FIRESIGNS // STEVEN SKAGGS

The definitive guide to Graphic Design Theory
and how Semiotics has the power to play a role

VISIBLE SIGNS // DAVID cROW

His views may diﬀer from that of Skaggs, but it
doesn’t make his book any less relevant

Great definitions. Always.
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ONE MORE THING.
FOLLOW THE PINK ARROWS
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You are able to understand how your
audience will react to and consume your
work, you will be able to persuade them manipulate them - into ‘buying into’ what
you are ‘selling’. It is important to think of
the ethical ramifications of using Semiotics
in design.

We, as humans, are constantly trying
to derive meaning from everything
we interact with. Semiotics, ethics,
design - these are just some of the
ways to make something meaningful.
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THIS GUIDE FOLDS
IN MANY WAYS.
WITHIN, YOU WILL
MEANING.

DESIGN IS ALL AROUND US,
& IT IS IN EVERYTHING WE DO:
DESIGN IS SO IMPORTANT, so crucial to the way
we interact and interpret the world around us.
Design is in the choices we make, in the things
we buy, in the way we perceive the world and
each other.

WE AREN’T DONE YET.
TURN THE BOOK
cOUNTER cLOcKWISE
& FOLLOW THE ARROWS!

Our goal in creating this guide was to
provide you with a glimpse into the world of
Semiotics and Design Ethics - two fields that
may someday comprise an academic theory of
design that acts to identify just how impactful
design truly is.

YOU HAVE REAcHED
THE END BUT TURN &
FIND YOURSELF AT
THE BEGINNING.

SEMIOTIcS IS A cOMPLEX FIELD,

WE READ A
LOT OF BOOKS..

WANT TO LEARN MORE?

We would like to thank the Syracuse
Oﬃce of Undergraduate Research and
Creative Engagement for the support in
our research and this endeavor.
We would also like to thank Professor Kelly
for teaching us the term, “Semiotics” - the
word we had been searching for to
descibe what we were already seeing in
the world. We extend our thanks to her for
her confidence, guidance and unwavering
support in us and in this project.
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THESE ARE THE
BESt OF THEM.

THANKS!
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Understanding Semiotics and using
Semiotic Thinking when you are designing,
allows you greater control over your work.
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but don’t let that deter you from exploring it
more. In our research, we found several texts
to be particularly enlightening and easy to
digest if you are just getting started.
We recommend:

designing for?

Who are you

Visible Signs by David Crow
FireSigns by Steven Skaggs
This Means This This Means That: A User’s
Guide to Semiotics by Sean Hall

Is it accessible?
audience and also unintended
audiences?

designing?

What are you

For more on Design Ethics and how you can
get involved, we recommend AIGA’s Design
For Good initiative.

MADDIE LIGENZA
BRIE FLEW

CREATED BY:
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How will it impact the environment?

What and/or who does it represent?

QUESTION!

REMEMBER TO

How will it impact your intended

DESIGNING ETHIcALLY,
MEANS THINKING OF THE
POTENTIAL EFFEcTS OF YOUR
DESIGN FROM START TO FINISH.

A POCKET
GUIDE TO:

VISUAL
semiotics
FOR DESIGNERS,
cREATIVES,
& OTHER VISUAL
VISIONARIES

what they look like. We
see this all the time in
typography. The same
word can have diﬀerent
connotations based
on the font it is depicted
in and the circumstances
that surround it.

KEEP TURNING
THESE PAGES
& FOLLOW THE
BLUE ARROWS!

The font gives a
greater meaning to
the word, beyond
what the word itself
formally represents.
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EVERYTHING
YOU JUST SAW
IS A

SIGN.

A SIGN IS ANYTHING with a visual quality.
For example, the chair you might be sitting in
is a sign (object). This model of chair might
have a picture on IKEA’s website (Signifier).
The chair may feel hard or soft, cold or
warm beneath you (Signified).

But let’s not get bogged down with vocab.
Just know that a concept can exist is several
ways and remember this when designing.
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EVERY FONT
They can be seen by their GIVES THE WORD
A PERSONALITY.
literary meaning or, by
WORDS cAN
HAVE SEVERAL
INTERPRETATIONS.

EVERYTHING

Designers can put both together - What
does the ‘whole’ mean and how is that
meaning diﬀerent than the parts of that
whole individually?
Gestault argues that the perception of a
whole is diﬀerent from the perception of
its individual parts. Semiotics deals less
with perception and more with meaning.

(BET YOU DIDN’T
KNOW THIS
IS SEMIOTIcS!)
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THERE IS THE
DICTIONARY DEFINITION...

DOVE: Noun; any of
numerous pigeons
especially: a small wild
pigeon

& THEN THERE ARE ALL THE
OTHER MEANINGS.

WE DESIGNERS CREATE
THE MEANING!
WHAT WE THINK ABOUT:

Peace, humility, purity
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“AMERICA RUNS ON DUNKIN’”

ound
ar

the existance of the object
(word, sound, image)
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WHAT DO
YOU SEE?

NO, WE DON
’T
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If you did, you may be wondering how
we knew that. The truth is, no matter
what your beliefs concerning free will
may be, we are influenced by the things
around us. Part of this influence is the field
of Semiotics which is a complex-sounding
word for a scholarly-theory that directly
influences us both as consumers of visual
material and as designers.
The purpose of this guide is not to fill you
in on the minutiae of semiotic theory but
instead to distill it down to the essential
things that will be of use to a designer
when creating visual content.
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YOU LET YOUR DAUGHTER DATE?
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ODD qUESTION -

mental associations
(box / soft / cat etc.)
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This Dunkin’ Donuts logo is a great
example of how mental associations
can be represented through symbols.
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the thing itself

Visual things exist in three forms.

WHAT DO I NEED TO KNOW?
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HOW TO PUT
THIS TOGETHER:

Don’t forgot the
fold line on the back!
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Cut the guide from the surrounding paper.
Position the paper so that the ‘Semiotics’ cover
is in the top left corner (it will be upside down)
and the ‘Ethics’ cover is located in the bottom
left corner.

Fold the creases in an accordion-like pattern.
Once you reach the unfolded rectangle at the
end of the row, fold the spread in half towards
you. Then, continue with the accordion fold.
Repeat this process until you reach the end.

Turn the paper over and fold the paper in half,
vertically, along the dotted yellow lines (not shown).
The center crease should look like a valley when
laying flat on the table.

Cut along the horizontal solid yellow lines.
You will be cutting 3 out of the 4 squares across.

Then, fold the left-most row of squares away
from you (shown). When laying flat on the table,
the fold should form a mountain. Do the same for
the right-most row.

Start reading!

