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Introduction

Wildland fire mitigation,

education all suffer from a problem that has

prevention, and
plagued them from the very start: they attempt
to do serious and important outreach without
providing the full range of resources to do
so in an effective and professional manner. A
well-rounded outreach campaign needs to involve
both in-person interactions and tangible assets
to be effective (Mitigation Pocket Guide, 2024).
Those tangible assets, things such as brochures,
websites, table displays, booklets, social media
posts, newsletters, and more, tend to be where
things fall apart from a resource perspective. You
can find plenty of resources about how to conduct
site visits and home assessments, how to talk to
people about fire danger, how to host an event
with the public, but rarely will you find wildland
fire oriented resources related to the creation of
tangible assets, more specifically the visual and
design aspects of those assets. This leads to the
creation of assets that lack a professional quality
and frequently fail to accomplish their goals due

to that lack of quality, or the use of assets that are
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ill-fitted for their task but are used nonetheless
because they are all that is available. The problem
is easy enough to overcome, but a dedicated
effort to do so is required. The aim of this guide is
to show why better visual standards and training
are needed in the world of wildland fire outreach,
and to provide easy to understand methods for
people who do not have a design background but
still need to create visual assets as part of their
outreach efforts.

Art and design are not some mystical, innate
skill that you have to be born with. They can be
learned and trained on just like anything else.
Learningtocreate agood layoutis nodifferent than
learning how to use a chainsaw or how to conduct
a home assessment for mitigation purposes or
how to effectively have tough conversations with
reluctant homeowners. In a world as fast paced
as wildland fire, having internal personnel trained
in basic design skills can provide the ability to
create assets on the fly, assets that actually match
specific needs and do not look like they were
thrown together at the last minute. This guide is
not meant to be a definitive tool on how to be
an artist or designer, merely a jumping off point
that covers enough of the basics to help someone
without a design background know where to start,
and how to avoid basic mistakes. If we want to
create effective outreach going forward, we have
to move on from this culture of treating design
like something that cannot be learned or taught
and instead embrace it as just another facet of the
overall job of outreach.

If you’re more interested in how to do it than
the whys, feel free to skip to the Basic Design

Principles to Follow section.
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How We Got Here

Thelackofevenbasicdesigntraininginwildland
fire outreach is not a new problem. As far back as
the creation of Smokey Bear in the 1940s, there
was concern about “a lack of artistic expertise on
the part of government employees...” with one of
the founders of The Advertising Council startled to
find that a government employed “artist” didn’t
even know the most basic aspects of making a
good layout, the man stating it was impossible
to make type larger, something that was very
simple to do even with the design tools available
at the time (Lawter, 1994). With the success of
Smokey Bear and other war related efforts, The
Advertising Council solidified and formalized the
practice of outsourcing government based artistic
projects to outside design firms (Lawter, 1994).
Why hire an artist internally when you can just pay
for one elsewhere? But that is a practice that was
developed in a much different world than we now
live in. A world without the level of connectivity
we now have, and a world with significantly
less wildfires. It was a practice developed in a

slower world. But despite the world speeding
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up, despite destructive wildfires increasing in
number and scope year after year, we still treat
the art and design of our outreach elements as an
afterthought to be handed off to someone else.

To this day wildland fire related outreach
and distributed by the

Federal Government frequently feature basic

resources created
design errors that make them less effective or
downright unusable, such as the National Wildfire
Coordinating Group’s Fire Prevention Education
Library, which has the large majority of its
assets available only as PowerPoint files (NWCG
FPET Digital Library, 2025), something totally
unheard of when working with professional
designers. PowerPoint is not a design program
and cannot create assets that are easily usable
by other designers should any of that work need
modified in the future, nor can it easily provide
the range of files that may be needed to have
these designs properly distributed either via the
web or in a printed format. It is like trying to cut
down a tree with a dull saw; it will probably get
the job done eventually, but the result is going
to be messy and inefficient. Yet it has somehow
become the standard for this official government
resource library, a decision | am sure not a single
professional designer was involved in.

But what else are people meant to do?
The process of using outside designers is now
frequently too slow—and involves too much red
tape—to be effective for the breakneck speed at
which the wildland fire world moves, and they are
not given the proper tools and training to create
things themselves, so what is left but to do their
best and create something that is hopefully better

than nothing?
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or physical tools—that is meant to
communicate a specific message,
frequently including a mix of text elements
and other graphics. Examples include
billboards, brochures, product packaging,
and signage.

4. lllustration: lllustration is the creation of
imagery—using digital or physical tools—
to tell a story or a more involved message.

What even iS dESign? Examples include book covers, comics,

picture books, and murals.
For the sake of clarity before we get any

farther, | will define the four basic types of static There is frequently overlap between these
(non-video) visual assets that can be used in types of visuals, especially between graphic
educational outreach: design and illustration, but each has different uses

depending upon the goals of your projects, which
1. Photography: Photography involves using We will diginto in the When to Use What Kinds of
unmodified, journalistic imagery thathasno ~ Visual Assets section of this guide.

manipulations to the original image beyond

basic aspects including but not limited to
the brightness, contrast, saturation, or crop
of an image.

2. PhotoManipulations: Photo Manipulations
involve taking photographs and heavily
editing or changing them into something

else. These modifications go beyond

basic adjustments such as brightness and Photography

Dead Out

Drown It

contrast of the image, or saturation levels,

or how the image is cropped, and instead

@

involve distinct, large scale changes such

as changing the time of day, removing or
adding figures or structures, combining n;; Sl o

of
Feel It

Use the back of yor

h dl test the f f
maini

multiple images, or heavy use of filters to

change the overall style of the image.

Repeat as needed

3. Graphic Design: Graphic Design s the fre is completely coo

the creation of imagery—using digital Graphic Design lllustration

Figure 1: A chart of the types of visual assets.
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Why does it
matter?

Everything around us has some level of
design involved. Something as simple as a Word
document with just text has elements of design
that should be accounted for. Why? Because even
people without a background in design can spot a
bad design, much the same way you call tell food
is bad without being a chef. Though they may not
be able to articulate why it is bad, they will react
to it differently and may choose not to interact
with it at all. In this instance, bad merely means it
is not suited to the task it is trying to accomplish.
This can mean things such as the design being
poorly laid out, the design being aimed at the
wrong audience, or that it just is not the right type
of design for the task at hand. Decades of research
and testing have gone into knowing how people
interact with information, how the human eye
moves around the page, how attention is drawn
and controlled, what types of design are best
suited to what purposes, and what things work
in design and what things do not. Unfortunately,
almost none of this research has been wildfire
specific, and very little has been general disaster
specific, leaving us to draw conclusions from

other fields and anecdotal evidence.
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Eventhelimited studiesthat do existin relation
to visuals in disaster messaging have flaws that
make them difficult to draw conclusions from.
Theyrarelyinvolve actual artistsor designersinthe
process, missing out on key elements that people
with that experience could bring to their studies,
or just treading over ground that designers have
already covered extensively. A 2021 study on
tornado related graphics, for example, concluded
things such as text in all capitals draws people’s
attention, using too many colors can confuse
people, and that people tend to be drawn to
imagery like maps first (Sutton & Fischer, 2021),
all incredibly basic design principals that even
someone who has worked as a designer for only
a year could tell you, but designers were not
involved in the study.

When we look at studies done specifically by
people well-versed in visual communications in
general, we have the opposite problem in many
ways: the studies account for visuals but not
disasters, instead of disasters but not visuals. It is,
however, generally easier to bridge the gaps left
behind. They may not have knowledge of wildfires
or disasters in mind when doing their studies,
but there are plenty of studies that look at visual
communication for other difficult topics such
as domestic violence, smoking, difficult medical
decisions, and general fear-based messaging.
Thesethingscan be correlated to wildfire outreach
much easier than studies on wildfire outreach
can be correlated to design. A 2024 study in the
Journal of Advertising Research looked at when
photographs or photos manipulated to have
an illustrated feel are more effective in public

service ads, specifically ads related to domestic
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violence, and found that big-picture, abstract
concepts are generally better represented by
illustrative imagery, while detail oriented, specific
concepts are better represented by photographs
(To, 2024). However, this reverses when people
are psychologically close to the issue being
discussed (To, 2024). For example, when the
study compared how men and women reacted
to photographic versus illustrative domestic
violence imagery, the men had equal reactions to
both, whereas women interacted more with the
illustrative imagery, with an almost 50% increase
in interaction levels (To, 2024). The conclusion of

the study was that:

“..for

advertisements that are directly

public service
relevant to the viewers’ identity,
the illustration form of visual
medium is more likely to enhance
empathic response and prosocial
behavior. This is  because
illustrations are designed with
greater abstraction and thus are
processed more slowly and allow
consumers to distance themselves
from the social issue. By contrast,
more concrete photographic visual
media, which can be processed
more easily, are more likely to be
avoided by the viewers and thus
reduce empathic response and

prosocial behavior.” (To, 2024).

It’s not hard to see how this would correlate

to wildland fire outreach, an issue that can be

Wildland Fire Visual Communication Standards
both big-picture and at the same time be very
relevant to specific groups of people in ways
that may make them pull back from interacting
with outreach materials out of fear.

Perhaps the best place to pull from when
looking for design research that can be correlated
to wildland fire is, in my opinion, medical
illustration and design research. This area is one
of the most developed, if not the most developed,
disciplines in terms of creating graphic assets
to explain and educate about complex scientific
topics that may be uncomfortable.

There are entire journals dedicated just
to medical visual communication topics,
providing a plethora of knowledge to adapt
to wildfire related topics. After all, using
illustrated visuals to make a lumpy mass of red
tissue understandable for someone getting
heart surgery is not all that different than
using illustrated visuals to make a lumpy mass
of green plants understandable to someone
trying to figure out how to mitigate around
their home. Both involve breaking a complex
topic down to different levels depending on
the knowledge of the end user and scaling up
or down the complexity of your educational
resources to match.

A 2025 literature review inthe Journal of Visual
Communication in Medicine specifically looked at
what types of medical illustrations best improved
understanding of scientific content, examining
a wide variety of other studies from around the
world (Guerra, 2025), and found several things
that, | believe, translate well to wildland fire

outreach communications as well:
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* When images are used in communication

materials—as compared to just text—it
encouraged adherence to treatments or
healthy behavioral changes, increased
the chance of messages being noticed
and/or read, improved understanding,
improved agreement and trust, increased
satisfaction with messaging, and reduced
time to find the right information within
written text (Guerra, 2025).

Multiple studies have shown that images
created to match the time and culture
where they were meant to be used
increased understanding, interest, and
comprehension (Guerra, 2025).
[llustrated visuals are especially helpful
to people who do not already have a
base understanding of the content being
covered (Guerra, 2025).

* Just illustrations or just text can result

but that
significantly

in high misunderstanding,
misunderstanding  drops
when illustrations and text are paired
together (Guerra, 2025).

Multiple studies have shown that finding
a balance between detail and simplicity
in illustrated elements based on your
audience is key, specifically that simplicity
is better for laypeople and complexity is
better for experts, and that the difference
between the two is a spectrum, not a
hard division (Guerra, 2025).

People with low knowledge of the
topic and people from more vulnerable
populations benefit the most from the
use of visual information paired with
written or oral messaging (Guerra, 2025).
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While there has been little to no research done

on visual communications in wildland fire, there
has been some done on general communications,
especially riskand crisis communications. Multiple
studies in that realm have reflected a point that
has already been discussed in this guide: the more
relevant a piece of communicationis to the person
being communicated to, the more effective that
communication will be (Steelman & McCaffrey,
2013). A generic defensible space diagram is not
going to represent more than a very slim selection
of property types. It isn’t going to feel relevant or
local to many people who look at it. If we think
of a defensible space diagram like a basic set of
instructions for what to do to protect your home,
then giving someone a diagram that doesn’t look
at least somewhat like their home would be the
equivalent of handing them instructions for how
to build a birdhouse and telling them they actually
need to build a shelf. Could they get it done?
Maybe. But you have just made the process more
difficult for them and thus less likely to get done.
By having design skills on your team, you can
overcome many of these issues in a more timely
and efficient manner. You can make graphics that
are locally relevant, you can avoid making mistakes
that a designer would easily notice, you can make
designs that actually accomplish what you want
and overcome barriers such as fear, and you can
cut down on the time outsourcing the project
would add. Having design skills on your team
also means you can put your own knowledge of
wildfires into your design work, rather than trying
to communicate it to an outside designer who
may not have a similar background. It saves time

and effort and creates better results.
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Conclusion

For wildland fire outreach efforts to be
effective, whether they be for mitigation,
prevention, education, or other aspects of
living with wildland fires, we have to be able to
conduct ourselves professionally not just in how
we act but what we have to show for what we
do. Creating professional visual assets is a part of
the job of wildland fire outreach that has been
ignored for far too long. With the pace of needing
to develop these assets ever-increasing, it is time
we stop relying entirely on outsourcing and poorly
cobbled together assets created by people just
doing their best with what they have, and instead
start focusing on including design training the
same way we include any other type of training.

The rest of this guide is broken into two
sections: one on how to get started with art
and design, and one on basic design principles
to follow, so that hopefully you and your team
can more effectively create your own designs for

wildfire outreach going forward.

Wildland Fire Visual Communication Standards
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Getting Started
with Art & Design

Glossary of Art & Design Terms

Alt-Text: Alt-Text, aka Alternative Text, is an
accessibility tool to help people with visual
difficulties understand images on a screen by
providing text descriptions that can be parsed by
screen readers. Most websites now provide a way
to add alt-text to images when posting the image.
It may be useful to keep a word document with
alt-text for all of your outreach imagery so that
you can easily copy/paste it every time an image
is posted, rather than re-writing it every time.
There are ways to build the alt-text into images
themselves through various file management
tools, but unfortunately some websites do not
preserve built in alt-text when the images are

posted, so this method cannot be fully relied on.

Aspect Ratio: An aspect ratiois how the width and
height of an image relate to one another, which
can be especially crucial for creating images for
sharing on the web. For example, a square has an
aspect ration of 1:1, and an image that is twice as

wide as it is tall has a ratio of 2:1.

Bleed: Bleed is a term used in relation to designs
that will be printed out. It is a portion of an image

thatis designed to be cut off after printing without
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removing anything important from the design.
Having a bleed included on an image means the
final printed version will have color that goes right
up to the edges without leaving any white space.

See the Basic Design Principles to Follow section

for a diagram that shows how bleed works. The
standard bleed is 0.125” on each side.

Brand

organized set of design elements used to make

Brand Standards: standards are an
a brand recognizable across multiple designs.
It usually includes a standard list of colors, a
standard list of fonts, information on how to
properly display any logos, and other relevant
information on how to do design work that
matches that brand. Brand standards are crucial
for creating a cohesive feel across all your design
work so people know that it goes together and all

comes from the same place.

JUST BECAUSE YOU GAN, SHOULD Y0U?

The Just Because You Can, Should Yow? campaign style is based around simple flat colors that are slightly
desaturated and with gritty textures to create a subtly vintage feel with a touch of Western style.
Artwork, posts, and other related materials should focus on achievable behavioral alternatives to
common wildfire causes. Artwork should be designed to work at multiple sizes.

#B03B2E
C22 M89 Y90 K13

#FOAE34
C5 M34 Y92 KO

#EC842B

C4 M58 Y96 KO

#8D90B7

C48 M41 Y11 KO
Artwork should utilize blocks of flat

#4F4653 color with a sublte grain and slightly

C67 M67 Y48 K34 gritty brushes. Recommended brush
sets from True Grit Texture Supply to

achieve this effect:
eThe Rusty Nib

s have a touch of grit/texture to
them whenever possible to fit with the slightly aged eDead Subtle
style of the campaign. These brushes are

#BFOA30 The exception to the
C17 M100 Y86 K7 slightly

available for
p and Procreate

Depictions of camp should use
round, flowing shapes and lines
while wildfires should use more
jagged, angled shapes and lines.

cclors are the red and

yellow of the Colorado C,
#FFD700 which should match the
C1M13 Y100 KO calors on the state flag.

Fire imagery should be restrained
and not dominate the overall image.

Header Font: Mango Serif Variable Bold

e This is an Adobe font.

ACCENT FONT: CoLoSMITH PRO

This is an all-caps font. To differentiate the starting letters, manually increase their font size.
e This is an Adobe font.

Main Text: Arial

Figure 2: An example of brand standards.
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Colors: Understanding color is a crucial aspect
of creating a good design. Below are some basic

color terms.

Color Space: There are a variety of ways
colors are displayed on screens and used
by printers. Without getting into the
weeds, just know that the two main ones
are CMYK (Cyan, Magenta, Yellow, and
Black) and RGB (Red, Green, Blue). Screens
display RGB, printers use CMYK. Converting
between the two can in some instances
cause colors to look muddy when printed,
so it is best to work in CMYK. However,
RGB will generally print fine as well, with
the color differences minor unless you are

working with very saturated colors.

Contrast: The difference between two
or more colors (or other elements) that
allows them to stand out from one another.
Having proper contrast is important both
for making designs understandable and

for accessibility.

Cool Colors: Cool colors are purple, blue,
and green. They are colors that make you
think of cold things.

Gradient: A transition between two or

more colors.

Palette: A palette is a selection of colors
used in a piece of visual media. Too many
colors can result in designs that are hard
to understand, so most pallets are limited
to 5-7 colors, or even less. Plenty of color
palette examples can be found online to

help you pick colors that go well together.
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Pantone (PMS): The Pantone Matching
System is a standardized way of organizing
colors. Generally, it is important if you
are trying to perfectly match already
established branding. For example, the
standard Forest Service brown for use on
signage is PMS7596 (Eubanks, 2016).

Saturation: how intense and vivid a color
is. The higher the saturation is, the more

vivid it will appear.

Warm Colors: Warm colors arered, orange,
and yellow. They are colors that make you

think of warm things.

Composition: In visual art, composition is the way
elements are laid out to create different areas of
focus. Composition is an art in and of itself, but at
its core it is about how a viewer moves through

an image or design.

File Types: File Types are another area where it is
very easy to get deep into the weeds, so we will
keep it simple here. The type of file you create/
need will determine what programs that file can
be used in, and what functionality that file has. File
types are indicated by the “xxxx” at the end of a

file’'s name, such as Defensible Space Diagram.jpg.

Al: Al is the main file type used by Adobe
[llustrator. It results in vector images that
can be opened and re-edited as many
times as needed, because the data to do so
is preserved. Al files can only be opened in
a limited number of programs, and some
programs that can open them cannot fully
re-edit them if those programs are not

meant for working with vectors.
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JPEG/.JPG: These are a simple file type
that can be opened in any image program
and they generally have a smaller file size.
However, once an image is saved to this file
type, it can no longer easily be edited as
the data needed to do so is not preserved
in the saving process. They are best suited
for sharing imagery online because their
smaller file size prevents webpages from

being slowed down.

.PDF: PDF is a highly flexible file type that
can provide limited editing capabilities
for some documents, but is primarily
used when preparing designs for printing,
sharing multi-page documents, and
making interactive documents for things

like signable contracts or fillable forms.

.PNG: PNGs are similar to JPEGs in that they
generally have a smaller file size and they
cannot be easily edited once saved. A major
advantage over JPEGs, though, is that they
can have transparent elements. So if you
were trying to save a round logo and you
saved it as a JPEG, the areas around the
logo would be white when you used the
image elsewhere, but if you saved it as a
transparent PNG those same areas would

be clear, and show anything behind them.

.PSD: PSDs are the main file type used by
Adobe Photoshop. They result in images
that have a much larger file size and can
be opened and re-edited as many times
as needed because the data to do so is
preserved. PSDs can only be opened in a

limited number of programs.
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Others: There is a wide selection of other
file types out there, such as .SVG and .EPS
for vector graphics, or other program

specific file types like .Procreate.

Font Types: Sans Serif is a font term that refers
to fonts that do not have the little extra marks
on the end of letter strokes, like the main font of
this document, Calibri. Serif is a font term that
refers to fonts that do have extra marks on the
ends of letter strokes, like Cambria or Baskerville
Old Face. Other types of fonts include script fonts
like Alkaline and handwritten style fonts like Tnk
Free, among others. There are also specialty
fonts like WAUSAU or C3IEEE that have more of a
stylized appearance. Pairing different font types
together can help create contrast in a design and

draw attention.

Hierarchy: The way elements of a design are
arranged to show what is important, draw
attention to different areas of a design, and lead

the viewer’s attention around a design.

Image Resolution: Resolutionisanother complex
topic, and one that has a lot of misinformation
around it. To keep it simple, just know that
images with higher resolution are better for
printing and higher resolution images are
generally bigger. But when it comes to sharing
imagery digitally, if an image is too big it can slow
down the website where it is being shown. One
key term to understand is “Dots Per Inch” which
is how many dots of ink are laid down when a
design is printed. The more dots there are, the
higher quality the image is. The standard for
printing is 300dpi. If you make an image with a

small dpi, you cannot scale it up to a higher dpi
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without losing quality because you are trying to
add information that is not there. But you can
scale a 300dpi image down because you are
just condensing information. 300dpi, however,
will frequently result in a very large file that
may bog down a website when shared digitally.
Additionally, it is considered best practice not to
share full-resolution files online so as to prevent
people from having access to a printable version
of your design without permission. But do not
worry! Even lower resolution images will still

look great on the web, just don’t go below 72dpi.

Image Types: There are two ways images are
displayed on screens: rasters and vectors. Rasters
are an image made up of pixels. Raster images
can be scaled down, but when scaled up they will
lose quality. Think of pixels like tiles on a floor,
with a limited number of tiles because that is all
you bought. You can make your design smaller by
getting rid of tiles, but you cannot make it bigger
without things getting messy because your number
of tiles is limited by what you started with. Vectors,
meanwhile, are animage made using mathematical
equations. Because of this, they can be displayed
at any size without losing quality by just rerunning
the equations for the new dimensions. Think of it
like having a tile factory to create as many new tiles

as you want at any time.

Kerning: Kerning is the space between two letters
or characters in a piece of text, and the process of
adjusting that space. Adjusting kerning can help
with readability.

Layers: Layers are used in digital art and design
programs to isolate different pieces of a design

project from one another so that they can be

11
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worked on separately. Think of them like sheets
of glass all placed on top of one another to
create the final design, with different elements

on each sheet.

Leading: The amount of space between two lines

of text. This can help with readability.

Margin: This is the space between the main
portions of a design and the edge of the design.
Margins are a crucial aspect of ensuring that
important elements are not too close to the
edge which helps with readability and preventing
anything getting cut off. What size they need to be
will vary based on the size of your overall design.

Larger designs need larger margins.

Opacity: How transparent an element of a design
is. If an element has 100% opacity, it will not
show anything behind it. The lower the opacity
becomes, the more it will show the elements
behind it.

Orphans & Widows: Orphans and Widows are
when singular words in a section of text end
up on their own line. Adjusting your text using
kerning or by adjusting the wording to remove

these results in a cleaner, easier to read design.

| am a paragraph of info
about the “home ignition
zone” which is a term used
to describe the area
around a home that should
be managed in a manner
that helps reduce the risk
of a wildfire spreading to a

home.
X

| am a paragraph of info
about the “home ignition
zone” which is a term used
to describe the area
around a home that should
be managed in a manner
that helps reduce the risk
of a wildfire spreading to a
home or other structure.

Figure 3: A example of an orphan word and a possible correction.
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Stock Imagery: A stock image is an image created
by someone else that you acquire the legal right
to use in your own design. You can acquire the
right to use that image by paying for it, or by using
images that are clearly provided for free use. Stock
images can include photographs, illustrations,

design elements, templates, and more.

Tangent: A tangent is when two or more elements
of a design touch, or come very close to touching,
without overlapping. These can “catch” a person’s
eye, drawing them away from other areas you

want them to actually focus on.

@
X

Figure 4: Examples of tangents and potential fixes.

Sketch: A thumbnail sketch is a

simple, small line drawing done at the beginning

Thumbnail
of a project to help plan it out. Most projects will

involve doing multiple thumbnail sketches to

explore different ideas.

Figure 5: Three examples of thumbnail sketches.
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Typography: The layout of text in a design.

White Space: White Space can be any color and
is just used to refer to “empty” areas of a design

that prevent a design from being overcrowded.

When to Use What Kinds of
Visual Assets

While there are use cases for each type of
visual asset when it comes to wildfire related
outreach, | believe there is a strong argument
for illustration and graphic design being
preferable over photography in most instances.
As the 2024 study on photographs versus
illustrations in public service advertisements
showed, big-picture concepts and personally
relevant difficult/uncomfortable concepts both
benefit from non-photographic imagery (To,
2024). Wildland fire outreach frequently falls
into these categories, sometimes both at the
same time. A neighborhood wide mitigation
project is big-picture and somewhat abstract
as the consequences of doing it versus not
doing it may seem distant and nebulously likely,
but it is also personally relevant to the individual
homeowners and may be uncomfortable and
hard to talk about. The same can be said of a
prevention campaign about dragging chains, or
an educational campaign about how fires move
through a forest. lllustrations can overcome these
fear/disgust responses to difficult/uncomfortable
topics, something backed up in other studies such
asone ondentalimagery wherein the participants
specifically called out the use of photography as
evoking disgust, preferring the illustrated imagery
(Berry et al., 2022).
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Illustration and graphic design also offer
a level of flexibility and rapid availability that
photography does not. You cannot just walk out
the door and go take some photos of a roadside
wildfire start, not without committing arson
anyway. But a skilled artist can draw a simple
illustration of aroadside fire startinan hour ortwo,
then format that into a brochure in another few
hours. Photographs of defensible space may have
limited relevance due to property differences,
but an illustration can be made more generic
and thus more widely applicable. Plants may all
look mostly the same in a photograph, but in an
illustration you can accentuate their differences
to increase understanding when discussing how
to complete a mitigation project.

That is not to say there is no use for
photography in wildland fire outreach, there most
certainly is! But it is likely best used in very specific,
explicit contexts where that level of detail would
be beneficial and not harmful. Instances such as
showing how a specific home that survived a fire
did so because of its mitigation efforts, or specific
before and after shots of a mitigation project
that highlight how the area is still beautiful and
functional. Perhaps a good way to define the line,
though there will always be exceptions, is that
illustrations and graphic design are good for the
before, for the planning stages, and photographs

are good for the after.

Art & Design Program Options

There are a wide variety of art and design
programs available today that range from
applications that must be installed directly on
a computer, applications for iPads and other

computer tablets, and applications that require
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no installation at all and can be used over the
internet. Below is a selection of some of the most
popularoptions. No matter what programyou use,
| encourage you to take the time to experiment
and play with it before jumping into any finalized
projects so that you don’t end up frustrated by
trying to learn something brand new and having
to meet a deadline at the same time. Many of
these programs may seem overwhelming at first,
with so many buttons or features that you do not
know where to start, but with a little exploring
you will find that you do not need many of those
features and you will be able to focus on learning
and using the ones that are most helpful to you.

All of these programs offer a plethora of free
resources to learn how to use them, usually
hosted on their own websites. YouTube is another
great source of free tutorials.

Adobe Suite: The Adobe Suite is the industry
standard for art and design work and has a huge
range of programs focused on different types of
work. It is, however, expensive and subscription
based so it may not be the right choice for
everyone. With that said, the subscriptions
are somewhat flexible and you do not need to
subscribe to the entire suite of tools if you only
need one or two. Many of the Adobe programs
have overlapping functionality as well, meaning
that while you could use more than one, you may
not always have to. Using a free trial period can
help you determine which programs work best

for you and your goals.

lllustrator: Adobe lllustrator is a vector-based
desktop program oriented towards graphic
design projects. Despite its name, it is not

always the best choice for more illustrative
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projects, as the tools are somewhat ridged in
terms of their ability to create more organic

shapes and textures.

InDesign: Adobe InDesign is a desktop
program designed for creating layouts
for things like brochures, books, and
magazines. It is not used for creating the
base assets used in these layouts, merely
for assembling assets created elsewhere
into a finalized form. For example, you may
write the text of your brochure in Word and
create the illustrations in Photoshop, then
import it all into InDesign to lay everything

out together.

Photoshop: Adobe is a

raster-based desktop program with an

Photoshop

immense amount of flexibility in what
it can be used for. It is a popular choice
for everything from illustration work to
photo editing to some graphic design and

layout options.

Photoshop Express: Photoshop Express
is a newer offering from Adobe, and it
provides a quick, simple to use editor that
can be accessed online or through the
mobile app. It massively slims down the
options available to just core functionality
and comes with a huge collection of
pre-built assets that you can use. It is
primarily free, but some functions and

assets do require payment.

Canva: Canva is a popular online graphic design
software, with a base plan that is free to use. It

comes with a huge selection of pre-built templates
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and assets, and easy drag-and-drop functionality.
It can be a great place to start if you are brand
new to graphic design. Some functions and assets

do, however, require payment.

Gimp: Gimp s a free raster-based desktop software
that is very similar to Photoshop in the tools and
functionality it offers. The layout can be somewhat

cluttered but it is still a great choice.

PhotoPea: PhotoPea was created as a free,
online version of the full Photoshop program
and is not associated with Adobe. It has all the
functionality of Photoshop, without having to
pay a subscription fee or install anything. This
makes it an especially great choice for people
who may not have the ability to install Photoshop
on their work computers but still need the full

functionality of Photoshop.

Procreate: Procreate is a program primarily
geared towards illustration and is only available
on the iPad, but it is an extremely popular option
among illustrators for its ease of use, one-time
payment, and portability. Procreate files can also
be saved as PSDs to allow for finalized editing in

more robust programs such as Photoshop.

The Use of Pre-Created Assets
Made by Others

Not everything has to be created from
scratch. The internet is full of pre-built assets and
resources that anyone can use. But you have to
be careful how you use these assets, where you
get them from, and what you use them for to

make sure you do not fall on the wrong side of
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copyright laws, which can risk you getting sued.
Even things that you may assume are free to use
may not be, such as fonts, and you cannot just pull
something off of a Google Image Search and use it.

When using assets created by others, it is best
to get them from websites that are dedicated to
sharing those kinds of assets, and even then you
need to be careful to read the license terms to
see how you can use those assets, for how long,
and any other restrictions that may be involved.
When in doubt, find something else to use, or ask
someone with more experience. If you do use the
assets, be sure to document any payments you
make to use them and any licenses you agree to
so that you have that information easily accessible
should you ever need it.

Some dedicated websites you can use are
places like Adobe Stock which includes a huge
variety of assets from photos to icons to templates
and more, iStockPhoto which includes photos
and graphic design imagery, and ShutterStock
which includes photos and graphic design
imagery. There are also free options like Pexels,
which is primarily photo assets, and Unsplash,
which features photographic and graphic design
assets. Even with these free options, but sure to
document where and when you are getting the

assets to protect yourself.

The Use of Artificial Intelligence/
Generative Al

In the last several years we have seen a massive
increase in the capabilities and usage of generative
machine learning algorithms, otherwise known

as Generative Al. While this can seem like a good
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quick and easy way to create assets for outreach,
you must be cautious. The copyrightable status
of images created with Generative Al is murky
and hard to enforce (Law, 2025), and all major
Generative Al models were trained on art and
writing that they did not have explicit permission
touse, resultingin many creators feeling theirwork
was stolen, though this issue is also legally murky
(Clarke, 2022). In many instances, Generative Al
generates imagery that is nonsensical or straight
up wrong, such aswith two recent scientific papers
that had to be retracted due to using Generative
Al created figures that contained unreadable
text and incorrect anatomical elements (Guerra,
2025). There is also major concern about the
amount of water and energy consumed by
Generative Al (O’Donnell & Crownhart, 2025),
something that should be of particular concern
for those of us working in wildland fire outreach
given we are trying to protect the land and the
planet. Different agencies may also have different
policies on whether or not Generative Al use
is acceptable, or in what manner, such as the
United States Geological Survey’s policies that
require disclosure of all Al use, human review of
Al generated content, and only using Generative
Al that was trained on non-copyrighted material
(Are There Any Restrictions for Using Generative
Artificial Intelligence (Al) Outputs Directly in USGS
Scientific Information Products?, 2025).

Generative Al imagery is, as mentioned
above, still very flawed. It may look good at first
glance, but it is frequently riddled with errors
that jump out the longer you look at it. For
example, | prompted Adobe Firefly, a popular

and supposedly powerful Al image generator,


https://stock.adobe.com/
https://www.istockphoto.com/
https://www.shutterstock.com/
https://www.pexels.com/
https://unsplash.com/

with this prompt: “A photographic image of a
campsite in the woods at night with a campfire
that is escaping the ring it is in and starting a
wildfire.” This resulted in Figure 6, featured at
the bottom of this page.

At first glance the image is not terrible. But
as soon as you look closer, you can see flaws
everywhere. The tent is wonky, with a random
strut on one side and strange curves. The chair
has a completely random number of arms that
attach to random areas. The logs on the right side
are misshapen and illogical. The fire is strangely

merged with the Milky Way. Not to mention, the

campfire is not actually escaping the fire ring like

| prompted the generator to do, and which was
the main point of the image. Errors like these can
erode confidence in your designs and take away
the impact of your messaging.

Between the legal murkiness of using
Generative Al atthistime, the climateimplications,
individual departmental and company policies
on Generative Al use, and the flawed nature of
Generative Al imagery, the apparent ease of use
is likely not worth the trade-offs. If you still feel
like it may be useful for you, | urge you to do your
own research deeper into the issue to be sure

you are making the right choice.
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Basic Design
Principles to
Follow

If you are just interested in how to get started
with design and not really interested in the more
in-depthlook atthe howsand whys presentedinthe
rest of this guide, this is the section for you! It will
outline the most basic principles you should follow
to get started with designing outreach assets. | do

recommend at least reading the Glossary of Art &

Design Terms, however, so that you understand

what is being discussed in this section.

Creating Your File

When creating your file, you need to know
the dimensions of the image, and what your
goal with the image is. It is best practice to
always design like you might one day print your
image, so that you do not have to go back and
adjust things to work for print or even start over

entirely. To create a print ready image, your file
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should include 0.125” bleeds (for most projects),
margins of an appropriate size for your design,
and be 300dpi. When the image is finished, you
can save a secondary version that is smaller and
more suited for posting to the web, if that is what
you need.

If you are unsure what size file you need for
your project, Google can help you find what
the standards are based on what you are trying
to create. Popular printing websites such as
VistaPrint also provide free templates that you
can use for standard projects like brochures,

business cards, or banners.

I Bleed: The standard is 0.125”.

= Trim Line: Where the bleed will
be cut off.

Margin: Will vary based on the
overall size of your design. It
Should provide enough room to
keep major elements from being

crowded against the edge of
your design.

.~ |Safe Area: Where the bulk of
your design and all its most
important pieces should be.

Figure 7: A diagram showing the basics of file setup.
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Design Tips

Start with a plan. There are a lot of ways you can
get started on a design project. You can start with
a thumbnail sketch or two, either digitally or on
paper, to get a basic idea of how you want the
final product to look, you can gather inspiration
by looking at other designs, you can gather
resources like pre-built assets and templates,
you can pre-choose fonts and colors, you can
pre-write all the text, or anything else that helps
you plan. Starting with any of these, or multiple
of them, can speed up the process of creating
the final design by helping you spot issues early

in the process.

Avoid overcrowding. Having too much text or
overcomplicated design elements will make a
design hard to follow and understand. The same

is true for having margins that are too small.

Dolor it amet, consectetur
adipisicing elt, sed do eiusmod
tempor incididunt ut labore et Dolor sit amet,
dolore magna aliquasiUtienim ad  consectEtur
minim  veniam,/ quis nostrud  adipisicing et
exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut sed do elusmod
aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.  tempor incididunt
Duis aute irure dolor in ut labore et
reprehenderit in voluptate velit
esse cilum dolore eu fugiat nulla
pariatur. Excepteur sint occaecat
cupidatatiinon_proident, sunt in

Loreem ipsum

Dolor sit amet
consec tetur ad
ipisicing elit.

sed do eiusmod
tempor incl.

Didunt ut labore
et dolore magna
aliqua. Ut enim.

Loreem ipsum

culpa qui officia, deserunt mollit Dolor sit amet
anim id est labowm. Sed ut Dolor sit amet, consec tetur ad
perspiciatis unde omnis, iste natus consectetur ipisicing elit.
error sit voluptatem accusantium  adipisicing  elit, sed do eiusmod
doloremque  laudantium, totam sed do eiusmod tempor inci.
rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab  tempor incididunt Didunt ut labore

illo inventore veritatis et quasi ut labore et et dolore magna

architecto beatze vitae dicta sunt  dolore  magna
explicabo. Nemo enim ipsam aliqua. Ut enim ad
voluptatem quia voluptas sit minim  veniam,

X)

Figure 8: Examples of an overcrowded and uncrowded design.

aliqua. Ut enim
ad labore minim
deserunt mollit anim id est | yenjam, inci.

Be intentional with your use of colors. Colors are
a powerful way to control how people interact
with your design. Using the same color in all your
headings, for example, provides a visual indicator
that a new section has started. Additionally,

using too many colors can be distracting and
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result in confusion. Confusion can also result from
using colors in unexpected ways. For example, in
the aforementioned study on tornado warning
graphics, many people expressed confusion that
purple was used for the highest level of danger,
rather than red, given that we are culturally primed
in most western countries to see red as the most
serious threat level (Sutton & Fischer, 2021).

- ol sit ar
|

Dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipisicing elit, sed acdor
I eiusmod tempor incididunt ut
sed do eiusmod Iabore et dolore magna aliqua
tempor nci. delartio.

Didunt ut labore
G CER M7  Uteenim ad minim ven lam
aliqua. Ut enim. sola tiom.

* Quis nostrud exercitation.
< Ullamco  laboris nisi  ut

ipisicing elit.

Loreem ipsum aliquip mar.

* Ex ea commodo conseq

* Dolor sit amet uat dar.

consec tetur ad
ipisicing elit.

« sed do eiusmod
tempor inci.

* Didunt ut labore
et dolore magna
aliqua. Ut enim
ad labore minim
veniam, inci.

X)

Figure 9: Examples of bad color choices and better ones.

Duis aute irure dolor in repreh
enderit in voluptate velit esse
cillum dolore eu fugiat nulla
pariatur. Excepteur sint occa
ecat cupidatat non proident,
sunt in culpa qui officia
deserunt mollit anim id est

Limit your use of fonts. Too many fonts can clutter
up a design, result in confusion for the viewer, and
just create an overall less professional feel to your
design. General guidance is to stick to three fonts:
a font for titles and accents, a font for headers,

and a font for body text.

ng%am

COLOR ST ANET
Adipisicing elit, sed do
eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.
Magna abiqua
Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut
aliquip ex ea commodo.

Lowm g

DOLOR SIT AMET
Adipisicing elit, sed do
eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.

MAGNA ALIQUA
Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut
aliquip ex ea commodo.

X)

Figure 10: Examples of overuse of fonts and balanced use.
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Be consistent with your design elements. When
you create different elements of your design, such
as different text boxes or different text separators,
make sure they are consistent across your entire
design. For example, if you use rounded corners
in one part of your design, use rounded corners in

other similar parts of the design as well.

LOREM IPSUM

DOLOR SIT AMET

Adipisicing elit, sed do
eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.

MAGNA ALIQUA

Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut.

LOREM IPSUM

DOLOR SIT AMET

Adipisicing elit, sed do
eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.

MAGNA ALIQUA

Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut.

X
Figure 11: Layouts without and with consistent elements.

Use contrast to draw attention. This can be
contrast in font sizes or types, contrast in colors,
or contrast in general style. For example, larger
text and imagery will draw attention over
smaller elements. A bright color against a dark
background will draw attention to that color. Text
inside a circle will stand out if the rest of the text

is inside rectangles.

Lorem ipsum

LOREM IPSUM

DOLOR SIT AMET

Dolor sit amet

Adipisicing elit, sed do

eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.

Magna aliqua

Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut.

X)

Adipisicing elit, sed do
eiusmod tempor incididunt
ut labore et dolore.

MAGNA ALIQUA

Ut enim ad minim veniam,
quis nostrud exercitation
ullamco laboris nisi ut.

Figure 12: Designs without and with contrasting elements.
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Understand reading order. People read design
the same way that they read plain text: left to
right and top to bottom. Even when you use other
design elements to draw attention, people will
default to reading the information in this standard

way, so your information should follow that order.

Figure 13: Examples of bad reading order and good.

Make your designs accessible. The world of
accessibility is complex and ever evolving, and
nothing can be 100% accessible to every single
person due to conflicting needs. The Section 508
website goes incredibly in-depth on accessibility
standards if you want more information, but one
key element is the level of contrast between text
and the color around text. If this ratio is too low,
the text becomes hard or impossible to read.

Adobe offers a free tool to check the contrast levels

between the colors you want to use so you can

make sure there is enough contrast in your design.

Lorem
X

Figure 14: Examples of bad and good contrast.


https://www.section508.gov/
https://www.section508.gov/
https://color.adobe.com/create/color-contrast-analyzer
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Watch your alignments. Keeping things well
aligned with one another, rather than having
elements floating around randomly, helps create
a more cohesive design overall. All art programs
provide at least one reference grid you can turn

on to help keep things aligned.

Figure 15: Examples of bad and good alignments.

Stay organized. Name the layers of your design as
you go, and give your files descriptive names. That
means no untitled layers or generic layer names
like “circle,” and no file names like xoeioiejf.PSD
or outreach brochure thing.Al. Try layer names
like “Header background box” and “Header
text,” and file names like Multi House Defensible
Space Illustration_October 2025 Version 3.PSD.
Back up your files frequently and always keep
the original, full-sized, editable versions of the
files somewhere where you can easily locate
them. This will help you in the future if you need
to work on or use anything again, and it will
help anyone else who may need to work on the

project after you.

Collaborate with others. We have all worked on a
project for so long that it just stops making sense
until we take a break and come back to it fresh,

or until we get advice from another person. The
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same is true of art and design projects. Outside
opinions can help you find things you missed, fix
problems you weren’t aware of, and come up

with even better ideas.

Look at it from all angles. You would be amazed
how often simply flipping a design upside down
suddenly reveals that what you thought looked
great actually looks like something else entirely.
Best case scenario, you will find something fun
like your layout resembles a tree when you look
at it from a certain angle. Worst case scenario,
you will find something explicit or some sort of
hate symbol. This is another reason to collaborate
with others, especially people familiar with pop
culture and internet culture. They will see things

in your design that you may not.

Saving Your File

Once your design is complete, it is time to save
the final versions so they are set up to work for
whatever you need them for! How you save these
versions of your file will depend on what your
needs for the final design are. If you are saving
it for print, you should save a full-sized, 300dpi
version of the file into the format your printer
needs. If you are saving it for web, you should
create a scaled down version at a lower DPI so
that it does not bog down whatever websites
you upload it on with an unnecessarily large size.
And you should always save a full-sized, editable
version of your design in case any changes need
to be made. An example set of saved files may

look something like the following:
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* Multi House Defensible Space
lllustration_October 2025 Final
Editable File.PSD, with the file being
fully editable and high resolution.
* Multi House Defensible Space
Illustration_October 2025 Print
File.PDF, with the file being high
resolution with limited or
editability.
* Multi House Defensible Space
lllustration_October 2025 Social
Media File.JPEG, with the file not

being editable and a smaller size

no

and resolution.

Printing Your Design

If your design is going to be printed, work
with your chosen printing company to determine
how to properly set up and save your file based
on what that printing company needs. Many
printing companies provide easy to follow guides
on their websites to help you get things set up on
your own, or you can reach out to their customer
service for help.

Itis best to always do a single test print, known
as a proof copy, before committing to a full print
run. This gives you a final chance to catch any
issues with the design, and to make sure the
print is set up and executed correctly, before

committing time and money to a full print run.
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Thank You

Thank you for taking the time to read this
guide. | hope you found it helpful, and | encourage
you to use it as a jumping off point to continue
developing your own design skills for your wildfire
outreach related projects. Little by little, we can
chip away at the current lack of design skills in
this industry and come out the other side with

better materials for everything we do.
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