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Abstract
This paper reviews issues of migration in Northern Ireland today. The author discusses a
range of societal awareness campaign imagery used by Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs) on an International, national and local level.
The topics addressed within the imagery explores some of the issues and challenges that
migrants and minority groups face in Northern Ireland. It demonstrates an alternative
approach through art direction to this very current social issue. It presents the effective use
of literal and visual metaphors that are interlinked with mythology, semiotics and idioms. This
campaign tackles stereotypes using ‘positive’ imagery, in response to the changing cultural
climate of Northern Ireland.
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Using imagery to raise awareness of the issues facing migrants in Northern
Ireland.

1. Introduction
This paper reviews current campaign imagery used by NGOs for societal purposes on a
local and international level. The author has introduced the ‘Fish out of Water’ print
campaign series. The topics addressed in each image explore some of the issues and
challenges that migrants and minority groups face in Northern Ireland today. The designer
has worked alongside a local NGO organisation ‘Embrace Northern Ireland’ throughout the
campaign. (Appendix A)
Attitudes towards migration, cultural diversity and equal rights are extremely varied in
Northern Ireland. Social class factors, especially educational and occupational (or nonoccupational) backgrounds will impact upon public perceptions of migrants. Demographic
and geographical factors may also have an adverse effect on views about migrants. While
the media or other sources can speculate on the impact of migration at a societal level, it is
important to remember that behind each statistic is a story and someone’s personal
experience.
The main body of this paper will look at the subjective images from fish out of this campaign:
i) International/Personal level ii) National Level iii) Local level. There are also two further
images that comprise the ‘Fish out of Water’ series. ‘Rule Change’ (Appendix B) and ‘Where
do I fit in?’.(Appendix C)
1.1 The ‘Fish Out of Water’* Personal and International Level
*name of the series and also the name of the first image
The ‘Fish out of Water’ image was designed to stimulate thinking and awareness around the
impact of migration on a personal level. This could mean recalling personal experiences or
conjuring thoughts, of what it was like to leave a familiar culture, environment or ‘home’ in
order to settle somewhere unfamiliar and ‘foreign’. Often migration is discussed on a
national level in terms of numbers, labour markets, and of the costs and benefits to society.
But the reality is that migration is personal and the effects of it are not only experienced by
the ‘host’ country, but also by those who are newcomers to a different society. Most people
have had an experience of being in an alien environment and can therefore empathise with
feeling like ‘a fish out of water’.
1.2 ‘Painting the picture’ National Level

This imagery challenges the stereotypes that are attached to migrant workers. In the UK,
many of the unskilled low paid jobs left unfilled by the rest of the population are often
taken by migrant workers, who may take jobs that for which they are completely over
qualified.
1.3 ‘Stitch in Time’ Local Level
This image is responding to racism at a local level, which can often result in a physical
attack. It usually occurs when there is no intervention to transform negative thinking or help
to modify negative behaviours. This imagery aims to stimulate participants into
understanding the feelings of those with racist views and also those who are victims of
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racism. This imagery in particular, is in response to prejudice and racism within communities.
An example of this would be the vicious assaults on Roma families in south Belfast 2009.
2. Background and Related Work
2.1 Analysis of Imagery Used in Societal NGO Campaigns Today on an International Level.
The use of distasteful and degrading NGO imagery has been highlighted over recent years;
African aid is an obvious example, and has been at the forefront of news and media
coverage for decades. The recycled image of the child covered in flies with the semi naked
woman is now frozen in time. This image has become so sensationalised that the author
William Easterly branded this type of marketing “poverty porn.”,(Easterly – 2006, p. 186)
2.2 Analysis of Imagery Used in Societal NGO Campaigns Today on National and Local
Level.
The 1990’s saw charity ‘shock’ advertising in the UK spiral. Drink driving and domestic/child
abuse campaigns have in particular been highlighted. This trend has continued through to
the current day. In an article published in the Creative Review 2008 ‘Charity Ads: ‘A More
Mature Approach’ Patrick Burgoyne described such campaigns and imagery used as a
‘vicious assault’. (Creative review 2008 Patrick Burgoyne). The more progressive movement
in NGO advertising adopts a more socialistic approach, encouraging discussion and
understanding of issues.
A survey taken by the Guardian asked respondents; ‘are charities going too far in using
shocking Imagery in their adverts?’ 54% said ‘NO’ 46% said ‘YES’ suggesting that some
recent charity adverts are too emotive (Guardian 2012), and indicating that a softer approach
would appeal to a broader audience.

2.3 Examples of alternative campaigns (Appendix D)
To date, there have been no major visual campaigns in Northern Ireland (or the rest of
the UK as a whole) that have directly targeted the issue of prejudice towards migrants.
However, examples are given below of alternative design methods within societal
awareness campaigns of racism in general, using symbols and signage.
•

‘Blue Blindfold’ Campaign’ International, National and Local Level

The ‘blue blindfold’ addresses sexual and labour exploitation through human trafficking. The
campaign was out sourced on a huge scale in 2010 across billboards, buses, adshels and
television. "The blindfold is a symbol of our ignorance and the need to keep our eyes open
to what is going on around us” (Nick Kinsella,UKHTC- 2009). It is similar to the UNODC
(United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime) ‘Blue Heart’ campaign also an international
human trafficking awareness campaign. They both use a ‘blue’ symbol, which is the UN
(United Nation) colour to convey the message.

•

The ‘Show Racism the Red Card’ National Level

This charity uses the image of the ‘Red Card’ and is an example of an iconic symbol from
football. It is used as a symbol to ‘send away’ or ‘kick out’ racism within the game.
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•

‘Stamp out Local Level

This print campaign by Racism Equality Commission for Northern Ireland has also used
symbols for it’s anti racism campaigns. They have used the symbol of a ‘footprint’ to
convey the message ‘Stamp Out Racism’. The ‘stamp out racism’ in the work place is
symbolised with a singular black key on a white computer keyboard.
3. Methodology
The author has used proverbs and idioms as the platform for verbal dialogue in this
campaign. The imagery hosts cultural phrases that the majority of people can identify with,
regardless of background or social class. Ruth Finnegan stated ‘proverbs occur on all
occasions as an art or a tool on every sort of occasion imaginable, they are above all used
as a form of formalised conflict and resolution, as an oblique and allusive way of
communication, form of expression, with certain educational relevance, activity in its own
right, or all of these at once’ (Ruth Finnegan, 1994 - P.36)
The visual ideas for all of the ‘Fish out of water’ series have derived from metaphors,
ideologies, a range of semiotic linguistics and mythologies. The visual metaphors that have
been supported by Idioms and proverbs, hold connotations, ask questions as well as making
philosophical innuendos. Metaphors are an effective in challenging perspectives, ‘being
such a powerful conceptual tool, it is only to be expected that it is widely used in advertising’
(!"#$%&'()* +&',-&* .//0* 1* 234/5. Lackoff has stated that a metaphor is a matter of
“understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson
1980) and later said that the metaphor ‘..is not a figure of speech but a mode of thought’
(Lackoff 1993 – P. 33).
A number of methodologies have been combined within the structure of ‘fish out of water’
series. We have recognised ‘local’ and ‘national’ cultural practises/traditions (such as
proverbs/metaphors) being used pictorially, as a vehicle to educate the public on the issues
of migration and the ‘changing’ cultural climate in Northern Ireland. This has proved to be an
effective method; McCracken has said ‘Demystification of any aspect of mass culture ‘is
most successful when several methodologies are jointly employed’ (McCracken 1982, P. 2).
3. Design Implementation
3.1 Fish out of Water- Art Direction

Fig 1 – Fish out of water Image

There are aspects within the structure of Fig 1, which have a variety of dimensions within it.
The viewer may decode this in different ways. Two open statements have been made
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•
•

‘Fish out of Water’
‘Swimming Against the current’

The fish are salmon in ‘Swimming against the current’. They have to swim up stream against
the current so as they can reproduce. Fig 1 signifies an ‘uphill’ struggle for migrants in
Northern Ireland in finding work and somewhere to live. The textual dialogue in a simple ‘san
serif’ font is positioned in a droplet of water.
The salmon is pink. This is considered a neutral colour in Northern Ireland (detached from
any political connotations).The author shows a visual metaphor by contrasting the full colour
luminous salmon with the black and white background. Gernster has stated that ‘as a rule...
muted colours, that is broken colours, with a high proportion of black and white are soft’ (Karl
Gernster, 1986, *173)
This salmon is a pictorial metaphor. The people in the image are unaware of the fish. They
are all, except for one, walking in the same direction and opposite to that of the fish. The
photograph chosen is faceless to conceal expression of those walking. Migrants have
typically described feeling like they are invisible, whilst others have described their
experience as feeling like the odd one out.
The zebra stripes grab attention. Holtzschue has stated ‘Black and white will create the most
value contrasting, therefore the most graphic images’ (Holtzschue 2002, p.68) The zebra
crossing also raises the question: is safe to go? Grandis said (based on specified research,
as to which colours are best suited to different types of signals) that ‘White on black
background, should be used for signals relating to street irregularities or obstacles’ (Luigina
De Grandis 1984, p.96). What is an everyday ‘normal’ environment to some (like crossing
the road) could be a strange ‘life threatening’ or ‘energy sapping’ environment to others. ‘We
take our culture for granted as fish take their water for granted ’ (Wardach, Polish
Association NI, June 2012). The author extended Fig 1 into a series; it shows the salmon’s
journey and the reaching life milestones (Appendix E)
The symbol of the fish has a variety of symbolic meanings dependent on the cultures, all
positive. For example, the fish in Greco Roman mythology is the symbol of transformation.
This derived from the myth of Aphrodite and Hera turning themselves into fish. In
Christianity, China and Buddhism the fish symbolizes abundance, faith, transformation and
unity. The fish out of water can also be identified culturally in Northern Ireland; everyone is
familiar with the landmark sculpture of the ‘Big Fish’ on the Waterfront, Belfast.
4.2 Painting the Picture

Fig 2

Fig 3

Fig 4
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This imagery is a visual demonstration of the ‘crossing over’ of job types and
professions. The author was alert to the fact that the posters should not demean
anybody employed in this type of job – migrant worker or non-migrant worker. These
images are to emphasise the point that there is more to the migrant worker, the
‘individual’ inside, rather than just being viewed as a worker in a low paid job.
This is the only image set within the series that the designer has chosen to use human
subjects. The designer has deliberately taken a rhetorical artistic approach to this piece
of work. The original photograph shows the low paid manual labour. The designer has
overlaid the photograph with a pictorial illustration of the possible
profession/qualification/status of the migrant subject.
The imagery shows the subjects employed. This challenges negative stereotypes about
migrants not working. The illustrative overlay is in black and white. This is a metaphor
for people seeing things in a very ‘black and white’ way. All of the subjects in the images
are expressionless.. There is no anger and no sadness. They express no personality.
The message lies solely in the overlay.
The fact that the gardener has both the brush and degree certificate clutched in his
hands (fig2) and the doctor is waiting tables (Fig 3) has a ‘double grounding
effect’.(!"#$%&'()*.//0)*23653 This, unlike the ‘Fish out of Water’ is very direct. The image
of a waiter or gardener is not negative per se but becomes so with the overlay of the
doctor’s uniform/ degree certificate and mortar board.
The postcard has been used as another metaphor. It has always traditionally been used
as way to communicate when far from home. The author has used the postcard to
communicate with the audience. The comparison scrawled on as if hand written. Note
that the postcards are also labelled with the persons address – both in Northern Ireland
and their native country. (Appendix F)
4.3 A Stitch in Time – Art Direction

Fig 5 – Stitch in Time image

This image represents the happy family home, apart from the cracked window. At first
glance the room is inviting i.e. the photograph of the mother and children, there are other

7

inhabitants in the street and the ‘Home Sweet Home’ needle point. However, there are
physical things, aside from the window, to identify opposite and sinister connotations;
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)
v)
vi)

The clock is also showing a sad face.
The clock has the type ‘stitch in 9 saves time’. This was deliberately placed on
the clock to base the emphasis on ‘time’.
The window is cracked (sign of vandalism)
There are nine (cross) stitches in the window to attempt to repair the damage.
The thread skein has a different meaning as there is still some left.
The ‘cross’ stitching on the window is the same as the cross stitch in ‘Home
Sweet Home’

Fig 5 is a visual response to stimulate thinking and awareness surrounding issues of
integration, racism and the process of escalation. It shows both ‘clarity and obscurity’
(Freud-Introductory |Lectures on Psychoanalysis, 1932), which is often used in
advertising. The image is a collation of photographs which have been overlaid to set the
stage. The collage of detailed photographs has created a hyper-realist/super-realist style
of picture. This image style fits in well with the rest of the abstract ‘Fish out of Water’
series. The author photographed a wallpapered wall with window and curtains. The
author positioned a roll of thread skein slightly to the right. It is symbolic in the fact that it
has not run out yet. All except the window pane are the author’s original studio style
photography. The cotton was scanned and applied digitally to the window pane.
The original idea for repairing the window derived from the images of window cracks
being ‘taped’ up to avoid more cracks. This was not an uncommon sight during the years
of conflict in Northern Ireland. The image is again trying to lure the viewer into identifying
with it.
Other aspects were taken into consideration for the concept of this scene, such as the
‘Deep’ red (wallpaper) which is seen a highly relaxing colour in the colour spectrum.
However, ‘Red’ also indicates ‘warning’ and ‘stop’. Interestingly and ironically the image
is very similar to the ‘No Racism, No Prejudice, No Bigotry’ mural on the Falls Road
Belfast (Appendix G), despite the fact that the author had not come across this prior to
the design of fig 5. The ‘Stitch in Time’ image has also extended to a series of 4 sub
images. This sub project ‘Stitch in Time’ is being used for faculty purposes across a range of
local communities (Appendix H).
5. Background work
Like the fish out of water Image The blue blindfold campaign uses the black and white
photography to portray the ‘normal’ daily environment, such as members of the public in
everyday scenes i.e. sitting on a park bench, crossing the road. The persons in these
images are blindfolded but are unaware of the blindfold. In the case of the fish picture,
people crossing the road, appear unaware of the fish.
In response to the stamp out racism campaign Rebecca Hawks said ‘I would be able to
intervene in situations much quicker than before. I see how the smallest things could affect
someone negatively and that I could take action to change them.´ ‘Racism in the work place’
(Hawk www.equalityni.org 2010). Likewise, ‘Stitch in time’ aims to create an awareness
by‘putting them in the picture’.
Campaigns on a national and local level tend to be softer with regard to graphic content.
However, society is still ‘assaulted’ with images of people in our current environment.
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Homeless charities are constantly churning out grim imagery of people living out of
cardboard boxes. This paper has tried to persuade that visual symbols can be used as a
platform for conveying a message particularly in NGO Imagery. This approach can be
summarised thus: ‘if semiotics, the study of symbols and their meanings is to play any role
in advertising, then maybe it should be to provide an immunization (to use a medical
metaphor) against the persuasive messages that bombard people on a daily basis’. (Ron
Beasley/Marcel Danesi, 2002 – P.31 )

Negative imagery used in NGO advertising is dated and tired. It has possibly become so
over saturated that it is now just reinforcing the very stereotype/situation the
campaigners are trying to dispel. The imagery that comprises the ‘Fish out of Water’
collection offers a creative alternative to the art direction within awareness advertising
solutions.
6. Evaluation
A questionnaire was administered using a cross section of the general publicThe results
suggest that there was a general lack of public awareness relating to the challenges facing
migrants in Northern Ireland. 87% of the public interviewed agreed that more facts were
needed on the issue. The questionnaire concluded that more visual education such as
adshel/billboard/visual literature would assist. Feedback questionnaires completed by
individual committee members of Embrace, were positive; they were extremely satisfied with
this campaign. (Appendix I)

7. Conclusion and Future Work
The design solutions have resulted in some very abstract imagery, which can be interpreted
by the viewer in different ways. The author’s origin and upbringing was in England, and the
author sees Northern Ireland to be positively unique and diverse. It is culturally and
historically different to the rest of the UK. There has been a conscious attempt to reflect
these aspects of Northern Ireland society in the abstractness of the imagery used in the
campaign.
Growing numbers of people from Northern Ireland are seeking better employment
opportunities overseas, going to countries such as Australia, Canada and Dubai. Being a
‘fish out of water’ is something that ‘millions’ of people globally can identify with. Through the
‘Painting the Picture’ imagery, the author has hopefully encouraged discussion on migration
issue. ‘Stitch in Time’ is currently being used for faculty purposes across communities. It has
had a positive response so far.
The author is preparing to produce a moving image piece. This would be an animated
edition of the pieces shown within this paper. An example of this would be a moving image
of a fish/fishes swimming down a busy street, coming across a number of different
situations. This would be made for cinema. The cinema is less passive than television in that
images viewed are not just on in the background and are not diluted with the advertisement
ocean that is currently within terrestrial viewing. The author particularly aims to reach young
people through campaign, as the next generation. Odeon did a survey and it concluded that
89% of cinemagoers watch cinema on-screen advertising (Odeon, 2012).
Further study will be undertaken to address other factors of migration such as language
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barriers, workplace exploitation and the effect of immigration policies. The work produced
has barely scratched the surface of the difficulties facing migrants arriving in Northern
Ireland. Future work will also focus on targeting prejudice within communities on a local
level, in particular within the political divides within Northern Ireland.
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APPENDIX A
EMBRACE is an inter-church organisation, which was formed in 2001. Began
as a support group for refugees and people seeking asylum.
It as individuals from different denominations became increasingly concerned
about the difficulties facing refugees and people seeking asylum in this country
The group works with organisations such as NICEM, the Red Cross, the St Vincent de Paul
Society and the Law Centre as its members tried to educate themselves Raise awareness
and provide information, resources and training. Embrace;
•
•
•
•

Respond to those in need by acting as a channel for voluntary assistance
Support people by human rights and welfare advocacy
Network with relevant agencies and groups
Make informed responses on issues of public policy

EMBRACE works in partnership with Edgehill Theological College Reconciliation and
Integration Partnership Project. This project is funded in part by the European Regional
Development Fund under the Peace III Programme.
www.embraceni.org

Appendix B

Fig 1 (Above), Fig 2 (Top Left), Fig 3 (Bottom Left)

The pieces in the game represent migrants from different countries that have arrived in
Northern Ireland (the game board). All of the pieces are different, they are all mixed up.
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Playing pieces have value and integrity on their own or within the context of ‘their game’, but
they are all on the same board and are playing different rules.
(Fig 1) The rule sheet states are the UK immigration laws. (Fig 2) features a snakes and
ladders board. This is to symbolise the good things and bad things that new comers
experience coming to Northern Ireland. (Fig 3) This rule sheet has a mixture of rules from
different games i.e. chess, monopoly, poker… listed. The heading states ‘Failure to comply
may result in ‘social Faux Paus’. The rule sheet is bent in the top corer. This is to represent
‘bending the rules’. The rule sheet represents the cultural un-written rules that would be
unknown to somebody from a foreign country.
Appendix C

Fig 1 – Where do I fit in?
Fig 1 Shows a UK power socket. The plug that is coming into the image is obviously not
going to fit in the socket. The plug is a symbol of a person arriving in Northern Ireland and
‘not fitting in’. . The complexity of the pattern on the wallpaper signifies the Northern Ireland
complexities of the political history. White, Black and yellow have been deliberately chosen
by the designer, as they are detached from any political connotations.
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Appendix D

Fig 1 – Blue Blindfold Poster

Fig 2 – Take a Stand on Racism

Fig 2 – Blue Heart

Fig 3 – Stamp Out Racism
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Fig 4 – Show Racism The Red Card

Appendix E

Fig 1 – Education University
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Fig 2 – Employment

Fig 3 – Parenthood
Figs 1, 2 and 3 show life milestones. Things that is associated with being positive. The author shows the fish in
different chapters of life.

Appendix F
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Fig 1
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Fig 3

Fig 4

Fig 2 is a continuation of the set in the main body of the paper. Fig 3 and 4 show the occupational ‘illustrated’
clothes reversed a sign of being labelled. The caption is “being labelled feels like being coloured in with a
highlighter pen’.

Appendix G

Fight Bigotry Mural – Falls Road, Belfast
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Appendix H

Fig 1 (Top Left), Fig 2 (Top Right), Fig 3 (Bottom Left, Fig 4 (Bottom Right)

Fig 1,2,3,and 4 are postcards are a set and Embrace NI is currently using that for group
work across a range of communities.
Fig 1: Card 1- Home Sweet Home
This card represents the happy family home of someone who has come here from another
country, before there have been any negative experiences.
Physical things to note:
•

The clock shows a smiley face

•

There is a full skein of thread on the window sill

•

The cross stitch in the window

Fig 2: Card 2 – Sticks and Stones
The words ‘Go home’ have been daubed on the window of the family’s home.
Physical things to note:
• The clock shows a sad face
•

There is now a needle in the thread ready to try to repair the damage already done

•

The saying on the cross stich in the window reads ‘Sticks and Stones’

Fig 3: Card 3 Friend or Foe
The window has been cracked and the family does not know whether to expect support or a
further attack.
Physical things to note
• There is a shadowy figure outside the house
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•

The clock shows the eleventh hour which is used to describe the final moments of a
situation where change is still a possibility

•

There has been a lot of effort to repair the damage (symbolised by the stitching in the
window)

•

The thread is running out

•

The damage

Fig 4: Card 4 The End of the Line
A brick has been thrown through the window of the house.
Physical things to note
• The photograph is no longer on the windowsill
•

The thread has nearly run out

•

The clock is at all the nines (999 if there is a second hand)

•

The brick is damaged as well as the window

What do you see as being the role of the neighbours as community responding to such an
incident?
Appendix
Embrace Questionnaire
1)

How satisfied were you with the Imagery created for this project as a whole?
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied

2)

(Specific) How Satisfied were you? Consider the following;
Was it positive?
Did it challenge peoples views on Migration?
Did it convey the relavant information?
Did it meet the needs for the groups that it was intended?
Do you feel it raised awareness around the issue of migration?
i)
Fish Out of Water
Very Satisfied
Satisfied
X
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
ii)
Plug
Very Satisfied
Satisfied
X
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
iii)
Game Changer
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
Braille idea
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Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
iv)
Stitch in time series
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
3) How satisfied were you with the process in developing the images for the project?
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
4) How satisfied were you that the images can be used with a diverse range of people/ A wide
demographic group in Northern Ireland?
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
5) How satisfied would you be to do a similar/or expand using the process of symbols for
conveying positive messages?
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
6) How satisfied are you that the images developed corresponded and fitted in with the values and
ethos of the organisation?
Very Satisfied
X
Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
Not Satisfied
Very dissatisfied
Please feel free to leave any additional comments if you wish to do so.
Many Thanks for participating in the questionnaire.
Kind Regards
Anna
I think that the process for drafting and designing the materials was excellent. We were delighted with
the images and it has really helped EMBRACE to see the potential for creative images in our work. These
resources will be invaluable to us in our work with community groups and have wide application. Many
thanks.
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