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Persuasion in Graphic Communication

One of the biggest themes within graphic communication is 
persuasion. Persuasion attempts to influence people’s beliefs, 
attitudes, intentions, motivations, or behaviours in relation to 
an event, idea, object, or other person(s) (Keay-Bright, 2020). 
An example of persuasion seen in graphic communication 
could be a phrase, a piece of typography, an illustration, a 
symbol, a sign, a marking…the list goes on. For example, the 
phrase “coughs and sneezes spread diseases” was first used in 
the United States during the influenza or Spanish flu pandemic 
in 1918-1920, and was also later used in the Second World War 
by Ministries of Health in Commonwealth countries. The aim 
of the phrase was to encourage the public to practice good 
public hygiene, and ultimately to help stop the spread of the 
common cold, influenza and other respiratory illnesses (which 
seems very relevant today during the coronavirus pandemic). 
The phrase could be compared to the current “hands, face, 
space” phrase used by the UK Government with an aim to 
prevent the spread of Coronavirus in the UK.
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A marketing strategy which was discussed 
in depth during my second year of 
studying graphic communication, in 
the module Persuasion was the ‘Rule of 
Seven’. The Rule of Seven can be applied 
to phrases such as “coughs and sneezes 
spread diseases”. This old style marketing 
rule, developed by the film industry in 
the 1930s, says that a potential customer 
needs to see or hear a brand’s marketing 
advertisement at least seven times, before 
they decide to take action by purchasing 
from the brand. In reality, the Rule of 
Seven is a little unclear. People do not 
just magically engage in a marketing 
activity after hearing or seeing it seven 
times. Marketing must be a dynamic 
process in order for it to be sustainable 
and therefore successful. Another way 
to think of persuasion is the “How 
might we persuade (who) to do (what)?” 
phrase (Keay-Bright, 2020). This was also 
discussed in the Persuasion module of the 
graphic communication course. This can 
be applied to several different scenarios, 
and makes it clearer to understand who 
is persuading who, to do what. This is 
very useful when looking at influencer 
marketing to determine who is persuading 
who. Persuasion is a common theme in both graphic design and 

in Instagram influencer marketing. In both practices, there 
are similar vital sub-themes which come together to make 
something successfully persuasive. In graphic design, tone of 
voice is extremely important in order to persuade a viewer 
or follower to take action. Good tone of voice helps to build 
trust between a company and a potential customer, it helps to 
engage them with the company’s content, it sets the company 
apart from other companies and overall, it is inviting and 
memorable. Tone of voice in any discipline is an expression 
of a company or individual’s thoughts, values and opinions. It 
cannot be created or copied, as it is something that must stay 
consistent and therefore is recognisable to that individual 
or brand. It evolves as the individual or company grows. This 
applies directly to Instagram influencer marketing. Influencers 
must choose their words very carefully, e.g. being emotive or 
sympathetic, or in contrast being angry and raging. Their words 
are so powerful and have so much credibility that they can be 
used to persuade and influence their audiences hugely. For 
example, a post from Welsh Instagram influencer @busybee.
carys has partnered with UK sportswear company Gymshark 
(Whittaker, 2019). The caption’s tone of voice is consistent 
with Carys’ previous and future posts, and is recognisably a 
comforting, warm and relatable tone of voice. This not only 
makes the post appealing to Carys’ followers, but makes the 
post seem credible, trustworthy and a true representation of 
her thoughts, feelings and opinions.13 14
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Persuasion is becoming increasingly easier to practice for 
Instagram influencers everyday. This is mainly due to the 
fact that today, a younger audience dominates social media 
platforms, especially Instagram. This younger, more in-
touch audience are much more easily persuadable than the 
older generations. One of the reasons for this is that they 
use social media almost “automatically”. It’s an everyday (in 
most cases, multiple times a day) action to open and scroll 
through Instagram, so there is a high chance that they will see 
influencers’ posts and promotions on a daily basis. This leads 
the promotional posts to become a normal and common thing 
for young people to see, which therefore makes the promotions 
more appealing, accessible and popular among this younger 
audience. The audience is younger today because social media 
is now so much more accessible to young people than it ever 
was before, with apps like Snapchat and TikTok being some of 
the most popular. Children in the UK are approximately 4 times 
more likely to own a smartphone in 2019 than they were in 2010 
(Ofcom.org.uk. 2019). This statistic paired with the growth in 
popularity of platforms like Instagram explains the growth in 
younger audiences over the last 9 years. 

Children in the UK are approximately  
4 times more likely to own a smartphone 
in 2019 than they were in 2010. 
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There are multiple methods that influencers and brands use 
to practice persuasion in the form of marketing. Firstly, the 
term electronic word of mouth (EWOM), which is defined 
as any positive or negative statement made by potential, 
actual, or former customers about a product or company, 
which is made available to a multitude of people and 
institutions via the Internet (Hennig-Thurau et al, 2004). 
EWOM methods are seen a lot on social media platforms 
such as Instagram and is an extremely cost effective and 
strategic set of marketing tools for brands’ advertising, 
hence the current increased popularity (Hajli, 2018). EWOM 
has no geographical restrictions and is therefore accessible 
worldwide (Do-Hyung et al. 2007). In contrast, traditional 
word of mouth and its influences are limited to a small, 
local scale of people (Li and Hitt 2008). Today, consumers 
increasingly rely on peer-to-peer communications, and 
as a result, influencer marketing has continued to grow 
in importance as a key component of brands’ digital 
marketing and advertising strategies (Association of 
National Advertisers, 2018). From a business perspective, 
it is much more efficient to reimburse an influencer who 
has a significant level of following, in order to increase the 
business’ own following via EWOM, than it is to carry out 
more traditional advertising methods such as creating and 
paying for multiple social media adverts, flyers, posters, 
TV adverts, etc. in the hope that traditional word of mouth 
methods will increase its sales.

Another common method of persuasion with extremely high 
success rates are psychological relationships. An example of 
a successfully persuasive psychological relationship is para-
social interaction. The definition of para-social interaction 
is the illusion of having an intimate, personal relationship 
with an influencer or celebrity (Boerman, 2019). For example, 
when their audience watches an influencer’s YouTube videos 
(which are typically personal, lengthy and in-depth), paired 
with seeing their daily Instagram posts, and with seeing and 
listening to them talk on their Instagram or Snapchat stories, 
one starts to subconsciously think of that influencer as if 
they were a friend or family member. 

When Instagram influencers feature a brand or advertise a 
product (via the influencer marketing tactic), followers are 
interested, and look into the product or service in more detail 
(for example, make up products, home decor, food, drink, even 
holiday resorts), because people enjoy these influencers’ 
content, and trust them and their “recommendations” - as if they 
were being recommended by a friend. However, it is important 
to note that these “recommendations” are not at all organic 
and sometimes may not have even been tried or tested by the 
influencer. By promoting these products or services, brands are 
often targeting specifically younger audiences, who may have 
less experience and more naivety towards today’s marketing 
industry. Both the influencers and the brands could potentially 
take advantage or be perceived to be taking advantage of this 
younger audience on Instagram in order to manipulate them to 
purchase products associated with influencers that they trust 
and respect. Trust is widely associated with EWOM behaviour 
(Chu & Kin, 2011). 

An example of the relationship between EWOM and trust 
could be that a message posted by an influencer is perceived 
by a follower as biased, therefore its credibility will be 
downgraded, and as a result will be seen as persuasive 
(Hovland et al. , 1963; Lee & Koo, 2012). I will discuss the 
subject of trustworthiness and disclosure in more detail in 
Chapter 3.
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