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Abstract 
Sustainability has become a defining imperative for brands and consumers in an era of intensifying 

environmental and social challenges. Organisations increasingly turn to visual storytelling as a strategic 

communication tool to foster environmental consciousness, drive behavioural change, and shape public 

perception. This paper investigates the role of visual storytelling in advancing sustainable advertising 

practices. It explores how such techniques can be integrated into design education to prepare emerging 

creatives for purpose-driven communication. Grounded in a dual focus on environmental and social 

responsibility, this study responds to two central questions: (1) How can visual storytelling techniques 

influence consumer engagement and action toward sustainability? and (2) How can educators 

incorporate these techniques into design curricula to enhance student creativity and awareness of 

social and environmental issues? To address these questions, a qualitative, interpretive methodology 

was employed, involving the critical analysis of these purposefully selected case studies: 

• Nando's "More South African Flavour" campaign (South Africa) 

• Woolworths' Good Business Journey initiative (South Africa) 

• IKEA “Trash Collection” campaign (Norway) 

• Patagonia's New York Times “Don’t Buy This Jacket” Black Friday Ad (United States) 

These campaigns were chosen for their strong visual narratives and environmental or social 

responsibility emphasis. Each case was examined using semiotic and discourse analysis to uncover the 

rhetorical, emotional, and cultural mechanisms underpinning their messaging. Key tools included 

Barthes' visual semiotics, narrative persuasion theory, and eco-visual communication frameworks. 

Preliminary findings suggest that effective campaigns combine emotionally resonant imagery, 

culturally relevant storytelling, and coherent brand values to build trust and inspire action. However, 

selective engagement with values may weaken the authenticity of sustainability claims. The study 

concludes that visual storytelling should be taught as both a creative and critical practice within design 

education, encouraging students to consider ethical and social dimensions in their work. This is 

particularly relevant in contexts like South Africa, where visual culture, identity, and sustainability 

intersect in complex and meaningful ways. 

Keywords: Visual storytelling, sustainability, social responsibility, consumer engagement, design 

education, circular economy 
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Introduction 
In an era where climate change, social inequality, and conscious consumerism are at the forefront, 

sustainability has become essential to how brands present themselves. More people now support 

companies that reflect their values—particularly regarding the environment and ethics. This shift pushes 

brands to be clear, honest, and creative in sharing their sustainability efforts. At the same time, consumers 

become increasingly mindful and prefer businesses that prioritize environmentally friendly practices 

(Rathore 2018; Zatwarnicka-Madura & Nowacki 2018). One of the most effective ways to do this is through 

visual storytelling, which helps brands connect emotionally, earn trust, and frame sustainability as a shared 

responsibility (Väre 2014; Favre & Latrach 2024). 

For a long time, visual storytelling has been used in marketing to create compelling brand narratives 

(El-Desouky 2020). However, its use in eco-friendly and socially responsible advertising needs a closer 

look (Tan et al. 2023). These narratives inspire behaviour change, reflect cultural identities, and 

position brands as ethical leaders while promoting products. The use of storytelling to highlight 

specific values while downplaying others in these messages raises questions about their authenticity 

and consistency. This paper explores these dynamics through a critical analysis of four campaigns that 

focus on sustainability and social responsibility: Nando's "More South African Flavour" (South Africa), 

Woolworths' Good Business Journey (South Africa), IKEA's “Trash Collection” (Norway), and 

Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” Black Friday Ad (United States). 

Two central research questions guide this inquiry: 

1. How can visual storytelling techniques influence consumer engagement and action toward 

sustainability? 

2. How can educators integrate visual storytelling into design curricula to enhance student 

engagement and critical design practice? 

To address these questions, the paper draws on Barthes' visual semiotics together with narrative 

persuasion theory and eco-visual communication frameworks to analyse the message delivery methods of 

each campaign. The analysis examines visual communication strategies through semiotic and discourse 

methods to study rhetorical, emotional, and cultural approaches. The goal is twofold: first, to assess how 

visual storytelling functions as a strategic and ethical tool in sustainable advertising; second, to explore its 

pedagogical potential in design education, where critical visual literacy and values-based practice are 

essential. 

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews relevant literature on visual storytelling, 

sustainability, and design pedagogy. Section 3 outlines the methodology and analytical frameworks 

used in the study. Section 4 presents findings from the case studies, while Section 5 discusses broader 

implications for branding and education. The paper concludes with key insights and recommendations 

for both advertisers and design educators. 

Literature review 
The discussion around sustainability in marketing, branding, and design has become central due to the 

growing urgency of climate change, resource depletion, and global injustice. In response to increasing 

public demands on companies to demonstrate social and environmental accountability, advertising 

has evolved as a strategic tool for promoting sustainable principles. Within this context, Visual 

storytelling has emerged as a strong communication approach that allows marketers to create 

emotional connections and simplify complex issues while driving behavioural change (Väre 2014; 
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Alexander 2017; Bekalu et al. 2019; Jain 2024). It helps brands transform abstract sustainability 

objectives into relatable stories, images, and symbols to connect with various consumers. 

This review is organised around four thematic areas: sustainability branding and consumer trust, visual 

storytelling in advertising, theoretical frameworks guiding the analysis, and design education's 

evolving role in sustainability communication. These themes aim to understand better how visual 

storytelling operates within eco-friendly and socially responsible campaigns and how it can inform 

values-driven design education. 

Visual storytelling in advertising 

Visual storytelling refers to using images, narrative structure, and design to share messages that 

connect with people on an emotional level (Fog et al. 2010; Alexander 2017). It is about showing a 

product and telling a story that people can feel, relate to, and remember. In today's fast-paced 

environment, where audiences are constantly bombarded with content, storytelling helps brands 

stand out by making their messages more engaging and personal. 

In advertising, visual storytelling does more than catch the eye—it helps build a brand's identity and 

personality. A well-told story can make a brand feel more human and trustworthy. Instead of relying 

solely on facts or features, brands use stories to spark imagination, create empathy, and show what 

they truly stand for. This approach is compelling regarding messages about sustainability, which can 

often seem distant or abstract. Storytelling helps make these big ideas feel real and relevant to 

people's everyday lives. 

For example, Teraiya et al. (2023) empirically examined how narrative transportation—a psychological 

state where individuals become immersed in a story- impacts various dimensions of consumer 

experience, including emotional, sensory, cognitive, and behavioural responses, and brand equity. 

These scholars say this often leads to stronger emotional and cognitive engagement. Their findings 

indicate that storytelling in advertising significantly enhances consumer perceptions and strengthens 

brand relationships through emotional and cognitive engagement. 

In contemporary advertising discourse, visual storytelling has thus emerged as a critical strategy for 

fostering meaningful audience engagement, particularly in the context of value-driven branding. As 

people become more thoughtful and socially aware, conventional persuasive strategies often struggle 

to foster genuine and meaningful connections. Visual storytelling—characterized by narrative 

structures, emotionally resonant imagery, and symbolic representation enables brands to move 

beyond product-centric messaging and cultivate deeper, values-based relationships with their 

audiences. 

When audiences are presented with a coherent affective trajectory and contextually rich visuals, they 

are more likely to interpret the message through the lens of their own experiences and belief systems. 

This narrative alignment enhances emotional engagement, strengthens brand affinity, and fosters a 

sense of shared purpose. For organisations committed to environmental sustainability or social justice, 

visual storytelling offers a means to articulate ethical commitments and social values in a manner that 

is both accessible and persuasive. 

A compelling example is Nando's "More South African Flavour" campaign, which uses culturally 

resonant humour, bold visuals, and local vernacular to reinforce the brand's identity as proudly South 

African. The campaign does more than promote a product—it celebrates national diversity, critiques 

socio-political issues through satire, and invites consumers to see themselves reflected in the brand. 

The bold red-and-yellow colour palette, high-contrast imagery, and handwritten-style typography 
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amplify its satirical edge, visually echoing protest posters and political graphics familiar to South 

African audiences. In doing so, Nando's positions itself not only as a food provider but as a storyteller 

deeply embedded in the cultural fabric of South African life. The campaign exemplifies how visual 

storytelling can affirm community values, spark national dialogue, and strengthen emotional bonds 

between brand and audience. 

Similarly, Woolworths' Good Business Journey campaign represents a long-term, visually 

communicated commitment to sustainability and ethical business practices. Woolworths portrays its 

environmental and social initiatives through carefully curated imagery, documentary-style 

storytelling, and transparent reporting—from reducing food waste and improving supply chain ethics 

to promoting biodiversity. Muted green and earthy colour palettes, clean sans-serif typography, and 

symmetrical layouts reinforce the campaign's themes of transparency and ethical order, visually 

signalling environmental stewardship. The campaign makes abstract sustainability metrics tangible, 

helping consumers understand how their everyday shopping choices contribute to a broader mission 

of environmental stewardship and social responsibility. By embedding these narratives into their 

brand identity, Woolworths reframes consumption as a conscientious and participatory act. 

Woolworths' "Farming for the Future" campaign builds on its Good Business Journey by framing 

agriculture as part of an interconnected ecosystem. Using science-based methods such as precision 

irrigation, soil-moisture monitoring, and regenerative practices like cover cropping and no-till farming, 

the initiative seeks to conserve water, cut carbon emissions, and restore soil health. A supporting 

digital platform makes these processes visible and engaging, while symbolic messages—such as the 

idea that "every apple has the power to save the world"—translate complex sustainability issues into 

relatable choices. By combining scientific credibility with emotionally resonant storytelling, the 

campaign reinforces Woolworths' identity as a sustainability leader. It provides a strong pedagogical 

example of how visual storytelling can merge data and metaphor (Woolworths 2024). 

Another notable example is Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” Black Friday ad (2011), published in 

the New York Times. The campaign disrupted consumerist holiday culture with a counterintuitive call 

to avoid unnecessary purchases. Visually, its stark black-and-white layout, minimalist typography, and 

bold product imagery underscored the message of restraint, positioning Patagonia as an activist brand 

that integrates environmental responsibility into both rhetoric and design. 

Similarly, IKEA's “Trash Collection” campaign (Norway) highlighted the environmental costs of 

overconsumption by showcasing discarded furniture in chaotic, cluttered arrangements. In sharp 

contrast to the brand's usual catalogue minimalism, these visuals dramatized the waste problem and 

invited consumers to reconsider the lifecycle of everyday products. The campaigns exemplify how 

Global North brands use visual disruption to frame sustainability as a pressing ethical concern. 

Rather than merely promoting goods or services, such storytelling invites audiences into broader 

discussions on responsibility, identity, and community. It signals a brand's alignment with societal 

concerns, positioning it as an agent of change rather than a passive market actor. In this way, visual 

storytelling enriches the communicative potential of advertising and reconfigures it as a platform for 

dialogue about collective values and transformative action (Gilliam & Voss 2013). 

Sustainability, branding, and greenwashing 

Sustainability has evolved from a niche concern into a strategic imperative for brands seeking to 

differentiate themselves in competitive markets. With growing public awareness of environmental 

and social issues, consumers are increasingly drawn to companies that claim to support eco-friendly 
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practices, ethical supply chains, and community development initiatives (Rathore 2018; Zatwarnicka-

Madura & Nowacki 2018). As a result, sustainability has become a central narrative in contemporary 

branding and advertising, often framed through visual storytelling that emphasises care, 

responsibility, and future-oriented values (White, Habib & Hardisty 2019). 

However, this rise in sustainability-driven branding has been accompanied by increasing scrutiny 

around the phenomenon of greenwashing—the practice of conveying a false impression or 

disseminating misleading claims about a company's environmental impact (Delmas & Burbano 2011). 

Scholars argue that greenwashing ranges from subtle misrepresentations to overt deception, including 

selective disclosure of positive actions, vague terminology, and symbolic imagery unbacked by 

verifiable change (Laufer 2003; Lyon & Montgomery 2015). 

In this context, consumer trust is influenced not only by the content of brand messages but also by 

their perceived consistency, transparency, and authenticity. Authenticity is particularly vital in an age 

where audiences are adept at detecting insincerity and performative activism. Symbolic gestures that 

lack substantive action or campaigns that commodify social and environmental concerns without real 

accountability risk eroding brand credibility and reinforcing public scepticism (Schmuck et al. 2018). 

This presents a critical challenge and opportunity within design education: to train emerging designers 

to recognise and navigate the fine line between persuasive storytelling and ethical misrepresentation. 

This study, therefore, also considers how inconsistencies or selective value engagement in visual 

narratives may undermine a brand's perceived authenticity. As students are taught to create 

compelling sustainability messages, they must also be equipped to interrogate the ethical dimensions 

of their communication choices, ensuring their work contributes meaningfully to public discourse 

rather than exploiting it. 

Theoretical frameworks 

This paper draws on three key frameworks to critically analyse visual storytelling's rhetorical, 

emotional, and cultural dimensions in sustainable advertising. These frameworks guide the analysis of 

how the case study campaigns encode meaning and persuade audiences toward environmental and 

social engagement: 

• Barthes' visual semiotics: Barthes (1977) provides tools to deconstruct images through 

denotation (literal meaning) and connotation (cultural or emotional meaning), revealing how 

brands encode deeper ideological messages through visual codes. 

• Narrative persuasion theory: Grounded in psychology and communication studies, this theory 

suggests that well-structured stories can transport audiences, reduce counterarguing, and 

influence attitudes and behaviours (Green & Brock 2000; Moyer-Gusé 2008). 

• Eco-visual communication: This framework examines how environmental issues are visually 

represented in media, considering factors such as framing, symbolic imagery, and audience 

reception (Lester 2010; Cox 2013). It is particularly relevant for evaluating how visuals elicit 

concern, urgency, or responsibility. 

These theoretical perspectives inform the study's conceptual grounding and serve as analytical tools 

in the case study analysis. The diagram illustrates their interconnection and how they collectively 

inform the interpretive analysis of sustainable advertising campaigns. 
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Figure 1: Core analytical frameworks (underpinned by narrative paradigm thinking) 

Figure 1 illustrates the intersection of three core analytical frameworks—Barthes' Visual Semiotics, 

Narrative Persuasion Theory, and Eco-Visual Communication—that guide the interpretive analysis of 

sustainable advertising campaigns. 

Narrative paradigm and persuasive storytelling 

In addition to these three analytical tools, the study draws selectively on Walter Fisher's Narrative 

Paradigm (1984) to deepen the understanding of persuasive storytelling. Rather than evaluating 

messages through purely logical reasoning, audiences assess their narrative coherence (internal logic) 

and narrative fidelity (alignment with personal values and lived experience). This paradigm reinforces 

the idea that visual storytelling in sustainability campaigns succeeds by informing and emotionally 

engaging viewers through authentic and ethically resonant narratives. As such, the Narrative Paradigm 

provides an additional interpretive lens for assessing the cultural and ethical impact of brand 

messaging, particularly when campaigns aim to build trust or foster behavioural change. 

Visual storytelling in design education 

Design education is critical in shaping socially conscious and environmentally responsible 

communication practices. Scholars advocate for curricula beyond technical proficiency encompassing 

critical reflection, ethical reasoning, and values-driven creativity (Armstrong et al. 2019). When 

integrated into design education, visual storytelling is a powerful pedagogical tool to engage with 

complex global challenges and foster empathetic, action-oriented thinking (Ivanova-Bell 2023). Also, 

as Frascara (2004) argues, the role of the communication designer extends beyond aesthetics to 

include ethical responsibility for how messages are constructed, interpreted, and acted upon. 

Real-world case studies, such as those analysed in this paper, offer valuable teaching tools that 

connect students to authentic communication challenges. They enable discussions on cultural context, 

message framing, ethical dilemmas, and audience engagement, while promoting interdisciplinary 

collaboration and socially engaged design thinking. 

The digital storytelling project at the American University in Bulgaria exemplifies how narrative 

practices can connect academic learning with community engagement. Ivanova-Bell (2023) 

documents how students, through the creation of multimedia narratives, explored and represented 

local identities, histories, and voices, bridging gaps between the university and the wider community. 

This collaborative project, co-facilitated by the faculty and the university library, underscores the 

pedagogical value of storytelling as a technical exercise, cultural inquiry, and civic participation. 
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Students developed visual literacy, narrative techniques, and ethical research practices while 

confronting real-world challenges such as language barriers, cultural sensitivity, and data ethics. In the 

context of design education, such initiatives demonstrate how visual storytelling can nurture critical 

reflection, cross-cultural awareness, and participatory communication skills essential for addressing 

complex societal and environmental issues. 

Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive case study approach to explore how visual storytelling 

techniques in advertising shape audience engagement with themes of sustainability and social 

responsibility. The aim is to uncover the rhetorical, semiotic, and emotional mechanisms that 

underpin selected campaigns, and to examine their implications for design education. 

Analytical framework 

Three complementary analytical lenses guide this inquiry: 

• Barthes' visual semiotics: This framework facilitates a layered interpretation of campaign 

imagery, drawing on concepts of denotation, connotation, and myth (Barthes 1977). It helps 

decode how meanings are constructed and naturalised through signs, symbols, and cultural codes. 

• Narrative persuasion theory: This framework has since been applied in various advertising 

contexts to explore how narrative structure influences consumer engagement and brand 

perception (Green & Brock 2000 for foundational theory). 

• Eco-visual communication: Informed by environmental communication theory (Lester & Cottle 

2009; Hansen & Machin 2013), this toolset includes eco-rhetoric, framing analysis, and critiques 

of greenwashing. It is beneficial for assessing how environmental values are visually represented 

and whether they align with actual practices. 

Sampling and case selection 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used to select three advertising campaigns representing diverse 

contexts and messaging strategies, while offering rich material for visual and narrative analysis. The 

selected case studies include: 

1. Nando's "More South African Flavour" (South Africa) – A culturally resonant campaign using 

humour and localised satire to engage with national identity and social commentary themes. 

2. Woolworths' Good Business Journey (South Africa) – A corporate campaign positioning the brand 

as a leader in ethical sourcing, sustainability, and responsible business practices. 

3. Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” Black Friday Ad (United States) – A disruptive campaign that 

critiques overconsumption through minimalist, black-and-white newspaper aesthetics and bold 

counter-consumerist messaging. 

4. IKEA's “Trash Collection” (Norway) – A campaign that critiques waste culture by presenting 

discarded IKEA products in chaotic, cluttered compositions, visually contrasting with the brand's 

usual minimalist catalogue design. 

These campaigns were selected based on their accessibility, relevance to sustainability and social 

discourse, and diversity of communication styles across both Global South and Global North contexts. 

Data sources 

The study draws on publicly available materials, including video advertisements (broadcast and online 

versions), campaign-specific web content (e.g., IKEA's campaign microsites), brand sustainability 

reports, and media coverage or social media engagement. 
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This multi-source data approach allows a more holistic interpretation of each campaign's visual and 

rhetorical strategies. 

Limitations 

Due to ethical constraints and pending permissions from some brands, the analysis is restricted to 

publicly accessible data. The study does not include internal marketing documents, proprietary 

performance metrics, or direct audience feedback, which may limit the depth of insight into campaign 

effectiveness. Nonetheless, the selected data provide substantial material for semiotic and discursive 

interpretation. 

Ethical considerations and brand review process 

Given real-world campaigns and brand identities, the study includes a collaborative fact-checking 

process with the respective companies. All three featured brands—Smokey Bear (Ad Council, United 

States), Nando's South Africa, and Woolworths South Africa- have been formally notified and have 

requested the opportunity to review the presentation and paper from draft to final stage. Their 

feedback and approval will be sought prior to publication or public dissemination, ensuring that 

representations of campaign intent, brand values, and visual materials are accurate, fair, and 

contextually appropriate. This process aligns with ethical guidelines for case-based research and 

strengthens the credibility and accountability of the analysis. 

Discussion 

Visual storytelling as a tool for engagement 

The campaigns analysed in this paper demonstrate the persuasive power of visual storytelling in 

sustainable advertising and offer valuable opportunities for design education. Embedding these case 

studies into curricula cultivates students' critical awareness and creative agency, equipping them to 

become socially conscious designers (Sanders & Stappers 2008). 

These campaigns achieve engagement through emotional resonance and narrative immersion, where 

viewers are drawn into compelling stories that evoke empathy and motivate action. Additionally, using 

visual tropes—such as mascots, satire, and nature imagery—reinforces key messages and creates 

memorable connections with audiences. However, it is crucial to recognise that some brands may 

selectively emphasise specific values while omitting others, a practice often critiqued in discussions of 

greenwashing and selective value framing (Banet-Weiser 2012; Lyon & Montgomery 2015). 

Case study analysis as a learning tool 

The selected campaigns—Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” (United States), Nando's "More South 

African Flavour" (South Africa), Woolworths' Good Business Journey (South Africa), and IKEA's “Trash 

Collection” (Norway)—offer rich, real-world material for structured classroom analysis. These 

campaigns support analysis of narrative structure, tone, visual rhetoric, cultural context, and 

alignment between brand values and storytelling strategies (Barthes 1977; Hall 1997; Joffe 2008; 

Alexander 2011; Smith 2011). 

In classroom discussions and visual analysis exercises, students can deconstruct concrete components 

such as colour (e.g., Nando's bold red-and-yellow palette or Patagonia's stark monochrome layout), 

typography (e.g., IKEA's catalogue-style contrasts), composition (e.g., chaotic arrangements in IKEA's 

campaign), symbolism, and audience targeting to evaluate how sustainability narratives are visually 
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constructed critically (Lester 2020). These analytical exercises help students understand the 

construction of sustainability narratives and the potential variations in audience interpretation. 

Beyond the strategies and visual elements employed in these campaigns, it is also important to 

consider how audiences interpret and respond to sustainability messages, as their reception 

ultimately influences the effectiveness and perceived authenticity of the narratives. 

Audience reception shapes how sustainability narratives are interpreted. For example, Nando's "More 

South African Flavour" campaign uses visual storytelling to signal local sourcing and ethical practices, 

yet younger or more sceptical audiences may critically assess broader environmental claims. Similar 

dynamics may be evident in Woolworths' Good Business Journey, IKEA's “Trash Collection”, and 

Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaigns. Research shows audiences actively engage with media 

and interpret messages differently based on social and cultural contexts (Livingstone 1998; Schrøder 

2019). These observations highlight that emotional storytelling alone may not ensure perceived 

authenticity, highlighting the role of critical media literacy. 

Implications for design education 

Building on the case study approach outlined above, it becomes clear that visual storytelling is not 

merely an object of analysis but a critical skill that design education must actively nurture. While 

analysing existing campaigns such as Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket”, Nando's “More South African 

Flavour”, Woolworths' Good Business Journey, and IKEA's “Trash Collection” provides valuable 

opportunities for students to uncover rhetorical and visual strategies, the broader pedagogical 

challenge lies in equipping students to create emotionally resonant, value-driven stories themselves. 

This shift, from passive analysis to active application, has significant implications for curriculum design. 

As sustainability, social justice, and ethical communication increasingly shape branding and 

advertising, design education must evolve beyond technical proficiency. It should foreground critical 

engagement, strategic thinking, and ethical awareness. Students need to understand how meaning is 

constructed through visual narratives and how to deploy these narratives in their creative practice 

responsibly. 

Integrating real-world campaigns into studio projects, critique sessions, and research assignments 

helps students grapple with complex cultural values, ethical tensions, and audience connections. 

These case studies expose how brands respond to socio-political and environmental contexts through 

carefully crafted visual messages. This engagement supports the development of essential graduate 

attributes, such as empathy, intercultural literacy, and critical thinking. 

Educators can encourage students to undertake creative practice assignments that extend their 

learning experientially to deepen this engagement. For example, students might reinterpret analysed 

campaigns using alternative visual strategies, design mini visual storytelling campaigns centred on 

sustainable products or local environmental concerns or develop character-driven narratives inspired 

by eco-conscious icons or reinterpreting counter-consumerist campaigns such as Patagonia's “Don’t 

Buy This Jacket” or IKEA's “Trash Collection”. These activities build visual literacy and communication 

skills while fostering ethical design thinking and purpose-driven storytelling. 

Cross-disciplinary collaboration further enriches this educational approach. By partnering with 

departments such as Environmental Science, Sociology, or Communication Studies, design students 

gain a grounded understanding of social and ecological issues, enabling them to create more informed, 

impactful work. This interdisciplinary framework aligns with calls from design theorists (Papanek 1985; 

Manzini 2015) for socially engaged and context-aware design practice. 
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Figure 2: The critical visual storytelling learning model outlines a five-stage pedagogical 

process through which design students may engage with and create ethically resonant 

brand narratives 

Reflection on ethical communication is another crucial dimension of design education. Contrasting 

campaign tones—from corporate optimism to Nando's cultural satire—offer rich material for critical 

discussion. Students can explore questions such as: Whose stories are being told, and how? Are 

complex issues being oversimplified or greenwashed? What responsibilities do designers hold in 

shaping sustainability narratives? Engaging with these questions cultivates ethical frameworks that 

foster socially responsible and critically engaged designers (Berman 2009; Lyon & Montgomery 2015). 

Design educators can support these learning goals by: 

• Encouraging reflective practice and critical self-awareness in students' storytelling 

• Embedding cross-disciplinary knowledge about sustainability, ethics, and audience psychology 

into design briefs 

• Employing analytical frameworks such as Barthes' semiotics, narrative persuasion theory, and 

visual rhetoric to decode meaning and as scaffolds for original concept development. 

Ultimately, approaching design education through a critical storytelling lens prepares students to 

respond effectively to design briefs and to ask more profound questions about their work's meanings, 

the audiences it serves, and the values it promotes. In today's media-saturated world, where fleeting 

attention contrasts with the urgent need for meaningful messages, this approach cultivates socially 

responsible designers capable of shaping impactful and ethically grounded narratives. 

Conclusion 
This study has explored how visual storytelling functions as a persuasive and meaning-making tool in 

sustainable advertising campaigns. Through a critical analysis of four diverse case studies—Nando's 

“More South African Flavour”, Woolworths' Good Business Journey, IKEA's “Trash Collection” and 

Patagonia's “Don’t Buy This Jacket” —the findings underscore the power of narrative imagery, cultural 

symbolism, and emotional appeal in communicating environmental and social values. Each campaign 

demonstrates how stories, when constructed with authenticity and cultural sensitivity, can build trust, 

humanise brands, and engage audiences on both cognitive and affective levels. 
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However, both the literature and the case study analysis highlight the persuasive potential of visual 

storytelling and its limitations, particularly the risks of superficial messaging, audience scepticism, or 

perceived greenwashing when brand narratives lack authenticity or transparency. This suggests the 

need for greater transparency, ethical coherence, and accountability in brand communication. 

In light of these findings, the study recommends integrating case study analysis and critical visual 

literacy into design education. Educators can foster reflective, socially responsible design practices by 

engaging students in deconstructing real-world campaigns through semiotics, narrative persuasion, 

and eco-visual communication. Students should be encouraged to create compelling visuals and to 

interrogate their design choices' ethical and cultural implications. 

Future research could build on this study by incorporating audience reception analysis to assess how 

different demographics interpret and respond to sustainability narratives. Comparative studies across 

cultural or geographic contexts could also deepen our understanding of how visual storytelling 

strategies resonate globally versus locally. 

Ultimately, as sustainability becomes a defining concern in consumer culture and communication 

design, the ability to craft and critique meaningful stories will be a critical skill for the next generation 

of visual communicators. 
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