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Information Design for Workplace and Public Safety: 

 

Signs, Symbols, Signals, Perceptions, & Understandings 

 

 

 

 

Greetings, Fellow Traveller. 

 

This document provides guidance regarding the design of information for the ensurance of 

workplace and public health and safety.  

 

Examples of various kinds of information design are presented, which illustrate both good 

and poor practices.  I have provided comments to explain my reasons for these choices.    

 

A wicked problem for information design was explored as a means to provide focus.  I 

believe this serves as an acid test for revealing the relevance of theories.  I discovered a 

number of facts, new to me, in the process. 

 

Hyperlinks to the sources of information are embedded in the images, and in this symbol 

[] throughout in the document.   

 

I offer three points to guide your considerations: 

 

I. That which does not facilitate understanding hinders it.  Therefore, eliminate all 

unnecessary elements. 

 

II. We perceive what our attention is directed to.  Therefore, direct the attention of 

others to precisely that which you require that they become aware of. 

 

III. That which has been seen cannot be unseen.  Therefore, ensure that powerful 

relevant graphics are directly connected with critical information transmissions. 

 

I would appreciate hearing your thoughts on this topic, and being directed to more 

information about it.  Please contact me about this at any time. 

 

Thanks very much for your time with reviewing this document. 

 

Yours, 

 

Damian 

 

March 31, 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
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Cleaning up after yourself.  It’s job number two. 

 
 

 

This image uses novelty to capture attention, through the juxtaposition of incongruous 

elements.   A dog is shown utilizing implements as a human would, which is an obvious 

distortion of reality.  

 

The dog’s apparent line of sight and focus is reinforced by the bounding lines of the 

implement handles, which are bright yellow and prominently visible.  The object of attention 

is something familiar to most people, and deeply loathed by all who have ever stepped in it. 

 

The caption clarifies for viewers to the intended message of the image.  It addresses them 

directly and inclusively by the word yourself.   

 

Humour is used in the caption phrasing.  The expression “number two” is commonly used in 

elementary schools as a euphemism for feces.  Two rhymes with poo, which is a common 

colloquial expression for feces.  The substitution of a rhyming term for a given word is a 

common slang language practice. 

 

Children generally learn at an early age to clean up after themselves when they poo.  

Cleaning up after oneself is standard job requirement for employees.   

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://imgur.com/gallery/PjdgpHG
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Who would not agree with this message, given the common experiences with such things?  

 

Rather than commanding viewers to act, this message nudges [] them gently with a 

memorable reminder that they are responsible for doing what a dog cannot do for itself. 

 

The image resolution is not very sharp, but it is sharp enough to communicate the desired 

message. 

 

The text is conspicuously large, and of a blue color that is vividly perceptible to most 

people. 

  

I have not found a link to the original image.  I have embedded a link in the image to the 

source where I captured it from. [] 

  

I am using images here for academic and non-commercial purposes, following “fair usage” 

guidelines.  My practice is consistent with a U.S. court ruling on such usage in 2018. []  

The European Court of Justice ruled differently on publishing images on websites, in 2018, 

however. []  I provide attribution to image and document creators where reasonably 

practicable to do so.  Hopefully my practice will be satisfactory to all concerned. 

 

Photographic technology has been developing since about 1822. []  It affords a graphic 

correspondence with the visible world with a degree of accuracy that was not previously 

possible.  It also allows for deliberately deceptive distortions that may be imperceptible. 

 

In February this year [2018], researchers from Alphabet Inc’s DeepMind division 

released thumbnail images of a range of everyday subjects: a dog, a butterfly, a 

hamburger and an ocean view. All were AI-generated images produced from scratch 

by an algorithm called BiGAN. All look disturbingly like real photographs. Sooner than 

we think, it will be impossible for the human eye to tell the difference between an AI-

generated image and a real photograph. [] 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://archive.intereconomics.eu/year/2018/1/nudging-and-other-ways-of-steering-choices/
https://imgur.com/gallery/PjdgpHG
https://petapixel.com/2018/07/02/court-rules-copying-photos-found-on-internet-is-fair-use/
https://www.politico.eu/article/ecj-photographer-permission-ruling/
https://www.hrc.utexas.edu/exhibitions/permanent/firstphotograph/process/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/deepmind
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/oct/14/future-photography-in-the-age-of-instagram-essay-sean-o-hagan
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 I spy, with my little eye, something that is …. 
 

 

 

How we perceive and think today is an evolutionary artifact of survival.  I imagine that the 

first articulated questions would have been something like:  Huh?  What is that?  Is it safe? 

 

The fundamentals always apply, and so the same considerations remain primary today. 

 

“Remember, kids:  the green ones are safe to eat, but the red ones will kill you.” 

 

Unfortunately, color vision deficiency (CVD) reduces the ability to see differences between 

colors.  About 8% of males a 0.5% of females are afflicted with CVD.  Humans can 

otherwise discriminate about 10 million color differences, and about 30 gray tones.  [] 

 

Colored chalk on green boards may not be perceptible to those with CVD.  Workers with 

CVD are liabilities in some occupations.  In water treatment plants, chemical tests using 

color changing pH strips may be misinterpreted.  Equipment operators, such as airplane 

pilots, may not recognize lights that indicate required actions. [] 

 

The image above is in grey scale, from black to near white.  The absence of colour 

accentuates the importance of the tonal value differences.  Night vision is largely grey scale. 

 

Eyes are compelling to viewers.  Recognition of the whole is intended to be delayed with this 

image.  Both familiar and strange, this image captures our attention. 

 

The caption, from a childhood game, leads the viewer toward the intended topic of the eye 

and what is seen.  Without the caption, the intended message would be incomprehensible.    

 

Green and red discrimination confusion is the most common type of CVD difficulty. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0199239
http://www.archimedes-lab.org/colorblindnesstest.html#visione
https://timflach.com/work/more-than-human/slideshow/#33
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Is it safe?  Is it safe?  Is it safe?  Is it safe? 
 

 

 

If you are unable to read the message in the image above, you probably do not have color 

vision deficiency (CVD).  The image may be read by most of those with CVD.  This is partly 

so because those with CVD tend to have a better perception of relative luminosity.  Those 

with CVD tend to have better night vision, also.  (The answer to the question is: NO.) [] 

 

Safety ensurance demands that text be of the highest contrast with the background.  Which 

of the four colors of text for the caption questions appears least legible to you? 

 

Directing the viewer to find the least obvious feature is intended to maximize the length of 

engagement.  The most obvious feature, by definition, will be seen in the least amount of 

time.  Time of engagement generally equates with degree of comprehension and duration of 

memory. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

   

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.archimedes-lab.org/colorblindnesstest.html#visione
http://www.archimedes-lab.org/colorblindnesstest.html#visione
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What can we see by the light of the slivery moon? 
 

 

 

 

Above is a logarithmic scale showing the range of light intensity (lux) perceptible to 

humans.   

 

In Saskatchewan workplaces, other than underground mines, 50 lux is the required 

minimum light level. []  One lux is equal to the light of one candle at a distance of one 

meter. Museums have low lighting levels because colours fade according to light intensity 

and length of exposure.  While some aspects of our vision may adjust to changes in as little 

as 200 milliseconds, it may take up to an hour to fully adapt to low light levels.  Because of 

aging effects, an older person may require up to about 4000 lux in order to effectively and 

efficiently examine fine and indistinct details on a dark object. [] 

 

The image above illustrates the effectiveness of gray scale with communicating information.  

The enclosed text is readable, and the differences in the scale luminosity are perceptible, in 

a wide range of lighting. 

 

The caption color is intended to reinforce the message it conveys, and to accentuate the 

grey scale used in the graphic.  “By the light of the silvery moon” is popular expression [].  

The substitution of slivery for silvery is intended to cause readers to pause to question the 

sense of the message and whether a typographical error was made.  A slivery moon is a 

globally familiar phenomenon, and is represented as the threshold measurement of light 

intensity in the graphic.  The word “we” is inclusive, and intended to foster engagement.  All 

of this caption cleverness would mean nothing to those who are from other cultures and/or 

cannot read English, however.     

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.publications.gov.sk.ca/details.cfm?p=677
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/light.html
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/by-the-light-of-the-silvery-moon-1909/
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/light.html
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        lx = lux                           Full moon < 1 lx          
 

 

 

 

The image above compares geometrically some commonly experienced light levels (lux).  

Those who are unfamiliar with a logarithmic scale, as was illustrated previously, may find 

this representation more comprehensible.  Those unfamiliar with the word lux, however, 

might interpret the abbreviation lx in this graphic as being a mathematical expression.  

 

The tiny dot in the image beside “Full moon <1 lx” might be more perceptible if it were 

white instead of light blue.  Enlarging the image would also make the dot more perceptible. 

 

The caption directs attention to the points of concern for understanding:  lux is the unit of 

measurement for perceived light; lx means lux; a full moon provides less than one lux of 

illumination.   

 

The caption text is white in a black banner.  Images suggestive of a quarter-moon and a full 

moon are aligned with the text in an effort to reinforce attention on the moon as a reference 

standard.  The caption and banner colors are consistent with the text and background colors 

of the image, so as to relate the two pieces of information together.   

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://lightlogproject.org/blog/tag/lux/
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A map can efficiently present a huge amount of information in a way that minimizes the 

needs for reading time and for language translations.  Those with color vision deficiency 

(CVD) may find interpreting the map above very difficult, however.   

 

The caption is an allusion to a highly successful advertising slogan produced by Frank R. 

Barnard in 1927:  “One picture is worth ten thousand words.” []  Familiarity with Barnard’s 

slogan is intended to convey the message that maps are of much higher value than 

pictures.  The implication is that words alone are the least efficient method of presenting 

information.    

 

The caption is in multiple colours, echoing some of those used on the map.   Gradations of 

luminosity are used to suggest elevation differences, similar to what is done on the map.  At 

a large scale the aesthetic value of such text features may enhance the message for some 

people, but at the scale of a typical text book such features reduce the legibility of the text, 

at least to my eye.    

 

Architectural and technical drawings, schematic diagrams, and data visualization graphics 

are, fundamentally, map variants. 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/04/07/magazine/on-language-worth-a-thousand-words.html
http://www.nicolasparubets.ca/correlation_between_powerful_earthquakes.html
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Globally, there are about 600 million people who have some form of color vision deficiency 

(CVD).  These people may misinterpret data colormaps.  By optimizing the color choices and 

the range of luminosity levels, data maps can be very nearly as perceptible to those with 

CVD as to those without.  The image above illustrates the benefits of what has been called 

the cividis colormap, shown on the right side, in comparison with four standard colormaps.  

Cividis, as of 2018, was believed to be the first colormap scheme designed to benefit 

equally those with CVD and those without. [] 

 

[The four reference standard] Colormaps are as follows: (a) perceptually uniform 

grayscale, (b) jet, (c) jet as it appears to someone with red-green colorblindness, 

and (d) viridis [1], the current gold standard colormap. Below each NanoSIMS image 

is a corresponding “colormap-data perceptual sensitivity” (CDPS) plot, which 

compares perceptual differences of the colormap to actual, underlying data 

differences.  m is the slope of the fitted line and r2 is the coefficient of determination 

calculated using a simple linear regression. [] 

 

While highly contrasting colors may seem like a good option to ensure legibility generally, 

sustained reading of such color combinations in text is fatiguing, and so such combinations 

should be used with due regard of the costs as well as the benefits of this design choice. 

 

Computer Monitors and Display Colours 

Our eyes are not as receptive or sensitive to the colours at the extreme ends of the 

visible spectrum (e.g., blue, violet/purple, and red). The focus point inside the eye 

for different colours is situated at different distances behind the lens. To 

simultaneously see different colours well, the eye has to focus quickly and 

alternatively at different distances. The further the colours are from each other in the 

visible spectrum, the more difficult the process is. When we try to focus at the same 

time on colours situated at opposite ends of the spectrum (e.g., red and blue), our 

eyes get more tired than when we focus on colours which are close to one another in 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0199239
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0199239#pone.0199239.ref001
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0199239
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/ergonomics/office/vdtcolor.html
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0199239
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the spectrum (e.g. green and yellow). Characters in colours situated at the extreme 

ends of the visible spectrum should probably be avoided unless displayed on a light 

or contrasting background. [] 

 

The lower caption introduces the topic, and illustrates it at the same time.  Such variations 

of values in text makes it more difficult to process, though, and therefore fatiguing for 

readers.   

 

The colors of the upper caption (Cividis Colormaps) are similar to the shades used in the 

two examples below it.  It is highlighted with yellow to attract attention to the location 

mentioned in the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/ergonomics/office/vdtcolor.html
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     Cats Eyes Removed      
 

 

 

 

Hydrocarbon powered automobiles began rolling around 1884. []   By 1894, in France, 

public safety concerns relating to these prompted agreements on the implementation of 

particular types of hazard warning signs.  By 1921 international efforts to standardize 

roadway and vehicular signage were underway, and triangles with red borders were 

proposed for use with danger warnings.  At “the 1931 European Conference on Road 

Transport, held in Geneva, international agreement was successfully reached on shapes: 

triangular, round, rectangular (for warnings, instructions, information) as per today's norms 

-- and it was additionally agreed that the colour red should predominate in prohibitions.” 

[] 

 

The absence of roadway lighting prompted the development of retroreflective median 

markers by 1934.  The lights of vehicles reflected off these markers with an appearance 

similar to the eyeshine of cats, and they were dubbed catseyes.  An example of catseyes 

retroreflectors is shown above, in the lower image on the right side. []  An example of the 

retroreflective eyeshine of cats is shown above, in the upper image on the right side. [] 

  

Removal of the catseyes necessitates warning signage, such as is shown at the bottom of 

the image on the left, above. []  Those unfamiliar with such devices might not understand 

this sign, especially if they do not understand written English. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.daimler.com/company/tradition/company-history/1885-1886.html
https://www.sabre-roads.org.uk/forum/viewtopic.php?t=31606#p670475
http://www.percyshawcatseyes.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Retroreflector
http://www.cherrygilchrist.co.uk/blog/archives/08-2013


Information Design for Workplace and Public Safety 03/2019 

12 

T. Damian Boyle OHS Committee  

 

The caption statement presents the spelling of the homonym, to attract attention.  The 

paired circular elements in the caption banner are intended to mimic the appearance of both 

the eyeshine of cats and the reflection of catseyes, to relate the text to the images above it. 

   

Retroreflective paint, and other materials, can greatly enhance the perceptibility of signs 

and markings in low lux environments, especially at distances that allow for safe high speed 

travel. [] 

 

I have wondered if the triangular shape for warning signs might have been chosen due to 

the mathematical use of the Greek symbol delta, , which indicates a change event (such 

as a river delta undergoes).   It may also be because of the simple economy of producing 

and placing the shape, however.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.3m.com/3M/en_US/road-safety-us/resources/road-transportation-safety-center-blog/full-story/~/astm-standards-for-traffic-signs/?storyid=5011bc7a-64cc-4b28-93cd-84aa9707d5dd
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     Catseye Product Advertisement      
 

 

 

 

The image above is a promotional poster of Reflecting Roadstuds Ltd. []  The catseye 

product is presented as being of equivalent value as triangular warning signs.  The cat 

image at the top of the poster incorporates design elements of the reflecting roadstuds, and 

is virtually enclosed within a warning triangle.  The two triangles the bottom of the poster 

constitute the eyes of a stylized cat head, which is seen to be but one of many cats forming 

a roadway median into the distance, at night, beneath a cloud of fog.  The red borders 

accentuate the difference of visibility of the catseyes against the dark elements, and tie 

together the image components.   

 

All things considered, how would you rate the effectiveness of the design of this image, on a 

scale ten? 

 

The caption text and banner colors are intended to echo the key image colors, in order to 

relate the two components.  Triangles are included at each end of the banner to direct 

attention to this design element in the image.  This banner and text color combination 

compromises text legibility by reducing the luminosity difference between the text and the 

background.  A larger font size may compensate for relatively low contrast (luminosity) 

differences, however.   

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.percyshawcatseyes.com/
http://www.percyshawcatseyes.com/
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Transportation of Dangerous Goods Safety Marks 
 

 

 

 

The placards above display some of the “safety marks” required in Canada for the 

Transportation of Dangerous Goods (TDG).  The many combinations of colours, lines, icons, 

words and numbers used for TDG are too cryptic for the uninformed to decipher.   

 

Section 4.6 of the TDG Regulations states that dangerous goods safety marks must 

be visible, legible and displayed against a background of contrasting colour. Could 

you define contrasting colour? 

 

A contrasting background refers to the surface immediately surrounding the placard. 

This surface must be large enough to create, from a distance, a perception of 

different colour immediately surrounding the placard, also producing a contrasting 

effect with the colour of the placard. There is no prescription in the TDG Regulations 

as to how the contrasting colour effect should be obtained, or what should be 

considered an effective contrast. Common sense should prevail in this matter. [] 

 

I heard once of a fellow with color vision deficiency (CVD) who went to a funeral wearing a 

red suit, believing that it was black.  That may be an apocryphal tale, but it makes the point 

that common sense is not sufficient to ensure the prevention of grave errors when the 

perception of colors is confused. 

 

The caption simply states what is being presented.  The caption text color is black on white 

for maximum legibility.  Black is used on 10 of the 12 placards shown, as is white.  The 

caption colors are similar to dominant image colors, and the two message pieces are 

thereby related together. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/tdg/clear-part4-476.htm#sec46
http://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/tdg/awareness-materials-and-faq-1159.html#a5_0
http://www.nuclearsafety.gc.ca/cnsconline/heu/eng/index.cfm?pedisable=true
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  Why is one pictogram border different?    
 

 

 

 

The nine pictograms shown above are used across Canada in the Workplace Hazardous 

Materials Information System 2015 (WHMIS 2015).  “Pictograms are graphic images that 

immediately show the user of a hazardous product what type of hazard is present. With a 

quick glance, you can see, for example, that the product is flammable, or if it might be a 

health hazard.” []    

 

WHMIS 2015 is aligned with the Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling 

of Chemicals (GHS), in agreement with United Nations member states. [] 

 

WHMIS 2015 requires, by law, that every worker in Canada is trained and educated with 

regards to the hazardous materials that they may be exposed to in the workplace.  

  

Can you explain the meanings of these nine pictograms?  How do you judge their 

effectiveness in communicating the hazards associated with them?   

 

Would it be possible to correctly interpret the meanings of these nine pictograms, with a 

quick glance, without WHMIS 2015 education and training? 

 

The caption poses a question, directing attention to the anomalous component in the image. 

The text color is black on white, for maximum legibility, consistent with the icon colours.  In 

line with the caption text are two red diamond shapes, similar to eight others depicted in 

the image.  The shapes included in the caption are incongruous with the word round, and 

are intended to emphasize what the focus item is NOT.  All of these design elements serve 

to relate the caption to the image.   

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/chemicals/whmis_ghs/pictograms.html
https://www.unece.org/trans/danger/publi/ghs/ghs_welcome_e.html
https://blog.maerix.com/en/do-you-know-whmis-2015/
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    Biohazardous Infectious Materials     
 

 

 

 

“These materials are organisms or the toxins they produce that can cause diseases in 

people or animals. Included in this division are bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites. As 

these organisms can live in body tissues and fluids, they should be treated as toxic.” []   

 

Biohazardous Infectious Materials include HIV/AIDS, Anthrax, and Ebola.  Unlike other 

WHMIS 2015 controlled materials, these can be spread globally, quickly, with devastating 

impacts for communities and states.  Mass fatalities are a real possibility, and have 

occurred.  

 

I see the round shape as indicating a 360° spread of the problem, around the whole planet.  

This shape may be coincidental with my interpretation, but I believe it is an appropriate 

explanation for the scope of the concern with regards to this pictogram.  

 

How effective was the WHMIS 2015 training and education that you have received in the 

workplace? 

 

How could the WHMIS 2015 pictograms be improved to ensure comprehension? 

        

The caption presents the official description of the WHMIS 2015 pictogram illustrated above. 

 

The caption text is black on white, for maximum legibility, consistent with the image.  The 

caption line includes two design elements generally similar to the pictogram above:  circles 

with germs within.  The proximity of these pieces of information, and their consistent color, 

is intended to relate them together.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.ccohs.ca/teach_tools/chem_hazards/symbols.html#bim
https://www.ccohs.ca/teach_tools/chem_hazards/symbols.html#bim
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Radiation, Biological, & Chemical Weapons Symbols  

 
 

 

 

The three symbols in the image above convey how the materials associated with them will 

cause death.  These are contrived designs, with no naturally occurring referential analogues.  

Only those familiar with these warning symbols would reasonably be able to comprehend 

their meanings [].     

 

The geometrical aspects of these symbols are similar.  Each uses a three point pattern 

(triglyph) with circular elements.  The actual colours, orientations, and configurations of 

these icons are inconsistent globally. []    

 

The radiation trefoil, on the left, dates from 1946. []    

 

In 1987, thieves in Brazil stole a source of high-level radiation from an old 

abandoned hospital. It was sold, its lead case broken open. After three days, four 

people who were handling it began to suffer internal bleeding in their limbs, eyes and 

digestive tracts, according to doctors. Then their hair fell out. Within weeks, they 

were dead. [] 

 

How could this calamity possibly have occurred, you ask? 

 

In 2007, after a five-year study across 11 countries, the International Atomic Energy 

Agency found that the symbol “has no intuitive meaning and little recognition beyond 

those educated in its significance”; only 6 per cent of those questioned in Kenya, 

India and Brazil knew what it meant.  [] 

 

The biological hazard symbol, in the middle, dates from 1966 [].   

 

The U.S. Department of Defense has not yet provided me with details of the provenance of 

the chemical weapons symbol, on the right. [].  I suspect that the chemical weapons 

symbol uses relatively low contrast of luminosity levels for visual camouflage reasons. [] 

  

The large yellow text of the caption is of high contrast with the black banner.  The yellow 

text is intended to both demand attention and ensure ease of reading.   

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/new-symbol-launched-warn-public-about-radiation-dangers-0
https://www.thoughtco.com/science-laboratory-safety-signs-4064202
https://www.orau.org/ptp/articlesstories/radwarnsymbstory.htm
https://www.ft.com/content/db87c16c-4947-11e6-b387-64ab0a67014c
https://www.ft.com/content/db87c16c-4947-11e6-b387-64ab0a67014c
https://99percentinvisible.org/article/biohazard-symbol-designed-to-be-memorable-but-meaningless/
https://home.army.mil/wood/index.php/about/Garrison/safety-office
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1051144X.2018.1529884
https://webadda.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/how-to-draw-biohazard-symbol-unique-science-laboratory-safety-signs-of-how-to-draw-biohazard-symbol-1.jpg
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The black color surrounding the text is similar to the black color surrounding the three 

image components, two of which contain the same yellow color as the text, and so the two 

message parts are visually related to each other.  Proximity of the caption banner with the 

image serves to accentuate the relationship.  The caption would be incomprehensible to 

those who cannot read English, however.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
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Pandora’s Box 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The image above shows a box measuring 76mm x 102mm x 58mm (3” x 4” x 2.25”), used 

to store video game cards. []   

 

Through ubiquitous deliberate misuse, popular culture and commercial interests have 

already perverted the intended use of the biohazardous symbol.  The difficulty of designing 

crystal clear messages includes overcoming such contrary messaging which may result in 

misunderstandings.  A symbol that once meant that something malign lay within now 

indicates that something benign is to be found instead.  

 

The geometrical proportions of the pictogram on this box appear to be precisely those 

prescribed for use with biological hazardous materials.  This pictogram was originally 

designed so as to be easily replicable by using only a straightedge and a compass. [] 

 

The box design illustrates good use of color and luminosity to maximize visibility of a 

relatively small object, making it easy to locate under virtually any lighting conditions, 

including by moonlight.  A somewhat lighter greenish-yellow than illustrated above is the 

highest visibility colour due to its luminosity, including at night, which is why it is used on 

fire truck bodies.  []   

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.legionsupplies.com/index.php?main_page=index&cPath=8&zenid=vg4kldsdhmr3htsqt6ageotem2
https://law.resource.org/pub/us/cfr/ibr/002/ansi.z35.1.1968/ansi.z35.1.1968_015_01.jpg
https://www.apa.org/action/resources/research-in-action/lime
http://www.legionsupplies.com/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=8&products_id=505
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The caption is an allusion to a cultural myth about dangers that exist, but we are unaware 

of, as a cautionary tale against rapacious greed. []  I chose to associate this phrase with 

the object displayed as a countervail against the deliberate misuse of the biohazard symbol 

as is demonstrated here.     

 

The caption text and banner colors are similar to those in the image, and thus relate the 

two message elements to each other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Lite/LiteLitt.htm
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   Sky God Reanimates Dead Here    
 
 

 

 

 

According to the International Organization for Standardization (ISO):  “ISO 21482:2007 

specifies the symbol to warn of the presence of a dangerous level of ionizing radiation from 

a high-level sealed radioactive source that can cause death or serious injury if handled 

carelessly.” [] 

   

According to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA):  “The symbol was tested with 

different population groups - mixed ages, varying educational backgrounds, male and 

female - to ensure that its message of "danger - stay away" was crystal clear and 

understood by all.” []    

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.iso.org/standard/40264.html
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/new-symbol-launched-warn-public-about-radiation-dangers-0
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/new-symbol-launched-warn-public-about-radiation-dangers-0
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All means 100%, with zero exceptions.  Ensuring crystal clear understanding of the 

messages communicated by ISO 21482:2007 is the IAEA’s objective, but what percentage 

of people do NOT understand it perfectly, and what are their characteristics?  Were 

individuals with color vision deficiency (CVD), including protanopia, included in the test 

sample? 

 

“In males with protanopia, there are no working red cone cells. Red appears as black. 

Certain shades of orange, yellow, and green all appear as yellow. Protanopia is an X-linked 

disorder that is estimated to affect 1 percent of males.” []   

 

This sign would be much more perceptible to those with protanopia if all of the white 

elements were converted to black, and all of the red element was converted to light 

greenish-yellow.  These changes would be especially helpful in in low lux environments.   

 

ISO standards are reviewed every five years, for change requirements.  I have been advised 

by the IAEA that the ISO 21482:2007 remains unchanged as of March, 2019.  

 

The caption presents one possible interpretation of the sign.  This is NOT the official 

intended message.  This sign does not include text, however, and in the absence of this 

would therefore be subject to the maximum range of possible interpretations. 

 

The caption is white text on a black banner, which are the same colors used for the figures 

illustrated on the sign.  The two message elements are visually related to each other.  Black 

text on a white background would have an unduly discrete appearance in this case, as I 

want the caption to command attention.  The banner also includes two smiling faces, which 

are similar to the smiling skull on the sign.  The two message pieces are thereby related to 

each other by their proximity, their colors, and similarity of design elements.  
 

You may judge for yourself the clarity of ISO 21482:2007.   

 

Reading from left to right, does it not appear that the dead are reanimated by a sky god?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://nei.nih.gov/health/color_blindness/facts_about
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See ya later, alligator.    In a while, crocodile. 
 

 

 

 

Contrast the clarity of the sign shown above with that of ISO 21482:2007. 

 

 Which sign appears to communicate its intended messages most clearly? 

 

 Which sign would be most perceptible at high noon, in twilight, and by the light of a 

slivery moon?   

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://picdeer.com/dom19751
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The sign above is from a wildlife park at Saint Lucia Estuary, Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa, 

where crocodiles are a real hazard. [] 

 

Human figure representations are highly recognizable and attract immediate attention.  This 

sign communicates that a particular condition exists that could (will) lead to a specific 

consequence.  This message seems reasonably understandable for members of any 

language group. 

   

The caption is a well known call-and-response line, from a song by Bobby Charles. []  It is 

intended here to provide sardonic humour for a potentially horrifying circumstance, and to 

reinforce the messages of the sign.  (Did you notice that the crocodile is laughing?)   

 

The two different text colors in the caption (green and red) are intended to emphasize the 

two parts of the call-and-response communication, while echoing colors found in the image 

(green and red).  The yellow banner serves to relate the two caption phrases to one 

another, and to command attention.  As a safety consideration, visibility take precedence 

over perfect consistency of color palette choices:  function over form rules here.  The text 

layout places the word crocodile adjacent to the figure of the crocodile, to relate these two 

message components to each other.   

 

What about designing information for use in industrial environments where yellow cast 

(sodium vapor) lighting is utilized? Might a blue sign be perceived as green, under yellow 

light?  Low pressure sodium lamps provide the “worst color rendering of any lamp.” [] 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://picdeer.com/media/1966838579248230786_1986742800
https://www.npr.org/2012/06/13/150960729/the-untold-story-of-singer-bobby-charles
http://edisontechcenter.org/SodiumLamps.html
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    Glowing Like a Ray Cat in a Hot Zone     
 

 

 

Nuclear waste sites will remain dangerously radioactive for many tens of thousands of 

years, at least. []  Some long lived fission products (LLFP) have half-lives of one million 

years. []   

 

Under the umbrella of the Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) in Paris, 17 organisations 

from 13 countries came together in 2011 to form the RK&M initiative, or Preservation 

of Records, Knowledge and Memory across Generations. At a landmark conference in 

2014 in Verdun, France, it was agreed there should be some form of marker for a 

nuclear waste site to warn future generations. On the marker should be basic 

information about what is buried, not just emotive messages to keep out, and this 

information should also be archived around the world to maximise the chance that it 

will not be forgotten. [] 

 

Considering the propensity for people to go where they have been forbidden, and the rate at 

which cultures and their languages have disappeared in the past, what should be expressed, 

and how might this best be done?   

 

These questions were pondered by the Human Interface Task Force (HITF), beginning in 

1981.  The main warning sign proposed by the HITF incorporated the biohazardous 

infectious materials symbol – because it was in already in widespread use and would 

continue to be,  and therefore would not be misunderstood for a long time to come.  

Wrestling with these communications problems led to the development of what has been 

called nuclear semiotics. []   

 

Consideration for long term message design by the HITF, and other such groups, has been 

given to:  the construction of massive monuments; site management in perpetuity by a 

class of scribes; the propagation of a great mythic tale; and genetically engineered cats that 

would change colour in the presence of nuclear radiation (ray cats). []   

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.nrc.gov/reading-rm/doc-collections/fact-sheets/radwaste.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-017-14319-7
https://www.ft.com/content/db87c16c-4947-11e6-b387-64ab0a67014c
https://inis.iaea.org/collection/NCLCollectionStore/_Public/16/010/16010246.pdf
https://antinuclear.net/2016/02/20/nuclear-semioticians-sign-experts-how-to-warn-future-generations-of-the-wastes-danger/
http://www.theraycatsolution.com/#10000
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If ray cats were housed in temple structures, cared for by scribes busily propagating a myth 

about them, would their significance be sufficiently emblazoned on the collective 

consciousness of humanity?  What other strategies might complement such long term 

communications efforts, and thereby ensure crystal clear comprehension of the hazards 

encountered? 

 

Cats that glow under ultraviolet light have been developed through genetic modifications, as 

of about 2007.  []   Ray cats of one kind are already a reality.   

 

The images presented above are of art works intended to promote the development of ray 

cats as a popular cultural icon.  These images, and stories about them, are widely 

distributed as wearable art, on utilitarian items, in videos, and in songs.   

 

Innovations relating to the communications problems associated with long term nuclear 

waste management could be stimulated through the use of public competitions, such are 

used by governments around the world for solving wicked problems.  

  

 

Solving for Safety Visualization Challenge Solver Solicitation (USDOT) 

 In 2017, motor vehicle traffic crashes resulted in an estimated 37,150 fatalities.[1]  

Comprehensively, crashes are a societal harm that cost the Nation over $800 billion 

annually in lives lost or injured, as well as lost work productivity and property 

damage.[2]  

… 

Solvers will compete for cash prizes by developing innovative analytical visualization 

tools to gain insights into fatalities and serious injuries on the U.S. road and rail 

systems that policymakers, providers, and operators can use to inform the 

development of safety solutions. [] 

 

 

The caption introduces the three novel images, in the form of a simile intended to establish 

a memorable expression.   

 

The text and banner colors are the same as are used in a standard radiation symbol:  a 

magenta trefoil on a yellow background.  Radiation symbols are included on the banner.  

The caption and banner colors are intended to relate the statement to the image, and to the 

topic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4006694/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/06/14/2018-12795/solving-for-safety-visualization-challenge-solver-solicitation
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/06/14/2018-12795/solving-for-safety-visualization-challenge-solver-solicitation#footnote-1-p27823
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/06/14/2018-12795/solving-for-safety-visualization-challenge-solver-solicitation#footnote-2-p27823
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/06/14/2018-12795/solving-for-safety-visualization-challenge-solver-solicitation
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The Crypt of Civilization 
 

 

 

 

Inspired by the troves of materials found in the pyramids of Egypt, and in other such tombs 

around the world, a cache of cultural artifacts was place in a vault in 1940 in order to send 

records and messages to the distant future.  This vault is to be opened in the year 8113, 

when an amount of time had elapsed equal to that since the dawn of civilization (as it was 

then understood).  The total volume of the enclosed storage space is about 57 cubic meters 

(2000 cubic feet).  The image above illustrates part of the interior of the vault and its 

contents.  []   

 

This communications effort was made before the development of nuclear weapons and 

nuclear power plants, when concerns about radioactive materials waste had not yet arisen.  

There are a number of worthy design features in this communications product, and in those 

products that inspired it. 

 

The text caption is borrowed directly from an article on the topic.  I find it a compellingly 

evocative and succinct description of the topic.  The text color is black, on a grey 

background, to echo the black and white (greyscale) photograph – and to not distract the 

eye from it.  The grey banner reduces the contrast level of the text, however, and serves 

more to camouflage it than to enhance its visibility. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crypt_of_Civilization
https://www.bbc.co.uk/music/articles/ecd09d11-9686-410f-97c2-9b9f09ab44cb
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Contemplations of the destruction of civilization as we know it have spurred the ongoing 

development of data banks designed to provide our distant descendants with information 

that might enable them to learn how to best ensure their own survival.  Digital technologies 

have provided the means to develop devices that can record massive amounts of 

information, which have now been stored within relatively small and durable objects that 

have already been sequestered in remote repositories around the earth, on the moon, and 

orbiting the sun.  What were but fantasies one hundred years ago are realities today.  

 

At least one long term communication product extant today is designed to be read without 

digital technology.  An analog microscope with 1000x magnification allows the reading of 

sheets called nanofiche, each of which can store up to 150,000 pages of text or photographs 

at a resolution of 600 dots per inch.  Other technologies are being developed for the 

transmission of far more information per unit volume, using materials that would not 

degrade for billions of years.  The products of these kinds of research and development 

efforts are anticipated to enhance or displace some current digital technologies within two 

or three decades.  [] 

 

The logo in the lower image is suggestive of an Egyptian style pyramid, which is an iconic 

structure for the long term storage of information, and is of mythic provenance.  The oldest 

such pyramids of Egypt date from about 4,500 years ago.  [] 

 

There is no caption for the upper image, other than the foundation’s own branding.  

Unnecessary message elements merely serve to fatigue those decoding the information.   

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.archmission.org/technologies
http://www.gizapyramids.org/
https://www.archmission.org/missions
https://www.archmission.org/
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Prototype Computer Keyboard Symbols 
 

 

 

 

The thirty-two signs depicted in this typology are the main abstract shapes created 

by early humans living in Europe during the Ice Age (10,000 to 40,000 years ago). 

There are distinct patterns across space and time for each of the signs, suggesting 

that they were part of a system - possibly one of the oldest systems of graphic 

communication in the world. (Genevieve von Petzinger) [] 

 

An English language computer keyboard, which includes variants of 15 of the 32 signs 

illustrated, was used to generate the caption text.  Some of the other signs in the image are 

also familiar.  None of the signs appears difficult to replicate quickly by hand.  This suggests 

to me that basic communications using symbols could be reasonably achievable between 

cultures and across time, especially if the message sender took the trouble to be expansive 

in providing explicit clues to deciphering the code for the benefit of the message receiver.   

 

The text and banner colors are intended to match with the image colors, and thus relate 

these two pieces together.  The text caption draws attention to a common referent for 

consideration of relevance.  The image itself contains an appropriate caption. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/first-signs-unlocking-the-mysteries-of-the-world-s-oldest-symbols-1.3762393
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/first-signs-unlocking-the-mysteries-of-the-world-s-oldest-symbols-1.3762393
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Letter from Mesopotamia (Posted 3750 years ago.) 
 

 

 

Shown above is a clay tablet, inscribed with cuneiform writing.   

 

The clay message was sent from someone called Nanni to an Ea-nasir in ancient 

Mesopotamia, protesting about the low quality of copper ingots offered during a 

trade with Nanni’s messenger. Nanni demands that his money be returned post-

haste.  “What do you take me for, that you treat somebody like me with such 

contempt?” writes a suitably enraged Nanni, according to Leo Oppenheim’s 

translation in Letters from Mesopotamia. [] 

 

Some communications elements are intended to stay in one place, by dint of size or by 

being attached to the land, where their meanings may be deciphered with reference to 

contextual clues.  Written messages designed for distribution rely on mutual familiarity of 

the elements communicated, so that receivers can correctly interpret the sender’s intended 

meaning.   

 

Written messages transmitted over great physical or social distances have a greater 

likelihood of being misunderstood because of cultural background differences between 

senders and receivers.   Differences in the understanding of the precise meaning of a word 

can lead to catastrophic consequences.   

  

The space shuttle Columbia burned up upon re-entry, in January of 2003, despite a known 

problem having been communicated to all concerned.   

  

In a report eight months later, the Columbia Accident Investigation Board cast 

considerable blame on the debris-assessment team’s presentation to higher-ups 

during the shuttle’s flight, prepared using PowerPoint software. Information had been 

poorly condensed onto 28 slides. On one cluttered slide the words “significant” and 

“significantly” were used five times with a range of meanings from “detectable in a 

perhaps irrelevant calibration case study” to “an amount of damage so that everyone 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn27063-ancient-customer-feedback-technology-lasts-millennia/#.VPpX603wuBY
https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn27063-ancient-customer-feedback-technology-lasts-millennia/#.VPpX603wuBY


Information Design for Workplace and Public Safety 03/2019 

31 

T. Damian Boyle OHS Committee  

dies”, noted Edward Tufte, a consultant to the investigators. It was easy to see how 

managers could have viewed the slides without grasping the level of danger, the 

board concluded. [] 

 

The caption identifies the object portrayed in the image above, and its provenance.  It 

reinforces the name of the book mentioned as the source of the image.  The word “posted” 

was chosen to suggest the idea of a distributed letter, and to reinforce the term post-haste 

presented in the text below it.  Posting messages is a very common practice today, albeit 

with different technology, and so should be easily understood by readers here. 

 

The text colour is black, consistent with the image background color, so as to relate the two 

pieces of information together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.economist.com/node/21556097
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Silver denarius, ~4g, ~18mm diameter, 49 B.C. 
 
 
 

 

Minted after his invasion of Italy and crossing of the Rubicon on 10 January 49 B.C. 

until his defeat of Pompey at Pharsalus, this was the first coin type issued in Caesar's 

name. The elephant was the symbol of the Caesar family.  […] Caesar's elephant is 

trampling a carnyx and […] symbolizes Caesar's victory over the Celtic tribes of Gaul. 

Also, Pompey had recently tried to enter Rome on a chariot drawn by four elephants, 

since the gate was too narrow, the entrance was a flop. This coin was a reminder 

both of Caesar's success and of Pompey's failure. The reverse refers to Caesar's 

office of Pontifex Maximus, the high priest of Rome, a title now held by the Pope. [] 

 

An estimated 7.5 million to 22.5 million of the elephant denarius were produced. []  These 

standardized units of value were traded from hand to hand, maintaining the message 

currency with little ongoing effort.  Effective mass communications at a distance were thus 

achieved by Caesar by using established symbols in association with his name in a brand or 

propaganda campaign.  

 

However well known the various symbols and tales may have been in 49 B.C., various 

alternate interpretations of the symbols and events depicted on this coin exist today. []  

Nonetheless, the fundamental message appears to have survived well for over 2000 years:  

Caesar rules.  

 

If every member state of the United Nations, and those that are not, issued a coin in 

commemoration of the Year of the Ray Cat (or The Year of Nuclear Waste Management), 

how well might the concerns then become understood, and for how long might the 

messages then circulate within societies? 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.forumancientcoins.com/catalog/roman-and-greek-coins.asp?param=85080q00.jpg&vpar=1805&zpg=91262&fld=https://www.forumancientcoins.com/Coins2/
http://northshorenumismaticsociety.org/julius-caesar-elephant/
http://www.humanities.mq.edu.au/acans/caesar/CivilWars_Rubicon.htm
https://www.forumancientcoins.com/catalog/roman-and-greek-coins.asp?param=85080q00.jpg&vpar=1805&zpg=91262&fld=https://www.forumancientcoins.com/Coins2/
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The caption identifies the object in the image, its actual size, and its age.  Those unfamiliar 

with words and symbols used in the caption are expected to undertake learning efforts with 

this as they see fit.   

 

The caption text is black on a white background, for both maximum perceptibility and 

discreteness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/


Information Design for Workplace and Public Safety 03/2019 

34 

T. Damian Boyle OHS Committee  

 
 

We Win When We Work Willingly 
 

 

 
The coin shown in the image above is called a victory nickel.  V is the Roman numeral for 5, 

and it denotes the number of cents.   

 

This coin was designed to allow the redirection of mineral nickel resources to the war effort 

against Germany.  It was made of tombac, an alloy of 88% copper and 12% zinc, and 

contained no nickel.  It has a diameter of 21.21mm (835/1000”), and a weight 4.54g 

(1/100 lb).  There were 24,760,256 victory nickels put into circulation in 1943. []  The 

population of Canada was then about 11.2 million. [] 

 

Spreading messages intended to boost popular commitment to the war effort was also a 

design objective of great importance.   Victory was a national and cultural imperative for the 

Canadian and other governments allied in war against Germany.  V also stood for the slogan 

“Victory at All Costs.”     

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.mint.ca/store/mint/about-the-mint/5-cents-5300006#.XJK2lyhKg6Q
https://www65.statcan.gc.ca/acyb07/acyb07_0010-eng.htm
https://www.bankofcanadamuseum.ca/2017/12/price-victory/
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The torch, central to the V, is an allusion to a line in the poem In Flanders Fields, written by 

John McCrae in 1915:    

 

Take up our quarrel with the foe: 

To you from failing hands we throw 

The torch; be yours to hold it high. [] 

 

Above all, is Canada.  Maple leaves, which were and are popular national emblems, are 

distributed in supporting positions – from one side of Canada to the other.    

 

Around the rim is a Morse Code message, signalling:  We Win When We Work Willingly. [] 

 

At the time, Morse Code was widely used for wired telegraph systems, and for wireless radio 

telegraphy.  Wireless radio communications, and the deciphering of received foreign codes, 

became of paramount importance for military efforts – as did the suppression of airwave 

gossip that could be of benefit to the enemy. [] 

 

Thus an artifact can be used to convey multiple and parallel meanings on a steadily 

circulating basis, and may be used to foster a common attitude toward unified actions within 

a whole society.   

   

Only those familiar with the various design elements and their cultural context would be 

able to understand the messages intended by the symbols presented on this coin, however.   

 

How many people today would comprehend all of the information that was transmitted by 

the victory nickel, with a quick glance? 

 

The caption presents the message of the Morse Code on the nickel.   

 

The caption text colour is a shade of red intended to be similar to that of blood, in honour of 

the loss of life, the injuries suffered, and the grief experienced by all those who would have 

handled the victory nickels during the period of the war.  War experiences have taught 

many hard lessons about the ensurance of safety in all matters.  These kinds of experiences 

are why we say:  “Safety laws are written in blood.”   

 

Tonal consistency between the image and the text is purely coincidental in this case.  I 

would have used the same shade of red regardless of the object colour, in the interest of 

propagating a respectful attitude towards the observance of safety laws. 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.warmuseum.ca/cwm/exhibitions/remember/flandersfields_e.html
https://www.mint.ca/store/mint/about-the-mint/5-cents-5300006#.XJLC7ShKg6R
http://www.rcsigs.ca/index.php/Cracking_the_Code
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Victory at All Costs / Bugger the Enemy 
 

 

 

You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, 

victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for 

without victory, there is no survival.   

Winston Churchill (May 13, 1940) [] 

 

The palm outward two fingered V salute was a symbol for victory that was propagated by 

Winston Churchill, beginning in 1941.  Above is an image from 1942, showing Churchill 

giving a palm inward two fingered V salute.  “As a former soldier—and indeed as a former 

Harrow schoolboy—Churchill knew early on that the original gesture, knuckles facing out, 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1940-the-finest-hour/blood-toil-tears-and-sweat-2/
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205198990
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had for more than 500 years been used around the world as a crude expression of 

disrespect, insolence, defiance and vulgarity.” []  Churchill’s V for victory salute became 

an immensely popular symbol amongst Britons, who well understood the two different 

meanings intended and appreciated the parallelism in the expressed sentiments. 

 

The caption presents the two different meanings of the two fingered V salute as used by 

Winston Churchill, in common parlance.  

 

The caption text colour is black on white, consistent with the image colors so as to relate 

the two pieces of information together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
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Rhetoricall Indigitations (John Bulwer, 1644) 
 
 

 

Above is an image of chyrograms, copied from a remarkable and fascinating book published 

in 1644 by John Bulwer.  The book title and description is as follows: 

 

Chirologia:  or the Natural Language of the Hand.  Composed of the Speaking 

Motions, and Discoursing Gestures thereof.  Whereunto is added Chironomia:  or, the 

Art of Manuall Rhetoricke.  Consisting of the Naturall Expressions, di-gested by Art in 

the Hand as the chiefest Instrument of Eloquence, by Historical Manifestos, 

Exemplified Out of the Authentique Registers of Common Life, and Civill 

Conversation. [] 

  

Bulwer’s work examines oral communications aligned hand motions that were in common 

use at the time, as well as those which were referred to in historical documents.  In sum, it 

appears that there was not a formally agreed upon system of hand signs in common use 

that Bulwer was aware of.  Indeed, on the page facing the chyrograms shown above, Bulwer 

notes that the hand and finger postures illustrated “may be used as Cyphers for private 

ways of Discourse or Intelligence.”  [] 

 

Several of the hand postures illustrated appear familiar.  The meanings of these hand 

postures as presented in the text are not as familiar, however.  Neither of Winston 

Churchill’s two fingered salute meanings appears to be included in the explications, for 

example. 

 

The caption is Bulwer’s own phrase for describing the finger postures illustrated. 

 

The text color is black on white, to match the image colors and thus relate the two 

information pieces to one another.  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://archive.org/details/gu_chirologianat00gent/page/n339
https://archive.org/details/gu_chirologianat00gent/page/n339
https://archive.org/details/gu_chirologianat00gent/page/n339
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Deaf People Teach Us Bad Words  
 

 

 

 

 

The image above is taken from a very informative short video about sign language.  (Click 

on the image to go to the video.) 

 

Sign language provides a means of communicating information without an oral component, 

within relatively short distances.  Within the confines of a conference room, for example, 

where simultaneous translations are being provided, 10 meters is the recommended 

maximum working distance. [] 

 

As with oral languages, a limited number of important words and phrases may be 

adequately learned and expressed relatively quickly, but developing high level fluency takes 

considerable time and effort.  Just as with oral languages, there are regional variations and 

dialects, and sign languages entirely foreign to the local variant.  In fact, new sign 

languages have evolved in isolation in the matter of a few generations.  [] 

 

The caption is the title of a video. 

 

The caption color is white, on a grey banner, similar to the text and background colors in 

the image.  The relatively low level of contrast between the white text and mid-grey 

background makes it hard to see and read, however.  A larger size font compensates for 

this somewhat, but legibility is still compromised.  Note that the hand sign illustration 

drawing color is dark grey, against a mid-grey background, which results in relatively poor 

visibility of this language expression element.   

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://aiic.net/page/7821/
https://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/american-sign-language
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pdOU3czs-NY
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Cable Logging Hand Signals (BC, Canada, 2005) 
 

 

The image above illustrates some to the kinds of standardized hand and body signals used 

for communications in workplaces where ambient noise levels and distances between 

senders and receivers preclude the use of oral communications or finger postures alone.  

The signals illustrated above are mandated by law for a particular type of tree harvesting 

method, within a particular jurisdiction. []  Similar, and different, hand signals are 

prescribed by law for other occupational activities, with jurisdictional variability. 

 

Where senders and receivers may not be visible to each other at all times, or fully aware of 

each other, standardized audible signals (whistles) are also mandated for certain 

occupations.  These kinds of visual and audible signals allow workers to achieve working 

distances of one hundred or more meters apart, even though they may otherwise share no 

other common language. 

 

Working distances of thousands of meters may be achieved by the use of mechanical horns 

on equipment, and by using wireless radios for sending and receiving pulsed signal tones. 

 

The caption is taken from a government regulation detailing requirements for these specific 

occupational procedures.  The jurisdiction and date and publication are provided to provide 

context clarity.  

  

The text colour is black, with a white background, similar to the image above it.  This 

provides for maximum legibility, and serves to relate the two pieces of information to each 

other.  

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/loo67/loo67/296_97-26
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/loo67/loo67/296_97-26
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…    NATO Phonetic Alphabet, Codes, & Signals    … 
 

 

 

 

 

The image above illustrates parts of the standardized messaging components used by the 

29 member countries of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), in the form of a 

translation key.   These systems transmit messages using signals corresponding to the 

English language alphabet and prescribed terms.  Transmissions may be made:  orally by 

using radios and telephones; with pulsed tones or lights; with hoisted flags; by panels laid 

on the ground; or by outstretched arms with held flags. [] 

 

Together, these methods allow for the rapid communication of complex messages across 

great distances.  They are also used by other language groups around the world, with 

variations.   

 

Hand-flags are the easiest method to reproduce and utilize in a technologically impoverished 

environment, however, and it is these I wish to promote awareness of especially.  Note the 

eight point clock utilized for standardized positioning.   

 

I wonder if such a system of hand flags might have been deployed during the construction 

of ancient projects such as the pyramids of Egypt, Stonehenge, or the Great Wall of China, 

for example.  Combined with hoisted flags, horns, whistles, and hand signals, would the 

overall speed of communications on such large sites have been much different from today?                  

 

The caption is taken directly from a NATO web page on this subject.  The banner includes 

Morse Code for the letter S at each end, as is illustrated in the image. 

 

The caption text and banner colors were chosen for high visibility, and for consistency with 

the six hand-flag examples shown.  The caption and image are thus related by the similar 

color elements. 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_150391.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_150391.htm
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It is Now Two Minutes to Midnight 
 

 

 

 

The image of the Doomsday Clock shown above is borrowed from the Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists.  The Doomsday Clock reflects the consensus of well informed opinions about the 

likelihood of a human induced apocalyptic event.  Midnight would be reached by the 

occurrence of such an event.  In January of 2019 the minute hand was advanced, to two 

minutes to midnight.  This is the nearest to midnight the clock has reached since 1953. [] 

 

Those familiar with moving arm time pieces are expected to recognize the image as part of 

a whole clock, and to be able to interpret the geometrically represented units of time 

indicated.  Mathematically, it is 2/1440 of one day.  (A standard clock face shows only 12 

hours, but there are 24 hours in one day nonetheless.) 

 

After midnight, it would be a long time dark.   

 

Considering the worst case scenarios, it behooves us, for the survival of our species, to 

clean up all of our messes immediately, rather than leaving them for our descendants to 

discover in the worst of ways.  

 

For those messes which we do not have the means or will to clean up, we must post 

warnings and technical information for future generations to receive and benefit by. 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://thebulletin.org/press-release-it-is-now-2-minutes-to-midnight/
https://thebulletin.org/press-release-it-is-now-2-minutes-to-midnight/


Information Design for Workplace and Public Safety 03/2019 

43 

T. Damian Boyle OHS Committee  

The caption is borrowed from the bulletin announcing the time change on the Doomsday 

Clock.     

 

The caption text color is black, on a white background, similar to the image colors.  The 

similarity of the colors, and the proximity of the text and image, is intended to relate the 

two message elements to each other.  
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 Final Considerations & Closing Thoughts 

 

 

The informed opinions of others can be useful in keeping us alive and healthy – when they 

are not mistaken or deliberately misleading.   

 

In my experience, the theories of others often have little relevance within the complex 

social-cultural dynamics of my own situations.  I am more interested in the facts available 

to me than in the speculations of others in consideration of their own situations.  In a world 

with over 7.5 billion people living, with many ancestors, more theories abound in languages 

that I cannot understand than otherwise, and I have not the time to consider them all.   

 

In preparing this document I perused several hundred others, enquired of many advertising 

expertise in relevant areas, and gleaned some useful information and wisdom from all of 

these.  In searching for one master in the field to apprentice myself with, I found, among 

others, Rune Pettersson.  I choose to follow Rune’s guidance in this area because of the 

breadth and depth of his considerations, and because I appreciate his sensibilities about the 

open sharing of hard won learnings. 

 

The points listed below are extracted from Rune Pettersson’s book, Cognition. []    

 

1. Fleming and Levie (1978) and Ormrod (1989) noted that novelty and 

whatever stands in contrast to immediate past experience or to life-long 

experience grab our attention. Something unusual will capture our attention 

almost every time. Attention is not necessarily drawn to the excessively loud, 

bright, or extraordinary, only to what is quantitatively different from what has 

been attended to previously. Thus, attention is drawn to changes. ([] pp.30-

31) 

 

2. Beaver (1994) claimed that visual memory is very fast. It is one thousand 

times faster to view an inner image than to rehearse a word from verbal 

memory. ([] p.171) 

 

3. Gombrich (1969) argues that no pictorial image gains the status of a 

“statement,” unless an explicit reference is made to what it is supposed to 

represent. Barthes (1977) uses the term “anchorage” to describe the 

relationship of pictures to captions or another accompanying verbal language. 

Most pictures are capable of several interpretations until anchored to one by a 

caption. ([] p.245) 

 

4. Haber (1979) felt that our ability to recognize pictures might be described as 

virtually “perfect.” Over a five-day period, Standing (1973) showed subjects 

10,000 slides and found that they were able to recognize 83% on a later 

occasion. ([] pp.262-263) 

 

The power of the memory associated with images may be demonstrated here by scrolling 

rapidly through all of the images presented in this document and, during that brief 

experience, considering your level of recall of the information associated with each image. 

 

For how long would you likely be able to recall the message “Sky God Reanimates Dead 

Here”, upon encountering the image that you have now seen associated with that phrase?  

Would recalling this verbal message in connection with that image likely be a good thing for 

you, or a bad thing for you, in your own estimation?   

https://www.linkedin.com/in/t-damian-boyle-45a55337/
https://ohscommittee.wordpress.com/
https://www.iiid.net/PublicLibrary/Pettersson-Rune-ID5-Cognition.pdf
https://www.iiid.net/PublicLibrary/Pettersson-Rune-ID5-Cognition.pdf
https://www.iiid.net/PublicLibrary/Pettersson-Rune-ID5-Cognition.pdf
https://www.iiid.net/PublicLibrary/Pettersson-Rune-ID5-Cognition.pdf
https://www.iiid.net/PublicLibrary/Pettersson-Rune-ID5-Cognition.pdf
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In closing, I will give the last words to Rune, as he expressed in Cognition. [] 

 

1. It may take only 2–3 seconds to recognize the content in an image (Paivio, 

1979; Postman, 1979), but 20–30 seconds to read a verbal description of the 

same image (Ekwall, 1977; Lawson 1968) and 60–90 seconds to read it aloud 

(Sinatra, 1986). ([] p.52) 

 

2. Clark (1994) concluded that in thousands of media research studies 

conducted over the past 70 years, researchers have failed to find compelling 

causal evidence that media or media attributes influence learning in any 

essential and structural way at all. Media and their attributes have important 

influences on the cost and the speed of learning, but only the use of adequate 

instructional methods will actually influence learning. ([] p.280) 

 

 

I will be satisfied that my time spent in producing this document has been worthwhile if it 

contributes to the reduction of harms, injuries, and fatalities. 

 

I hope that you find this information in some way useful. 

 

Stay safe out there, Folks, and keep learning. 

 

Yours, 

 

Damian 

 

March 31, 2019 
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