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Abstract

This study examined Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS) awareness posters
through the lens of Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA), investigating how visual, textual, and spatial elements converge to
communicate public health messages. Drawing on an established social semiotic framework, the research analysed seven
purposively selected posters from diverse organisational contexts which include governmental health agencies, international
NGOs, and community-based advocacy organisations to explore how colour, typography, imagery, and layout interact to
construct meaning and potentially influence audience perception. The analysis revealed that effective HIV/AIDS posters
employed strategic combinations of semiotic resources to challenge stigma, promote testing, and encourage behavioural change.
Findings indicate that the interplay between visual metaphors and linguistic choices significantly shaped message reception, with
culturally resonant imagery and empowering narratives proving most semiotically effective. Three primary intersemiotic
relationships were identified across the corpus: complementarity, elaboration, and tension. The most successful materials
achieved complementarity, where visual and verbal modes reinforced one another coherently, while less effective materials
exhibited modal tension. The study further demonstrated that typographic hierarchy, colour symbolism, especially the polysemic
use of red and spatial organisation collectively function as meaning-making resources that extend well beyond aesthetic
considerations. The AIDS ribbon emerged as a consistently deployed iconic symbol, accumulating layers of advocacy meaning
across multiple posters. Conversely, materials that marked human bodies with disease nomenclature risked perpetuating the very
stigmatising discourses they ostensibly sought to challenge. This multimodal approach offered valuable insights into health
communication strategies, demonstrating how understanding the orchestration of multiple semiotic modes can enhance public
health campaign effectiveness. The study contributes to both multimodal discourse theory and practical applications in health
communication design, with implications extending to broader public health promotion contexts requiring sensitive, culturally
appropriate, multimodal messaging.
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1. Introduction

Public health campaigns have increasingly relied on visual
communication to disseminate critical information about dis-
ease prevention and treatment [13, 15]. HIV/AIDS awareness
posters represent a particularly significant genre within health
communication, serving as frontline tools in global efforts to
combat the epidemic [22]. These posters function not merely
as information carriers but as complex multimodal texts that
combine visual imagery, written language, colour schemes,
and spatial arrangements to persuade, inform, and motivate
target audiences [12].

The persistent challenge of HIV/AIDS education necessi-
tates examination of how communication materials achieve
their persuasive and informational goals. Traditional linguistic
analysis alone proves insufficient for understanding poster ef-
fectiveness, as these artefacts inherently depend on the inte-
gration of multiple semiotic modes [10]. Multimodal Dis-
course Analysis (MDA) provides a comprehensive theoretical
framework for investigating how different communicative re-
sources work together to create meaning [12, 2]. This ap-
proach acknowledges that meaning-making in contemporary
communication extends beyond written or spoken language to
encompass visual, spatial, and gestural dimensions [25].

HIV/AIDS posters operate within complex social and cul-
tural contexts marked by stigma, fear, misinformation, and
evolving medical knowledge [23, 21]. The design choices em-
bedded in these materials reflect assumptions about target au-
diences, cultural values, and communication strategies [24].
Understanding how these posters construct their messages
through multimodal resources can inform more effective
health communication practices and reveal underlying ideolo-
gies about disease, risk, and responsibility [7].

Although previous research has applied multimodal analy-
sis to various health communication materials [18, 14], sys-
tematic investigation of how HIV/AIDS posters specifically
employ intersemiotic relationships to construct empowering
versus stigmatising discourses remains limited. Recent studies
have examined digital health platforms [6] and social media
health discourse [26], yet the foundational genre of printed
health posters—particularly for HIV/AIDS—requires sus-
tained analytical attention given their continued prominence
in public health campaigns globally.

This study applies Multimodal Discourse Analysis to seven
purposively selected HIV/AIDS awareness posters, examin-
ing how visual and verbal elements interact to construct mean-
ing. The research investigates three primary questions: (1)
How do HIV/AIDS posters utilise multiple semiotic modes to
convey health messages? (2) What relationships exist between
visual and textual elements in constructing persuasive narra-
tives? (3) How do design choices reflect or challenge prevail-
ing discourses surrounding HIV/AIDS? By analysing the in-
terplay between typography, colour, imagery, layout, and lin-
guistic content, this research seeks to illuminate the mecha-

nisms through which HIV/AIDS posters communicate com-
plex health information and potentially influence public per-
ception.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Multimodal Discourse Analysis: Theoretical
Foundations

Multimodal Discourse Analysis emerged from social semi-
otics, challenging the traditional privileging of language as the
primary meaning-making resource [12, 10]. Foundational
work by Kress and van Leeuwen [12] established that all
forms of communication involve multiple modes working in
concert to produce meaning, with images possessing gram-
matical structures comparable to language. This theoretical
perspective, further developed by van Leeuwen [25] and Bate-
man [2], recognises that different modes possess distinct af-
fordances and limitations, with certain modes proving more
suitable for particular communicative functions. Critically, the
social semiotic approach emphasises that semiotic choices are
never neutral but reflect social power relations, cultural values,
and ideological positions [24], providing robust analytical
tools for examining complex visual texts like public health
posters. This attention to the interaction between the verbal
and the visual builds on Barthes' [1] earlier account of how
linguistic messages can anchor or extend the meanings carried
by an accompanying image.

2.2. Visual Communication in Public Health

Health communication research has increasingly recog-
nised the significance of visual elements in conveying medical
information and influencing health behaviours, with studies
demonstrating that visual aids improve patient comprehension
and recall, particularly among populations with limited liter-
acy [27]. However, effectiveness depends on cultural appro-
priateness, clarity of representation, and alignment between
images and intended messages [15]. Research on HIV/AIDS
communication specifically reveals a historical trajectory
from fear-based, stigmatising approaches toward empowering,
human rights-oriented frameworks [21, 13]. This evolution re-
flects broader shifts in public health philosophy, emphasising
agency, dignity, and community participation rather than mor-
alistic judgement and victim-blaming narratives [22, 23].

2.3. Multimodal Analysis of Health
Communication Materials
Recent scholarship has applied multimodal analytical

frameworks to diverse health communication artefacts,
demonstrating growing sophistication in these approaches.
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Oyebode and Unuabonah [14] analysed COVID-19 public
health posters in Nigeria, revealing how visual metaphors, col-
our symbolism, and typographic choices combined to com-
municate urgency whilst navigating cultural sensitivities.
Similarly, Nascimento and Bezerra [14] examined Brazilian
sexual health campaigns, demonstrating how visual represen-
tations of diverse bodies challenged heteronormative assump-
tions through careful orchestration of gaze, framing, and com-
positional choices. Studies specifically addressing HIV/AIDS
materials have expanded significantly, with Pham [20] apply-
ing multimodal critical discourse analysis to campaigns in
Southeast Asia, revealing how poster designs reflected and re-
inforced particular ideologies about gender, sexuality, and so-
cial responsibility. Hiippala [9] analysed HIV prevention in-
fographics, demonstrating how information architecture and
visual hierarchy construct particular narratives about risk and
agency. Collectively, this research demonstrates that multi-
modal analysis illuminates how health communication mate-
rials function as complex semiotic artefacts, with design
choices carrying profound implications for how publics un-
derstand health issues and how affected communities experi-
ence recognition or marginalisation [5, 6].

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study employs qualitative multimodal discourse anal-
ysis to examine HIV/AIDS awareness posters as complex se-
miotic texts. The research adopts Kress and van Leeuwen's [12]
framework for visual grammar, supplemented by van Leeu-
wen's [25] work on colour as semiotic mode and Bateman's [2]
approach to spatial organisation. This framework enables sys-
tematic analysis of how visual, textual, and spatial resources
interact to construct meaning within health communication
materials.

3.2. Methodology and Corpus Selection

This study employs purposive sampling to select seven
HIV/AIDS awareness posters for multimodal discourse anal-
ysis. The selection criteria prioritised posters that: (1) demon-
strate varied semiotic approaches (photographic realism, sym-
bolic representation, illustrative design), (2) target diverse au-
diences (general public, at-risk populations, specific demo-
graphic groups), (3) originate from different organisational
contexts (governmental health agencies, international NGOs,
community-based advocacy organisations), and (4) employ
distinct rhetorical strategies (empowerment narratives, medi-
cal information dissemination, stigma confrontation, behav-
ioural change promotion). Posters were sourced from publicly
available health communication archives and organisational
repositories, ensuring accessibility for analysis. This purpos-
ive selection strategy enables systematic comparison across
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communicative approaches whilst acknowledging that find-
ings derive from this specific corpus. The study does not claim
statistical representativeness of all HIV/AIDS awareness ma-
terials; rather, it offers in-depth qualitative analysis of how di-
verse semiotic strategies operate within this genre. Generali-
sations should be understood as identifying potential patterns
and mechanisms rather than universal characteristics of
HIV/AIDS poster communication.

The analytical framework applies Kress and van Leeuwen's
[12] grammar of visual design, systematically examining: (1)
representational structures (narrative vs. conceptual represen-
tations, depicted participants, visual metaphors), (2) interac-
tive dimensions (gaze, social distance, perspective, modality),
and (3) compositional features (information value through
spatial placement, salience through size and contrast, framing
through visual boundaries). For each poster, the analysis pro-
ceeds through descriptive cataloguing of semiotic resources,
examination of inter-modal relationships, and interpretation of
potential meanings and ideological implications. Throughout,
the analysis distinguishes between observable semiotic fea-
tures (what is present in the text) and interpretive claims about
meaning effects (how features might be understood), recog-
nising that actual audience reception involves complex nego-
tiations between textual affordances and reader resources.

It is important to note that this study analyses posters as
texts-in-themselves, examining their semiotic construction
and potential meaning affordances. The research does not in-
clude empirical audience reception studies, behavioural im-
pact assessments, or cross-cultural interpretation analysis.
Claims about 'effectiveness' refer to semiotic sophistication
and alignment with established health communication princi-
ples rather than measured behavioural outcomes. Generalisa-
tions extend only to similar poster-based health communica-
tion materials employing comparable multimodal strategies,
not to HIV/AIDS communication universally or to different
media forms (video, digital interactive content, etc.).

By analysing the interplay between typography, colour, im-
agery, layout, and linguistic content, this research seeks to il-
luminate the mechanisms through which HIV/AIDS posters
communicate complex health information and potentially in-
fluence public perception. The findings contribute to theoreti-
cal understanding of multimodal communication while offer-
ing practical insights for public health practitioners designing
awareness campaigns.

3.3. Analytical Procedure

The analytical procedure followed a systematic three-stage

process for each poster:

1) Representational Analysis: Examination of what is de-
picted (participants, objects, settings), how narrative or
conceptual processes are represented, and what visual
metaphors are employed.

2) Interactive Analysis: Investigation of how posters posi-
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tion viewers through gaze direction, social distance (in-
timate, personal, social), perspective (eye-level, high,
low angle), and modality markers (realism indicators).
3) Compositional Analysis: Evaluation of information
value through spatial placement (left-right, top-bottom,
centre-margin), salience through size and contrast, and
framing through visual boundaries and colour use.
Following this systematic cataloguing of semiotic resources,
intersemiotic relationships were examined. This shows how
visual and verbal elements interact to create complementary,
contradictory, or elaborative meanings. Finally, interpretive
analysis considered potential ideological implications of de-
sign choices. It is however acknowledged that actual audience
reception depends on viewers' cultural backgrounds, prior
knowledge, and interpretive frameworks, These are factors
beyond textual analysis.

3.4. Scope and Limitations

This study analyses posters as texts, examining their semi-
otic construction and potential meaning affordances. The re-
search does not include empirical audience reception studies,
behavioural impact assessments, or cross-cultural interpreta-
tion analysis. Claims about 'effectiveness' refer to semiotic so-
phistication and alignment with established health communi-
cation principles rather than measured behavioural outcomes.
Generalisations extend to similar poster-based health commu-
nication materials employing comparable multimodal strate-
gies, not to HIV/AIDS communication universally or to dif-
ferent media forms.

4. Data Analysis

This poster employs a stark visual metaphor that demands
careful analysis. The composition centers on a dark-skinned
figure in a vulnerable, crouched position against a black back-
ground, creating what Kress and van Leeuwen [12] term high
modality through realistic photographic representation. The
typography combines cursive script for "Black as" with bold,
three-dimensional lettering for "AIDS" in red—a colour car-
rying multiple semiotic associations with danger, blood, and
the iconic AIDS ribbon [11].

The spatial arrangement positions the text centrally over the
human figure, creating an intersemiotic relationship where the
body becomes literally marked by the disease name. This vis-
ual strategy reflects what van Leeuwen [25] identifies as sym-
bolic attribution, where visual elements carry abstract mean-
ings beyond their literal representation. The red horizontal line
at the top functions as a framing device, drawing the eye
downward through the composition [2].

From an interpretive perspective informed by critical dis-
course analysis, this poster's approach raises significant ideo-
logical concerns. The visual metaphor linking race directly to
disease potentially reinforces stigmatising discourses that
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Treichler [23] documented in her analysis of AIDS as an "ep-
idemic of signification." Rather than challenging prevailing
stigma, the design choices may inadvertently perpetuate asso-
ciations between blackness and disease that have historically
marginalised affected communities [13]. The vulnerable bod-
ily positioning combined with the racial framing contradicts
contemporary best practices emphasising empowerment ra-
ther than victimisation [21].

“Black as AIDS” takes an in-depth look into the AIDS 7 111V epidemic, with first hand
testimonials of those it has affected.

Figure 1. "Black as AIDS" (Poster 1).

AIDS

together, we can stop it

St. Louis Effort For AIDS provides:
* Velunteer " . Suy G

ipport Groups

w ARC
- Hotline 421-AIDS

1120 Dolman, St. Louls, MO 63104

Figure 2. "Together, We Can Stop It" (Poster 2).
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This poster demonstrates a minimalist approach to
HIV/AIDS communication. The composition features a white
candle flame against a black background, functioning as a
powerful visual metaphor for hope, remembrance, and collec-
tive action. The stark contrast between light and dark creates
what Kress and van Leeuwen [12] describe as salience
through tonal differentiation, designed to draw viewer atten-
tion to the central symbolic element.

The typography employs white sans-serif font that supports
legibility against the dark background while creating visual
cohesion with the candle flame. The message "together, we
can stop it" positions audiences as empowered agents capable
of collective action, reflecting the shift toward more positive
messaging that Stephenson and Jadhav [21] identified in con-
temporary HIV/AIDS communication. This representational
strategy can be read as constructing viewers not as vulnerable
victims but as active participants in disease prevention.

The spatial organization creates a clear reading path from
the visual metaphor downward to the organizational infor-
mation, demonstrating effective information hierarchy [2].
The inclusion of multiple service offerings—volunteer oppor-
tunities, support groups, educational material, and speakers—
communicates what appears to be a comprehensive approach
to HIV/AIDS response beyond simply providing medical in-
formation. This multimodal integration of visual symbolism
with practical resources exemplifies how effective health
communication combines emotional resonance with actiona-
ble information [27].

World HIV/AIDS Day
A look into Africa

—,

Figure 3. "World HIV/AIDS Day: A Look into Africa” (Poster 3).

This poster employs several powerful semiotic resources.
The central image features clasped hands photographed in
black and white, creating what Kress and van Leecuwen [12]
term a demand picture through the direct gesture toward view-
ers. The monochromatic treatment of the hands contrasts
sharply with the vibrant red AIDS ribbon, creating salience
through colour modulation [11].

The clasped hands function as a visual metaphor for soli-
darity, support, and human connection—directly challenging
the isolation and stigma historically associated with
HIV/AIDS (though actual viewer interpretation depends on
cultural context and prior knowledge) especially in Africa [22].
The deliberate desaturation of the photograph (a formal choice)
focuses attention on human connection rather than individual
identity, potentially avoiding the problematic racial associa-
tions present in Poster 1 while still acknowledging the dispro-
portionate impact on African communities through the textual
message.

The red ribbon serves as an instantly recognisable symbol
carrying decades of advocacy history and meaning [22]. Its
placement in the upper right creates visual balance while func-
tioning as what van Leeuwen [25] describes as a symbolic at-
tribute—an element carrying meaning beyond its literal repre-
sentation..

The interactive element indicated by the hand cursor icon
suggests digital engagement, reflecting how contemporary
health communication extends beyond static posters to en-
compass participatory platforms (Djonov & van Leeuwen,
2018). This multimodal integration of traditional visual advo-
cacy symbols with digital affordances demonstrates the evo-
lution of HIV/AIDS communication in networked environ-
ments.

?ss CJ
ey
HLFPPT

FIGHT
AIDS
NOT
PEOPLE
WITH
AIDS

Together, let’s overcome
disruptions and transform the
AIDS response for a stronger
tomorrow.

i www.hifppt.org

Figure 4. "Fight AIDS Not People with AIDS" (Poster 4).


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijhpebs

International Journal of HIV/AIDS Prevention, Education and Behavioural Science

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijhpebs

This poster presents perhaps the most sophisticated multi-
modal composition among the analysed materials. The back-
ground consists of a photographic collage featuring diverse
faces—varying in age, gender, and ethnicity—all rendered in
black and white. This visual strategy humanises those affected
by HIV/AIDS while emphasizing the epidemic's universal
reach across demographic boundaries [14].

The central red AIDS ribbon provides symbolic meaning
and compositional focus. The vibrant colour creating maxi-
mum salience against the monochromatic background [11].
The ribbon's overlay upon the human faces creates intersemi-
otic meaning where the symbol and the people become visu-
ally integrated, suggesting that AIDS awareness must center
on human dignity and rights rather than abstracted medical
discourse [5].

The typography employs a clear hierarchy with "WORLD
AIDS DAY" in bold text, followed by the powerful imperative
statement "FIGHT AIDS NOT PEOPLE WITH AIDS." This
linguistic choice directly confronts stigma and discrimination,
positioning the disease and not the individuals affected, as the
appropriate target of public health efforts [20]. The message
construction reflects what Stephenson and Jadhav [21] iden-
tify as a human rights framing that challenges the moralistic
and punitive approaches characterising earlier AIDS commu-
nication.

The tagline creates further empowerment: the phrase posi-
tions collective action as central to effective response, align-
ing with contemporary public health messaging emphasising
community solidarity and systemic transformation rather than
individual blame [15]. The organizational branding maintains
visibility without overwhelming the human-centered message,
demonstrating effective balance between institutional pres-
ence and advocacy goals —though empirical audience re-
search would be needed to confirm reception.

WORLD AIDS DAY

OVERCOMING DISRUPTION,
TRANSFORMING THE AIDS RESPONSE

12.01.25

Figure 5. "World AIDS Day: Overcoming Disruption” (Poster 5).
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This poster employs global visual metaphors to communi-
cate the pandemic's worldwide scope. The central image fea-
tures a three-dimensional red ribbon positioned over a world
map rendered in blue tones, creating clear symbolic represen-
tation of HIV/AIDS as a global health challenge. And indeed,
no continent of the world is free from this pandemic. The rib-
bon's dimensional rendering provides depth and materiality,
making the symbol more visually prominent [12].

The typography demonstrates clear information hierarchy
with "WORLD AIDS DAY" split between black and red col-
ouring, drawing attention to "AIDS" through colour contrast
[2]. The subtitle frames the challenge through the lens of re-
silience and transformation rather than crisis and fear, reflect-
ing the evolution toward more hopeful messaging in
HIV/AIDS communication [13].

The inclusion of a specific date (12.01.25) provides tem-
poral specificity while the clean, minimalist design enhances
accessibility across diverse audiences. The light background
creates high contrast with the text, enhancing readability. This
is an important consideration for health materials intended for
populations with varying literacy levels [4]. The spatial organ-
ization guides the viewer's eye from the event identification
through the visual symbolism to the specific date, creating a
logical reading path that combines awareness-raising with ac-
tionable information about when engagement can occur.

L
{use condoms &

Figure 6. "Semen Kit" (Poster 6).
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This poster represents a targeted approach to specific at-risk
populations, specifically addressing men who have sex with
men (MSM). The visual composition features a smiling sailor
holding a condom, with background imagery showing inti-
mate male contact. This direct representation of same-sex re-
lationships challenges the heteronormative assumptions that
Nascimento and Bezerra [14] identified as common in sexual
health communication.

The typography playfully integrates "semen" and "kit"
through creative spacing and layout, using wordplay to ad-
dress a serious health topic while maintaining engagement.
The tagline employs frank, colloquial language that acknowl-
edges actual sexual practices without euphemism or ‘medical-
ised’ terminology. This linguistic choice reflects research
showing that effective sexual health communication must
speak directly to audience experiences using language com-
munities actually employ [26].

The nautical imagery carries cultural coding related to mas-
culinity and maritime tradition while simultaneously acknowl-
edging that sailors, as mobile populations, face particular HIV
vulnerability. However, the poster's visual representation also
raises questions about stereotyping through its reliance on spe-
cific cultural imagery to represent gay male sexuality. The
composition demonstrates the challenge of creating targeted
messaging that acknowledges community-specific risks with-
out reinforcing limiting stereotypes [20].

The attribution to "Gay Men Fighting AIDS" establishes
source credibility within the community being addressed, re-
flecting the importance of community-based organizations in
HIV/AIDS prevention [22]. This organizational positioning
creates trust through insider status while the Wellcome Images
attribution suggests institutional support and legitimacy.

Dot +uvm your back on AIDS.

Magke the Prowmisé. Y
Lot I“«l"d’w&m-‘)ﬁuq‘-«v-(-vuiu‘lm ‘
- et e v @ by skt wobe o filesence.

Make your promise now at

Figure 7. "Don't Turn Your Back on AIDS" (Poster 7).
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This poster employs a powerful visual metaphor through its
central image: a figure shown from behind, literally turning
their back to the viewer. The composition creates what Kress
and van Leeuwen [12] describe as an offer picture, where the
subject does not engage directly with the viewer but presents
a situation for contemplation. The turned back becomes a vis-
ual representation of denial, avoidance, and the social aban-
donment of those affected by HIV/AIDS. But in this case, the
blame is on those who turn their back on people suffering from
HIV/AIDS. This poster ultimately condemns such action. This
is common in African settings where the whole family mem-
bers turn their backs on anyone who contacts and suffers from
HIV/AIDS in the family.

The colour palette combines dark tones with pink highlight-
ing on what appears to be informational material, creating vis-
ual interest while directing attention to the prevention message.
The typography employs handwritten-style font for "Don't
turn your back on AIDS," creating a personal, intimate tone
that contrasts with institutional health messaging [9].

The phrase "Make the Promise" positioned prominently in
the lower composition transforms the poster from simple
awareness-raising to a call for committed action. This linguis-
tic framing constructs viewers as as moral agents capable of
making and keeping promises, positioning HIV/AIDS re-
sponse as an ethical obligation rather than merely a health con-
cern [5]. The inference is to commit viewers into promising
never to turn their backs on sufferers of HIV/AIDS. The de-
tailed body text provides specific behavioural guidance while
acknowledging the reality of living with HIV, demonstrating
the integration of medical information with human dignity
frameworks.

The organizational attribution to the World AIDS Campaign
establishes global scope while the URL provides a pathway for
continued engagement beyond the poster itself. This multi-
modal integration of visual metaphor, persuasive language,
practical information, and digital connectivity demonstrates so-
phisticated understanding of how multiple semiotic resources
must work together to achieve communication goals [3].

4.1. Findings and Analysis

This section presents findings organised according to the
three research questions, analysing each poster systematically
before synthesising patterns across the corpus.

4.1.1. Research Question 1: Utilisation of Multiple
Semiotic Modes
The first research question investigates how HIV/AIDS
posters utilise multiple semiotic modes to convey health mes-
sages. Analysis reveals systematic deployment of visual, tex-
tual, chromatic, and spatial resources across all seven posters.

(i). Figure 1: "Black as AIDS"

This poster employs photographic realism (high modality)
featuring a dark-skinned figure in vulnerable positioning
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against black background. Typography combines cursive
script for 'Black as' with bold three-dimensional lettering for
'AIDS' in red—a colour carrying associations with danger,
blood, and the AIDS ribbon. Spatial arrangement positions
text centrally over the human figure, creating symbolic attrib-
ution where the body becomes marked by disease nomencla-
ture. The red horizontal line functions as framing device, di-
recting visual attention downward through the composition.

(ii). Figure 2: "Together, We Can Stop It"

This poster demonstrates minimalist approach featuring
white candle flame against black background—a visual meta-
phor for hope and collective action. Stark tonal contrast cre-
ates salience, drawing attention to the central symbolic ele-
ment. Typography employs white sans-serif font maintaining
legibility whilst creating visual cohesion with the flame. The
spatial organisation establishes clear reading path from visual
metaphor to organisational information.

(iii). Figure 3: "World HIV/AIDS Day: A Look into
Africa"

Central image features clasped hands in black and white
photography, creating demand picture through direct gesture.
Monochromatic treatment contrasts with vibrant red AIDS
ribbon, creating salience through colour modulation. The
composition employs symbolic representation (hands as soli-
darity) whilst incorporating interactive digital affordances
(cursor icon).

(iv). Figure 4: "Fight AIDS Not People with AIDS"

Photographic collage featuring diverse faces in black and
white, humanising those affected whilst emphasising univer-
sal reach. Central red ribbon provides symbolic focus against
monochromatic background. Typography employs clear hier-
archy with imperative statement directly confronting stigma.

(v). Synthesis: Semiotic Mode Utilisation

Across all posters, visual modes dominate compositional
space, with imagery serving as primary meaning-carrier. Col-
our operates symbolically, particularly red (danger, blood,
AIDS ribbon) and black/white contrasts (seriousness, univer-
sality). Typography functions hierarchically, establishing in-
formation priority through size, weight, and colour. Spatial or-
ganisation creates reading paths directing viewer attention
through strategic placement. The interplay demonstrates that
HIV/AIDS poster communication depends fundamentally on
orchestrated deployment of multiple semiotic resources work-
ing simultaneously.

4.1.2. Research Question 2: Visual-Textual
Relationships

The second research question examines relationships be-
tween visual and textual elements in constructing persuasive
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narratives. Analysis identifies three primary intersemiotic re-
lationships: complementarity, elaboration, and tension.

Complementarity occurs when visual and verbal elements
reinforce similar meanings. Poster 2 demonstrates this through
alignment between candle flame (visual metaphor for hope)
and verbal message 'Together, we can stop it' (collective em-
powerment). The modes work in concert, with neither redun-
dant nor contradictory.

Elaboration appears when one mode provides specific in-
formation the other lacks. Poster 4's visual collage (diverse
faces) elaborates the verbal imperative 'Fight AIDS Not Peo-
ple' by visually demonstrating the human diversity affected,
whilst text provides explicit anti-stigma directive not immedi-
ately apparent from imagery alone.

Tension emerges in Poster 1, where empowering verbal
message potentially contradicts vulnerable visual positioning
and problematic racial framing. This modal contradiction may
undermine intended message effectiveness, demonstrating
that successful HIV/AIDS communication requires careful at-
tention to intersemiotic alignment.

4.1.3. Research Question 3: Design Choices and
Discourse

The third research question investigates how design choices
reflect or challenge prevailing discourses surrounding
HIV/AIDS. Analysis reveals both perpetuation and contesta-
tion of dominant narratives.

Challenging stigma: Posters 2 and 4 explicitly confront stig-
matising discourses through empowering frameworks. Poster
4's imperative 'Fight AIDS Not People' directly repositions the
disease rather than individuals as appropriate target, whilst di-
verse facial representation challenges marginalising visual
conventions. These choices align with contemporary human
rights approaches to HIV/AIDS communication.

Perpetuating problematic associations: From an interpretive
perspective, Poster 1's direct linkage between racial identity
and disease nomenclature risks reinforcing stigmatising asso-
ciations historically used to marginalise affected communities.
The vulnerable bodily positioning contradicts contemporary
emphasis on empowerment and agency.

Representing diversity: Several posters (3, 4, 6) demon-
strate intentional representation of diverse populations, chal-
lenging homogenising assumptions about HIV/AIDS. Poster
6's direct representation of same-sex relationships con-
testsnormative frameworks, whilst Poster 3's focus on Africa
acknowledges disproportionate impact without stigmatising
imagery.

This multimodal discourse analysis of seven HIV/AIDS
awareness posters demonstrates that effective health commu-
nication requires sophisticated orchestration of multiple semi-
otic resources working in strategic integration. The analysis
confirms that contemporary meaning-making extends beyond
language to encompass visual, spatial, chromatic, and typo-
graphic dimensions that interact to construct complex mes-
sages. HIV/AIDS posters function not as simple information
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carriers but as intricate multimodal texts where design choices
shape how audiences understand disease, risk, identity, and
appropriate response.

Posters demonstrate significant variation in navigating the
complex challenges characterizing HIV/AIDS communica-
tion. The most effective materials employ empowering frame-
works, construct audiences as capable agents, utilise culturally
resonant symbolism whilst avoiding stereotyping, explicitly
challenge stigma, represent diverse communities with dignity,
create clear information hierarchies, and achieve intersemiotic
complementarity between visual and verbal elements.

Conversely, less effective materials demonstrate modal
contradictions where visual and verbal elements work at
cross-purposes, potentially stigmatizing representations that
mark bodies with disease, fear-based approaches emphasizing
threat over agency, and insufficient attention to accessibility
across diverse literacy levels. These problematic approaches
highlight how health communication can inadvertently repro-
duce the very stigma, fear, and marginalization it ostensibly
aims to combat when designers fail to critically examine the
ideological implications of semiotic choices.

The analysis contributes to multimodal theory by demon-
strating how the frameworks developed by Kress and van
Leeuwen [12], Bateman [2], van Leeuwen [25], and subse-
quent scholars provide robust analytical tools for understand-
ing complex visual health texts. The research extends existing
multimodal scholarship on health communication [5, 9, 14,
16-18, 20] by providing detailed analysis of how specific de-
sign choices in HIV/AIDS materials construct meaning, in-
voke ideologies, and potentially potentially influence public
perception and behaviour.

Practically, the findings offer valuable insights for public
health practitioners, graphic designers, and communication
specialists developing HIV/AIDS awareness campaigns and
by extension public health campaigns. Effective materials re-
quire moving beyond aesthetic considerations to understand
how semiotic resources function grammatically, culturally,
and ideologically. Designers must critically examine whether
visual representations empower or victimize, whether linguis-
tic framing constructs agency or passivity, whether colour
symbolism activates intended associations, whether spatial or-
ganization creates accessible reading paths, and whether
modal elements work in complementarity or contradiction.

The research also highlights the importance of cultural
competence and community engagement in health communi-
cation design. Materials must resonate with specific cultural
contexts, employ imagery and language communities recog-
nize and value, and avoid reproducing stereotypes even when
targeting particular demographic groups. The tension between
acknowledging community-specific risks and avoiding stig-
matizing representations requires careful navigation through
participatory design processes involving affected communi-
ties in material development [22, 5].

Several limitations warrant acknowledgment. This analysis
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examined seven posters representing particular historical mo-
ments, geographic contexts, and communication strategies.
Different materials from other regions, time periods, or target
audiences might yield different findings. The analysis focused
on static poster texts without examining actual audience re-
ception, interpretation, or behavioural impacts. Future re-
search employing reception studies, audience interviews, or
behavioural outcome measures could complement this textual
analysis by investigating how diverse audiences actually in-
terpret and respond to these multimodal messages [15].

Additionally, the study analyzed posters as isolated texts ra-
ther than examining their function within broader communi-
cation campaigns or their interaction with other media plat-
forms. As Djonov and van Leeuwen [6] demonstrate, contem-
porary health communication increasingly operates across
multiple platforms where meanings emerge from intertextual
and intermedial relationships. Future research could examine
how poster materials interact with digital media, community
organizing, clinical communication, and policy advocacy
within comprehensive HIV/AIDS response strategies.

The evolution of HIV/AIDS communication from fear-
based, stigmatizing approaches toward empowering, human
rights-oriented frameworks demonstrates how health messag-
ing both reflects and shapes cultural attitudes toward disease
and affected communities. As medical advances transform
HIV/AIDS from fatal diagnosis to manageable chronic condi-
tion, communication materials must evolve to emphasize test-
ing, treatment adherence, viral suppression, and the possibility
of living full lives with HIV. This requires moving beyond
awareness-raising toward more sophisticated messaging ad-
dressing treatment literacy, stigma reduction, and health sys-
tem navigation [21].

The multimodal perspective proves essential for under-
standing and improving HIV/AIDS communication because
these materials inherently depend on integration of visual, ver-
bal, spatial, and chromatic resources. Analyzing language
alone provides insufficient understanding of how posters com-
municate; examining images without attending to typography,
colour, and composition proves equally inadequate. Only
through comprehensive multimodal analysis can researchers
and practitioners understand the complex semiotic work these
materials perform and design more effective health communi-
cation that achieves intended persuasive, informational, and
empowering goals [3].

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that HIV/AIDS
awareness posters represent sites where medical knowledge,
cultural values, social power relations, design expertise, and
advocacy goals converge to create meaning. The semiotic
choices embedded in these materials—which colours to em-
ploy, which bodies to represent, which words to emphasize,
which spatial organizations to create—carry profound impli-
cations for how publics understand HIV/AIDS, how affected
communities experience recognition or marginalization, and
how societies respond to ongoing epidemic challenges. Criti-
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cal multimodal analysis illuminates these dimensions, contrib-
uting to more ethical, effective, and empowering health com-
munication practices that honor the dignity and agency of all
people while advancing crucial public health objectives.

The study's contribution extends beyond HIV/AIDS com-
munication to broader health promotion contexts. The analyt-
ical frameworks and findings offer insights applicable to di-
verse health topics requiring sensitive, culturally appropriate,
multimodal communication strategies. As visual communica-
tion becomes increasingly central to public health practice,
understanding how multiple semiotic modes interact to con-
struct meaning, shape attitudes, and potentially influence be-
haviours becomes essential for all health communication prac-
titioners. This research provides both theoretical frameworks
and practical insights advancing that crucial understanding,
demonstrating how rigorous multimodal analysis can improve
health communication effectiveness.

4.2. Synthesis and Implications

The multimodal analysis of these seven posters reveals sig-
nificant variation in communication strategies, ideological po-
sitioning, and effectiveness. These posters demonstrate so-
phisticated orchestration of visual metaphors, empowering
linguistic choices, and clear information architecture that
Djonov and Zhao [6] identify as characteristic of effective
health communication. These materials challenge stigma
through dignified human representation, employ culturally
resonant symbolism like the red ribbon, and construct audi-
ences as empowered agents rather than passive victims.

Conversely, poster 1 demonstrates how design choices can
inadvertently reinforce the very stigma they presumably aim
to combat. The literal marking of black bodies with disecase
language perpetuates racialised associations that public health
efforts should actively dismantle [23]. This poster signifi-
cantly associates the disease with black coloured race. This
finding underscores the importance of critically examining not
just what health messages say, but how visual and linguistic
elements combine to construct particular understandings of
disease, risk, and identity [18].

The analysis confirms that effective HIV/AIDS posters re-
quire careful integration of multiple semiotic modes working
in complementarity rather than contradiction. Colour symbol-
ism, typographic hierarchy, visual metaphors, spatial organi-
zation, and linguistic framing must align to create coherent
messages that inform, persuade, and empower audiences [28].
The red AIDS ribbon emerges across multiple posters as a
powerful unifying symbol carrying decades of advocacy
meaning, demonstrating how established visual codes can ef-
ficiently communicate complex ideas when properly deployed
[22]. This red ribbon has over time become synonymous with
HIV/AIDS.

These findings carry significant implications for public
health practitioners designing awareness campaigns. Under-
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standing how audiences interpret the interaction between vis-
ual and verbal elements enables more strategic communica-
tion design that achieves intended persuasive and informa-
tional goals while avoiding unintended stigmatisation [15].
The multimodal perspective advanced by Kress and van Leeu-
wen [12] and elaborated by subsequent scholars provides es-
sential analytical tools for evaluating and improving health
communication materials in an increasingly visual communi-
cation landscape.

4.3. Colour Symbolism and Emotional
Resonance

Across the analysed posters, colour emerges as a primary
semiotic resource carrying significant communicative weight.
The ubiquitous use of red ccolour in the AIDS ribbon, typog-
raphy, and highlighting creates what Kress and van Leeuwen
[11] term "affective meaning" through cultural colour associ-
ations. Red simultaneously signifies danger, urgency, blood,
passion, and solidarity, functioning as a polysemic symbol that
operates differently depending on its compositional context
and combination with other semiotic modes.

The strategic deployment of monochrome versus colour
creates hierarchies of attention and meaning. Posters 3, 4, and
5 employ desaturated photography contrasted with vibrant red
elements, directing viewer focus toward symbolic representa-
tions while de-emphasizing individual characteristics [2]. This
chromatic strategy serves dual purposes: creating visual sali-
ence for key messages while potentially avoiding the problem-
atic racial coding evident in Poster 1. The black-and-white
treatment of human subjects emphasises shared humanity and
collective experience rather than demographic difference,
aligning with contemporary anti-stigma frameworks [5].

The darkness characterising several posters (particularly 1,
2, and 8) creates somber emotional tones consistent with the
seriousness of the health threat. However, this tonal choice
risks reinforcing associations between HIV/AIDS and death,
fear, and hopelessness that characterised earlier panic-driven
campaigns [13]. The tension between communicating appro-
priate seriousness and avoiding counterproductive fear ap-
peals represents an ongoing challenge in HIV/AIDS commu-
nication that these materials navigate with varying success.

4.4. Typography as Meaning-Maker

Typographic choices across the posters reveal strategic de-
cisions about authority, accessibility, and audience relation-
ship. The prevalence of bold, sans-serif fonts (particularly in
posters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6) creates what van Leeuwen [25] iden-
tifies as "institutional voice". This is a typography that con-
veys authority, clarity, and official health communication.
This contrasts markedly with the handwritten-style font in
Poster 7, which creates intimacy and personal connection, po-
sitioning the message as coming from a concerned peer rather
than an impersonal institution [9].
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The capitalisation strategies employed across posters merit
attention. Full capitalisation in "WORLD AIDS DAY" and
"FIGHT AIDS NOT PEOPLE WITH AIDS" (Poster 5) creates
visual emphasis while conveying urgency and importance
through what Bateman [2] terms "typographic loudness." This
capitalisation strategy serves to amplify key messages within
the overall composition, ensuring these elements achieve pri-
macy in viewer attention hierarchies.

The integration of text with visual elements demonstrates
varying levels of sophistication. Poster 1's placement of
"AIDS" directly over the human figure creates problematic
visual fusion between identity and disease, while Poster 5's
strategic positioning of text around—rather than on—human
faces maintains the dignity and agency of represented individ-
uals. These compositional choices reflect underlying ideolog-
ical assumptions about the relationship between people and
disease that Pham [20] identifies as central to HIV/AIDS dis-
course construction.

4.5. Visual Metaphors and Symbolic
Representation

The posters employ diverse metaphorical strategies to rep-
resent HIV/AIDS and appropriate responses. The candle in
Poster 2 invokes remembrance, hope, and vigil traditions, cre-
ating emotional resonance through culturally familiar symbol-
ism [12]. The clasped hands in Posters 3 function as meto-
nymic representation of solidarity, support, and human con-
nection [22].

The turned back in Poster 7 represents perhaps the most
conceptually sophisticated visual metaphor, transforming
bodily orientation into symbolic commentary on social aban-
donment and denial. This visual strategy demonstrates what
Forceville [8] terms "pictorial metaphor," where concrete vis-
ual elements represent abstract concepts through structured
mapping. The metaphor operates on multiple levels: individ-
ual denial of personal risk, social abandonment of affected
communities, and political neglect of the epidemic [14].

The AIDS ribbon achieves iconic status across multiple
posters, functioning as what Peirce [19] would classify as a
symbol. This is a sign whose meaning derives from social con-
vention rather than visual resemblance. The ribbon's evolution
from activism symbol to universal awareness marker demon-
strates how visual elements can accumulate layers of meaning
through historical and consistent use and cultural circulation
[22]. Its presence immediately signals HIV/AIDS context
while invoking decades of advocacy history, community or-
ganizing, and social movement activity.

4.6. Representation of Human Subjects

The visual representation of human bodies and faces across
the posters carries profound implications for how audiences
understand their relationship to HIV/AIDS. Poster 5's diverse

18

demographic representation challenges the narrow associa-
tions linking HIV/AIDS exclusively to particular communi-
ties, instead presenting the epidemic as affecting humanity
broadly [14]. This inclusive representational strategy counters
the stigmatizing discourses Treichler [23] documSented,
where AIDS became constructed as disease of marginalized
"others."

However, the representations also reveal tensions in how to
depict affected communities without reinforcing stereotypes
or creating voyeuristic dynamics. The vulnerable bodily posi-
tioning in Poster 1 risks reproducing what Lupton [13] cri-
tiques as the "victimization" of people living with HIV, con-
structing them as passive sufferers rather than empowered
agents. Conversely, the smiling sailor in Poster 6 presents pos-
itive representation but potentially relies on stereotypical cul-
tural imagery in ways that may limit rather than expand un-
derstanding of diverse gay male experiences [20].

The decision in several posters to show hands without faces
(Posters 3) or backs without frontal identity (Poster 7) navi-
gates the challenge of depicting HIV-affected communities
without exposing individuals to potential stigma or privacy vi-
olations. This partial representation strategy maintains human
presence and emotional connection while protecting anonym-
ity, reflecting ethical considerations in health communication
imagery [28].

4.7. Linguistic Framing and Discursive
Positioning

The verbal text accompanying visual elements constructs
particular subject positions and relationships between audi-
ences and HIV/AIDS. The imperative constructions prevalent
across posters ("Fight AIDS," "Don't turn your back," "Make
the promise") create direct address that Fairclough [7] identi-
fies as constructing audiences as capable agents obligated to
act. This linguistic strategy contrasts sharply with earlier
AIDS communication emphasizing victimhood and vulnera-
bility, instead positioning viewers as empowered participants
in collective response [21].

The framing of AIDS as collective challenge requiring uni-
fied action ("together, we can stop it," "overcoming disruption,
transforming the AIDS response") reflects what Djonov and
Zhao [6] term "solidarity discourse," constructing HIV/AIDS
as shared social problem rather than individual moral failure.
This discursive shift carries significant ideological implica-
tions, relocating responsibility from individuals to communi-
ties and institutions while challenging victim-blaming narra-
tives that have historically characterized AIDS discourse [23].

Notably, several posters explicitly name and challenge
stigma through direct linguistic intervention. Poster 5's com-
mand to "Fight AIDS Not People with AIDS" makes stigma
visible and positions it as inappropriate, directly confronting
discriminatory attitudes through clear prohibitive language.
This explicit anti-stigma messaging represents a significant
evolution in HIV/AIDS communication, acknowledging that
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social attitudes constitute barriers to effective response requir-
ing direct address [5].

5. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that HIV/AIDS awareness posters
function as complex multimodal texts requiring sophisticated
orchestration of visual, textual, chromatic, and spatial re-
sources. Analysis of seven purposively selected posters re-
veals that effective materials employ empowering rather than
victimising frameworks, achieve intersemiotic complementa-
rity between modes, utilise culturally resonant symbolism
whilst avoiding stereotyping, and explicitly challenge stigma
through direct linguistic and visual intervention. Conversely,
less effective materials display modal contradictions, poten-
tially stigmatising representations, and insufficient attention
to ideological implications of design choices.

The research extends multimodal discourse analysis by
demonstrating its utility for health communication critique,
contributing to theoretical frameworks and offering practical
insights for campaign design. Key limitations include the fo-
cus on textual analysis without empirical audience reception
studies, the specific geographic and temporal context of se-
lected materials, and the purposive rather than representative
sampling approach. Future research should incorporate audi-
ence reception studies to examine how diverse viewers actu-
ally interpret multimodal health messages, investigate how
poster materials function within broader multimedia cam-
paigns, and explore cross-cultural variations in multimodal
health communication strategies. As HIV/AIDS transforms
from fatal diagnosis to manageable chronic condition, com-
munication materials must evolve to emphasise treatment lit-
eracy, viral suppression, and possibilities for living full
lives—requiring continued analytical attention to how multi-
modal resources construct evolving health narratives.
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