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Introduction 

The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) is a non-governmental organization based in 

Washington D.C. with the mission “to conserve nature and reduce the most pressing threats to 

the diversity of life on Earth” (World Wildlife Fund). The organization focuses its efforts on 

climate, forests, oceans, fresh water, wildlife, and food (World Wildlife Fund). The three 

selected advertisements put out by the World Wildlife Fund that will be analyzed in this paper 

are concerned with the interconnected threats on climate, oceans, and wildlife. The graphics in 

these advertisements capitalize on emotionally visualizing the relationships between 

environmental issues and the wildlife affected. It is easier to show direct relation of 

environmental threats on animals through graphics rather than through photography because 

many threats, such as the increased greenhouse gases that warm the earth and create global 

warming, cannot be seen. These graphic ads all use icons to portray subjects, which effectively 

increases the need for audience engagement, since, as Molly Bang, author of Picture This: How 

Pictures Work, has observed, “Our feelings arise because we see pictures as extensions of the 

real world” (Bang 41). Other important design elements employed that support the 

demonstration of climate and wildlife connections are alignment, proximity, shapes, and color.  

WWF Ad: When Habitats Disappear, So Do Species  

Purpose 

World Wildlife Fund’s online ad of a polar bear-shaped glacier (see Figure 1) visually 

notes the cause and effect of global warming and the melting of polar ice caps and how that in 

turn affects polar bears. A projection made by the US Geological Survey says that by 2050, 2/3 

of the current polar bear population will have disappeared, following the current trend of 

increasing polar bear casualties and decreased reproduction. As ice melts, the “docking point” 
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glaciers create get smaller and more distant, causing more dangerous swimming situations for the 

mammals that spend most of their lives at sea. This makes it harder also to hunt, so average 

weight is dropping, lowering their rate of reproduction. This combined with the higher rate of 

drowning placed polar bears on the Endangered Species Act in 2008 as threatened (“Global 

Warming and Polar Bears”). This ad included conveys this urgency in the image and with the 

taglines “When habitats disappear, so do species” and “Your donation can help protect Earth’s 

precious resources.” 

Alignment 

The frame of this add 

can be horizontally split in the 

middle, creating two halves. 

Both units of elements here, 

the glacier graphic and the 

combination of taglines and 

WWF logo, are situated at the 

bottom of each half and 

centered with proportionate amounts of negative space to the margins on each side. This 

placement makes the glacier the focal point as the most important element (Bang 62), yet also 

decreases the powerful captivity of having a strict center element (Bang 67). The logo and 

taglines are the only other observable elements, and the large size of this unit creates enough of a 

pull of attention from the icon above. The text is cleanly aligned flush left.  

 

 

Figure 1- When Habitats Disappear, So Do Species 
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Proximity 

 Compared to the other two WWF ads that follow in this analysis, the logo in taglines in 

this first ad are vastly more prominent. This may be because comprehension of the icon without 

the explanation of the taglines is not evident enough to run the risk of unread supporting text. 

The text provides an opportunity for the closure of narrowing a broad statement to a specific 

subject (McCloud 63). Although the bottom unit is wider than the top unit, the glacier draws 

more attention and importance by being placed above (Bang 56). The icon is relatively small for 

being the most important element, yet the blue negative space, or empty space, surrounding it 

signifies the increasing surface area of water compared to the decreasing surface area of polar ice 

caps. The icon is effectively portrayed as floating, true to reality, because of a deliberate lack of 

baseline attachment (Bang 51). 

Shapes 

 By way of shapes, the glacier graphic takes the form of a polar bear with generally 

rounded edges. Pointed shapes give off a frightening feeling (Bang 70), so the rounded edges 

discourage negative threatening connotations (Bang 26) that could come with the thought of a 

bear, nurturing a victim status of polar bears accurate for the purpose of this advertisement and 

campaign. 

Color 

 The negative space that composes the background of this ad is a single tint of blue that 

symbolizes the ocean. The cool color provides a subtle backdrop that leaves the majority of 

color-focused attention to the repeated white of the glacier, the logo, and the taglines, the 

coloring of the glacier representing both ice and polar bears (Williams 107).  These elements 
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give meaning to the blue background, a significance that is vital to understanding the meaning of 

the piece as a whole and the given relationship between climate and wildlife.   

WWF Ad: If We Take Care of the Environment We Take Care of Life 

Purpose 

 A WWF ad visualizing a whale in a body of water dually shaped as a saw (see Figure 2) 

brings up the importance of proper treatment of the environment and its effected treatment of 

life. This tagline, “If we take care of the environment we take care of life,” here is narrowed 

down to climate effects on the ocean and the culmination of it on ocean wildlife, such as whales. 

Global warming threatens the livelihood of dolphins, porpoises, and other sea creatures like 

whales in multiple facets. Besides such consequences of acidification, rising sea levels, and salt 

water loosing salinity, climate change warms the water in a way that both disturbs many 

creatures’ habits and poses the threat of them not being able to adequately adapt. The increasing 

deterioration of the Arctic habitat is one huge factor, and the changes in migration, reproduction, 

and prey distribution, are other huge factors (“Climate Change”). The advertisement in Figure 2 

works to encourage the 

adoption of conscious care 

towards the environment, 

promising that life will 

follow in good health.  

Alignment 

This ad, like the 

first analyzed, can be split 

horizontally in the middle 

Figure 2- If we take care of the environment we take care of life 
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where the waves or saw blades travel across the width of the frame. The tagline text is evenly 

justified in the top right corner, and the smaller text, “for a living planet,” unified with the WWF 

logo, are places in the bottom right corner. 

Proximity 

The icons in this ad give the illusion of floating because neither is attached to a baseline 

(Bang 51). While a whale floating in the ocean is not atypical at all, what is symbolizing the 

ocean also seems to be floating and floating with the whale as a greater unit. This effect, with the 

absence of a baseline or even a completely symmetric horizontal shape of the ocean-saw, 

intensifies the whole unit’s pictorial weight that is already present from the high placement of the 

whale (Bang 56). Also supporting the strength and emphasis of the unit is the size of each two 

objects that make it up. Whales are already known to be big creatures, so how much bigger does 

the saw have to be to make this whale look so vulnerable? The size difference here creates a 

frightening threat (Bang 24). In addition to the size, perhaps the lack of gravitational stability 

here increases the pain inflicted on the whale with the closure of wanting to pull the animal 

down, which amplifies its force on the saw blades. 

Shapes 

 The diagonal that makes up the bottom of the saw blade, disrupting any association of 

calmness from the horizontal of the top (Bang 42), may increase the subconscious tendency to 

pull the whale down onto the blade because of the bottom’s downward slope. Not only are 

tensions from this diagonal present to contradict horizontal stability, but the waves that make up 

the horizontal also add tension with each diagonal peak (49). What the slope of the blade’s 

bottom diagonal also pushes us to are the three drops of blood coming from the animal. 
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Color 

 The warm coloring of the whale’s blood makes the drops one of the most salient units of 

elements in the ad. This is the only warm color in the ad among the receding cool of the 

analogous blue and green theme and monochromatic blues included therein (Williams 107). 

Adding to the already amplified attention to the blood because of its warm coloring is the strong 

association of the red tint to blood, (32) creating no doubt of what the three drops are, even 

though they are made of the same shape that the whale’s tears and water stream drops take. The 

salience of the blood that is created from these two coloring components effectively points out 

the focus of the ad.  

WWF Ad: Black Bears Are Not Native to the Arctic 

Purpose 

 The WWF ad shown in Figure 3 visualizes a concern for the safety of polar bears with 

regards to oil spills. Increased harvesting of oil in the Arctic poses threats for the bears only 

second to global warming, especially near areas of offshore oil drilling. Oil is a toxin with many 

harmful effects to the animals personally besides just the destruction it causes to their habitat. Oil 

decreases the insulation of the bears’ fur coats, and so they use up more energy to stay warm. 

More dispelled energy requires more calories from food, which is increasingly harder to come by 

as the climate change leaves its footprints in the form of melted ice. Ingesting oil takes place 

when bears groom themselves or eat prey that has ingested oil. The toxicity breeds impairment 

with growth, immune systems, and reproduction, and is also passed to cubs from a contaminated 

mother bear’s milk. Playing off of color with regards to a different species of bear, this ad 

creatively states this environmental problem with the line “Black bears are not native to the 

Arctic.” 
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Alignment 

This ad is divided horizontally where 

the waterline meets the horizon, splitting the 

frame in two uneven areas and creating a 

contrast of realities. The top of the picture is a 

beautiful graphic representation of Arctic 

landscape as ideal, but the bottom represents 

the ugly truth of what is happening in that 

area. This is an example of a placement 

theory, as Guther Kress and Theo van 

Leeuwen note of “what might be” verses 

“what is” (128) or in this case the parallel, 

“what was” verses “what is becoming.” This is consistent with Bang’s theory of the upper 

section of a picture being a place of happiness and the lower a place of reality (55). She goes 

further with this idea to say that the bottom of a frame is heavier, sadder, and threatened (Bang 

56), and these symptoms certainly hold true to this ad’s subject matter. As for the logo and 

tagline, the ad is placed in the lower left-hand corner, and the tagline centered at the bottom of 

the frame. 

Proximity 

 The lower section of the ad is larger and therefore a supportive frame for the most salient 

objects in this piece (Kress and van Leeuwen 178), the “black” bear and glacier it is standing on. 

The bottom part of the ad includes elements that make up the foreground, the glacier and two 

polar bears, and those in the top part include elements in the background, a distant boat and 

Figure 3- Black bears are not native to the Arctic 
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mountains. The oil that is spilled from the boat to the glacier bridges the space between them. By 

placing the bears in the foreground, the closeness inspires sympathy and identity with the 

animals that is absent with the distant boat (Bang 20). This humanizes the polar bears, creating 

an emotional tie with them instead of the assumed humans on the distant boat. The center 

placement of the victimized bear adds to the icon’s most salient quality (Bang 62). 

 Shapes 

 Given the issue brought to light with this piece, the use of multiple horizontals making up 

the sky might seem odd when paired with the calm and stable association that horizontal shapes 

bring (Bang 42). This makes sense when applying the theory of placement associated realities 

(Kress and van Leeuwen 128), yet this ideal is broken even before looking below the horizon by 

the dynamic lines of the mountains. The tension of the diagonal lines of mountains (Bang 49) 

contrasts the stability of the horizontal lines, and the many sharp tops of each mountain pokes 

threats that this Arctic portrayal is not real.  

What is the most real in the bottom section of this ad is the small cub and the oily paw 

prints of the contaminated adult bear. The realistic drawing of the cub might signify the 

importance of the conservation of polar bears’ health as visible by a pure white coat, especially 

in comparison to the pure blackness of the adult bear and the dangerous reality it is 

demonstrating. The vertical position of this polar bear creates an active movement with its 

upright stance, which as the only vertical shape, creates additional salience for the element. The 

excitement that comes with this movement (Bang 44) may also inspire an excitement in the 

advertisement’s audience to take action on behalf of polar bears. 

 

 



10 

 

Color 

 The monochromatic tints of pink and blue serve to increase the beautification of the 

portrayed Arctic idealism. The colors that have more strength in this piece are the repeated 

whites and blacks found in the pure polar bear and ice and in the contaminated polar bear and oil. 

As Bang notes, “Objects of the same color we associate with each other. It is immediate and 

strong” (36). Each of the two objects represented of the same color has a strong correlation with 

the other. An environmentally healthy habitat results in generally healthy habitants, as evidenced 

by the white ice and young bear. Likewise, an environmentally unhealthy habitat results in 

unhealthy habitants, as evidenced by the black oil and adult bear. The mountains connect both 

pairs of elements with a grey scale, perhaps symbolizing the increasing derailment of idealism to 

realism.  

Conclusion 

 Each of the three World Wildlife Fund advertisements analyzed in this paper were 

created using various design elements for a specific audience response. The culmination of 

different elements, including alignment, proximity, shapes, and color, were arranged to 

effectively demonstrate a very real, yet not directly realistically visible relationship between 

climate, the ocean environment, and the wildlife that inhabit those environments. Theories were 

applied to strategically invoke emotional responses to WWF campaigns, and if actively noticed 

or not, they do their job well. Even icons of animals in the place of photographs can incite 

emotional ties to the real animals represented by digitalized graphics. Pictures are, after all, if 

portrayed well, “extensions of the real world” (Bang 41).  
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