
A lake is the landscape's most beautiful and expressive feature.  
It is earth's eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.

– Henry David Thoreau
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Are people in the Chicago area, who  
consider themselves “eco-aware,” extending 
their efforts to water conservation in  
the seemingly water rich Great Lakes Basin? 

If so, how? If not, why? 

If they are not, how can it be expected  
that the general populace of the region is 
doing so?



“In a paper published late last year,  
scientists projected that over the next 
three decades or so, water levels in  
Lake Erie, which supplies drinking water 
to more than 11 million people, could 
fall three to six feet as a result of  
climate change.”

Source: “U.S. faces era of water scarcity | Circle of Blue | WaterNews.” 9/25/2008 <http://www.circleofblue.org/water-
news/world/us-faces-era-of-water-scarcity/>.



“99%of the water in [the Great Lakes] is 
the legacy of glacial melt… just one  
percent of the lakes’ volume per year…
only the equivalent of the uppermost 75 
centimetres of the lakes, is renewable.”

Source: Lees, David. “High and Dry.” Canadian Geographic 124.3 (2004): 94-108.
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DISTRIBUTION OF WATER ON EARTH



90% of water that is su�ciently 
free of salt to drink is locked away  
deep underground or in glaciers.

.0001% of fresh water is 
readily accessible.

20% of the world’s accessible fresh 
water  is held in the Great Lakes.

 95% of the United States’ accessible 
fresh water is held in the Great Lakes. 



Dropping water levels affect:

•	 Energy	production

•	 Factory	production

•	 Shipping



Source: “U.S. faces era of water scarcity | Circle of Blue | WaterNews.” 9/25/2008 <http://www.circleofblue.org/waternews/
world/us-faces-era-of-water-scarcity/>.

Columns represent total state water withdrawals in 2000



The world is facing a water crisis not a food crisis.







Source: SustainLane.com

2008 Rankings of U.S. Cities: Tap Water Quality



The Chicago metropolitan area has a 
population of over 9.7 million people.

The City of Chicago sold 440 rain barrels 
to Chicago residents in 2005.

9.7 million = 440



Design practice should be  
anchored in the very realities 
of its social consequences.  
To understand these conse-
quences, however, is to  
understand how messages 
function – that they are  
completed by readers who 
bring their own expectations 
and interpretative practices  
to the exchange.” 

“

Source: Citizen Designer: Perspectives on Design Responsibility. Heller and Vienne.



Intentions

Change the public perception of a  
limitless water supply in the Great  
Lakes Basin

Help people make a connection  
beween individual actions and water 
quality and conservation.



Research Goals

Design a visual communication cam-
paign that holistically raises awareness 
of water conservation in the Great 
Lakes Basin. 

Investigate and attempt to identify the 
most effective ways to communicate 
the complex information surrounding 

Extrapolate how best to communicate 
this information for use in targeted 
campaigns for the general public.



Research Strategies

Primary research:  
Semi-structured interviews, direct  
observations and self-documentation  
by the research participants. 

Secondary research:   
Books on the topic as well as journals 
such as Environmental Science & Tech-
nology; National Wildlife; Electronic 
Green Journal;  and Aquatic Ecosystem 
Health & Management. 



Recruiting Strategies

Screener survey:
Test the potential participant’s level of 
eco-awareness. 

Cluster sampling: 
Primary means of obtaining data. 

Initial pool of participants: 
The parents, administration & teachers 
at Near North Montessori School. 



Possible forms of expression:

Posters

Advertising campaigns, including print, 
radio, web and television
 
Mail campaigns
 
Kiosks in public spaces

Traveling educational exhibits



Qualifications:

Proximity to Lake Michigan

A citizen of Chicago and the Great  
Lakes Basin

Committed to environmental issues  
both personally and professionally 

Recent completion of the anthropology 
class “Research for Art and Design” at 
the graduate level at the University  
of Illinois at Chicago 

Over twenty years of experience as a 
graphic designer



Potential Contributions  
and Relevance

By creating a dialogue with the people 
in the region, research will lead me 
to novel ways to create and heighten 
awareness and generate a positive  
response to water conservation. 

I intend to share my findings with the 
design community.  Therefore, design-
ers elsewhere will be able to take these 
findings and apply them to design prob-
lems in other regions where the water 
conservancy issues are more  
immediate and dire. 



Research Results: Venues  
for Dissemination

Publish in How, Communication Arts  
and Print 

Deliver lectures at design schools 

Present at industry seminars for  
organizations such as the AIGA

Teach classes on the subject 



Preliminary Research Findings

The bad news:

The eco-aware in this region are not 
conserving water. 

Their awareness of issues surrounding 
water conservation is marginal. 
 
The good news:

 Once they were made aware of water 
conservation issues and measures or 
methods for addressing them, they were 
excited and intrigued by the possibilities 
they had learned about. 
 



Budget Estimates

Travel: $500 (regional and local – includes 
lodging, meals and transportation)

Telephone/ISP: $300 

Office equipment overhead/maintenance: 
$500 (including printers, computers, cameras 
and video cameras)

Postage: $50

“Thank you” gifts for participants: $300

Materials: $1,000 (includes items kits for self-
documentation kits, paper, inkjet cartridges, 
post-its, video tapes and other items needed 
for project research)



Timetable

Secondary Research: 2 months

Development of Screening Materials: 2 weeks

Screening: 3 weeks

Review screening: 2 weeks

Recruit particpants: 2 weeks

Research stage one (self-documentation): 2 weeks

Research stage two (interviews): 3 weeks (can  
occur simultaneously with stage one research)

Data analysis: 3 weeks

Development of visual communications  
prototypes (round 1): 6 weeks

Presentation of prototypes (round 1): 1 week

Revision of visual communications prototypes 
(round 2): 3 weeks

Presentation of prototypes (round 2): 1 week

Final revision of visual communications  
prototypes (round 3): 2 weeks



Source: “Home INDEX: AIGA Aspen Design Challenge.” 10/22/2008  <http://aspendesignchallenge.org/>.

“The [water] crisis may  
 be complex in its global    
 implications, but the  
 solutions are ‘local,  
 local, local.’”




