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SAVE PAPER, SAVE THE WORLD. 

 

“Around the world we use 1 million tons of paper every day. Too much of this paper usage is 

wasteful and unnecessary and puts huge pressure on the environment” (WWF web page). 

With this claim the WWF launched its new 2007 campaign, to raise awareness on the 

excessive amount of paper-waste. During the years, as both culture and society develops, 

advertising companies are becoming more and more persuasive, tempting, and with a strong 

emotional impact. There are many products that are advertised with the only aim of selling 

material goods that just promote and/or raise consumerism ideologies, and by these days are 

so deeply rooted in our culture that they appear to be almost natural. However, what happens 

when throughout an ad what is sold is not a product, but an idea? 

  WWF organization, in its campaign “SAVE PAPER, SAVE THE PLANET”, is doing 

a great job in appealing and referring directly to people to strongly communicate their 

environmental behaviors through images. The image I chose is quite simple in its 

composition, yet charged with an important world reference; deforestation as human caused. 

The designer of the ad is Simon Wooller, worker for the Copenhagen advertising agency 

Saatchi & Saatchi in collaboration with the WWF local office in Denmark (WWF, 

adsoftheworld.com). The first clear reference to the theme of the web ad, is the bathroom 

paper dispenser depleted by a human hand. Huxley declares that “the more you know, the 

more you see” (cited in Lester (2006):12), therefore, before going deeper in the analysis of 

this media text it is important to look at WWF itself as any other organization and the way it 

operates.  

     World Wildlife Fund (WWF), is the biggest world organization that fights for the 

conservation and survival of nature. Its job is to hinder, or at least reduce environmental 

damages with a fully eco-centric purpose, and to create a future where humans and nature 
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will hopefully coexist. An objective, that at least in this picture, is still seen quite far away 

from its realization.  

The ad is presented as a juxtaposition of two images (originally three), which show in 

progression the empty of a paper dispenser. However, noteworthy are the composition, 

colors, and layout used to visually impact people to raise awareness on such a daily action. 

The background and subject is the same in both images, the only difference stays in the 

contrast between the initial predominance of the color green and then the gradual taking over 

of black. The paper dispenser occupies the vast majority of the frame, and it is put right in the 

center of it; it is all white with the phrase “Save Paper, Save The Planet” and the WWF name 

and logo at the top center all in black and white. Moreover, under the slogan, there is the 

space where the papers are placed, that is usually closed; yet in this case is left opened and 

shaped as the silhouette of South America filled with green papers. At the very bottom, there 

is a man hand pulling out the green paper one by one, exactly as in the following picture, 

with the difference that through the combination of the techniques of graphic and implied 

movement, each paper that is pulled out from the dispenser shows the quick death of the 

continent. This symbolic use of the paper dispenser getting emptier and emptier as a 

metaphor to demonstrate that those paper are not endless as the trees used to make them, is 

effective, and shocking at the same time. The message conveyed is quite clear and directly 

targeted towards people of all ages, no matters where it is shown, its meaning remains that 

saving the planet starts with us by saving paper, because the survival of the forest is directly 

connected to what people consume.  

 Nonetheless, the environment among which the ad is presented may limit its reception 

and acknowledgment because it is a web ad. Being so, it becomes difficult for ordinary 

people who may not be interested in environmental issues, or directly connected to the WWF 

web page and notification to get in touch with it. In fact, in order to encounter this kind of ad 
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one must actively go on the web and search it by name or by typing “shocking ad” on Google 

and look for it within a social network or web context. Hansen, in his book Environment, 

Media and Communication discusses the concept of framing with a close reference to 

everything that is shown, excluded, given for granted, and even implicitly said in a 

determined picture or media text. If we look at this ad under this point of view, it is possible 

to state that the pictures frame exactly what should be seen and perceived even without any 

background knowledge on the issue, because the idea is visually translated into an effective 

progression, with the addition of a secondary caption that frames the silhouette of the 

continent where the cause, effects and consequences are put right at the center of the frame. 

Moreover, a powerful tool on which media texts rely on, and this one makes no exception, is 

the use of persuasion and credibility; Aristotle identifies three main elements that will make a 

persuasive argument successful, Ethos, Logos, and Pathos. The Ethos (its reliability) of the 

image is embodied in the WWF logo, which in itself is the symbol of the whole organization. 

It is not by chance that the WWF logo is the Giant Panda, as a matter of facts, as they explain 

in their web page, the Panda is the only emblem of nature conservation that is universally 

recognized as such. Then the Logos (logical argument) is expressed by the slogan and name 

of the campaign straight away, and finally the Pathos (emotional appeal) is undoubtedly the 

element on which the image relies the most, because directly involves humans as current 

cause and possible solution of the problem. Even though at a first look the campaign may be 

read or perceived as denouncing men for their careless toward nature, on the other side it is 

almost desperately trying to link people together by representing an everyday action, inviting 

them to be more careful, implying that a change can be achieved if they work together.  

 Furthermore, another important element of communication used by WWF in the 

construction of their idea, is the way it plays between metonymies and analogies when the 

two pictures are looked at as one single image. In fact, by looking for a second at the images 
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as if we were looking at a comic strip, it is possible to identify two borderless panels divided 

by the so-called “gutter” (white space between them). Hence, while reading them, the viewer 

will look at the first panel and immediately make assumption about what he sees, and create a 

connection with his/her personal experience by understanding that the green (before) and 

black (after) silhouette is what Peirce calls an Indexical sign, which represents the concept of 

deforestation through an iconic illustration of South America. Then, the gutter in between the 

panels represents the transition in time between one moment to the other, and finally, in the 

second panel there is the analogy where the viewer is forced to make a comparison among 

the two, which still, is purely symbolic. Said this, it can be claimed that this ad creates its 

meaning through differences. In addition, the story they are telling does not exist just in the 

advertising world, it is a serious issue against which the world is still fighting, and calls the 

attention of present generations to be careful in preserving and safeguarding the planet for the 

future ones. The consumer culture, and the “human hand” over nature will bring to the death 

of both, however the final decision is left to the receiver of this message.  

 In addition, it impresses the cleverness used by the designer in creating an image that 

doesn’t need any relay element to explain or change its meaning, because denotative and 

connotative elements work on the same level. Therefore if the slogan, or the silhouette is 

taken out, the message of the ad remains the same. Also, the fact that a topic such as 

deforestation is completely de-familiarized from the context where it is usually talked about, 

and presented in a daily life context experienced by everybody, gives to the message an 

additional push that makes it memorable. Moreover, also colors play a big role on an 

aesthetical and perceptual level. The light green of the first picture does not just fill the 

silhouette recalling the color of the leaves, but it also conveys a sense of freshness, fertility, 

health; whereas, the black left in the second picture does not just symbolized death, it literally 
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means that the dispenser as the land is empty, that the resources are ended, and everything 

that is left is just a layer with nothing inside.  

 In conclusion, it is necessary to also look at the cognitive elements of the picture, and 

how do they contribute to its understanding. First of all, memory might be crucial for all 

those people who are able to recall a period in their life when they got in touch with the same 

message conveyed by the ad, for example, in a newspaper or TV, and compare them. 

Secondly, also selectivity is important because being the silhouette in the first picture the 

only colored element, it is also the first one to be seen and which gives the message straight 

away. Recalling the ancient Greek philosophy, on the one hand, it can be stated that this ad 

embodies the main principles of the so called “Golden Rule” (Lester (2006):138); this ethic 

principle claims that we must not do to our neighbor (nature in this case) what we would not 

do to ourselves (self harm). On the other hand, it denounces the unconscious tendency of 

people to be hedonistic, which means that today consumer culture relies on the idea that 

society’s, and majorly markets aim is to “act to maximize pleasure [consumption] now and 

not worry about the future” (ibid: 139). If people could look critically at this campaign 

picture, its power will be much stronger than it actually is, when I firstly accidentally found 

this picture I was profoundly touched and emotionally pushed to research, to know, to sustain 

their campaign because of the simplicity, and sincerity with which the ad message was told.  

 

 

 

 

      

 


