony Velonis (left) and the New York State Federal Art Project (right) 
for the New York City Housing Authority, 1936–38. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, 
WPA Poster Collection, LC-USZC2-1132 and LC-USZC2-1019.






