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Abstract: With the continuous progress of the information society, the distance between 

people in modern society is gradually shortened. Graphics are used as a tool for human beings 

to communicate their thoughts. More and more people analyze the information conveyed to 

society and the public by various media through visual communication theory. Therefore, to 

reflect the value of symbols in information dissemination and communication, it is necessary 

to analyze the meaning of symbols in images because this can make the information 

transmission of graphic design more scientific and accurate, the expression more abundant, 

and able to be used as a method also more and more in the field of artistic creation and graphic 

design. This paper will collect and analyze a cohesive set of images from a group of 

McDonald's print advertisements to further explore how symbols express information. 
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1. Introduction 

The media industries are dynamic and changing; the economic role of media production is growing. 

More and more people analyze the information that various media convey to society and the public 

through the theory of visual communication. These various media texts come from different 

advertisements, videos, films, photographs, news, and even some logos from products. Photographs 

and video arrangement are a significant part of media communication, and what we see in a video or 

images comes from a number of approaches from traditional semiotics and linguistics. [1]. According 

to the semiotics, symbol and the combination of sign and expression of surface common to the 

audience and the content side of the means of information transmission symbol. This essay will 

collect and analyze a cohesive set of images from a set of print advertising images from McDonald's. 

Analysis of its images can further explore how symbols express information. 

Excellent advertisements are always deeply rooted in people's hearts and minds. McDonald's 

advertising is famous all over the world. It is full of factors such as wisdom, creativity, and culture. 

It uses much expertise in many advertising ideas. It should discuss a more detailed descriptive and 

interpretive analysis of the set of images using the analytical steps of the social semiotic framework. 

The essence of advertising creativity is to imagine and make creative objects, combining the beauty 

of reality and art. The American Advertising Association for Advertising means that advertising is a 

paid mass communication, and its ultimate purpose is to transmit intelligence, change people's 

attitudes towards advertising goods, and induce their actions to benefit advertisers.  

McDonald's restaurant is a large chain fast food group with about 30,000 branches worldwide, 

mainly selling hamburgers, french fries, fried chicken, soft drinks, ice products, salads, and fruits. 
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McDonald's restaurants are located in more than 100 countries on six continents. [2]. McDonald's 

represents an American lifestyle in many countries. As a fast food, McDonald's is famous all over the 

world. In addition to the uniqueness of its products and the fast, clean, and pleasant environment it 

provides, its advertising has played a vital role. Analyze their advertisements' specific images, slogans, 

and star strategies to see how they work. 

People usually think of a golden M logo on a red background for McDonald's, which is 

McDonald's universal "symbol mark." Through the McDonald's logo, people can quickly think of the 

food produced by McDonald's, such as hamburgers, signatures, crispy cylinders, and zephyr meals. 

The second meaning refers to the McDonald's brand symbolization process following this rule. [3]. 

McDonald's refers to a new, popular, international, and fashionable way of life, an international 

concept. 

McDonald's advertising images convey ideas through images, slogans, spokespersons, and 

celebrities. McDonald's leads the global fast food industry with its advanced awareness. For example, 

McDonald's began operating 24 hours at the end of the last century, using degradable paper bags as 

takeaway packaging, and the time-limited items, such as hamburgers, chips, and pies, that are sold 

are disposed of over time. Among them, in 2017, McDonald's launched a 24-hour advertisement. 

McDonald's in different countries created different advertising images and conveyed different 

connotations. To a certain extent, McDonald's, open 24 hours, has become another habitat for people 

who have yet to return home late at night. After a short period, they replenish their vitality and re-

enter the turbulent flow of people to fight for their own happy lives. 

2. Visual images of McDonald's advertisements 

McDonald's Thailand 24-hour late-night theme poster with the theme "The world has not abandoned 

you," McDonald's waiting for you overnight. [4]. According to the images, McDonald's golden arches 

shone bright at night. They change from a sign to a lighthouse, saying, "The world has not abandoned 

you; there will always be a place for you, and you are not alone." McDonald's no longer focused on 

itself but paid attention to the night workers who were most easily overlooked and stuck to their posts, 

expressing a strong "guardian" feeling. The 24-hour business advertisement has reached a spiritual 

level.  

In this group of images and ideas, there are two places in the night city with bright light, one of 

which is the McDonald's restaurant. In addition to workers, people who stay up late to read books, 

play games, parties, and takeaways are also added. Moreover, these "night walkers" are no longer 

invisible. McDonald's used the "M" shaped light to illuminate the darkness and guarded every 

nightwalker. So, how does this set of advertisements set the night scene? What symbols are used to 

express, and what are the hidden meanings? How to target specific occupational groups among 

consumers to resonate? What are the similarities and differences between these images? 
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Figure 1: McDonald's Thailand 24-hour late night theme poster.  

3. Three analytical steps of the social semiotic 

About understanding images, Roland Barthes said that "the viewer of the image receives at the same 

time the perceptual message and the cultural message" [5]. McDonald's of Thailand took 6 images to 

compose this set of advertisements. The scenes in the images all take place in Thai cities, and these 

photos indeed show the scene of Bangkok city at night. The yellow logo on the screen and another 

city light spot are the most striking signs, representing the restaurant on one side and the crowd on 

the other. The black and grey background creates an excellent late-night atmosphere, using actual 

lenses and meticulous photography to portray a corner of the city. The McDonald's restaurant, which 

is still open, has also been highlighted.  

Moreover, "The way we see things is affected by what we know or believe" [6]. So it needs to 

consider the relationship between the signifier and the signified. Semiotics is concerned with 

everything that can be taken as a sign. A sign can be taken as significantly substituting for something 

else. This set of images used five scenes: The meeting, Rooftop soccer, Morning shift, Designer, and 

Graffiti. The following images are: 
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Figure 2: The meeting.  
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Figure 3: Rooftop soccer.  
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Figure 4: Morning shift.  
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Figure 5: Designer.  
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Figure 6: Graffiti.  
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4. The representational meaning of these images 

The image depicts a scene of the city at night; the dark city and the bright McDonald's logo are 

unchanged, and the different nightlife scenes are changed. These scenes represent different groups of 

people with different stories behind them. 

First of all, the focus is on the bright McDonald's restaurant, which clearly shows the purpose of 

this advertisement: the 24-hour open business. McDonald's image is composed of various symbols, 

creating a mythology. The "myth" mentioned here differs from the meaning in the Chinese dictionary. 

However, it is more common in the words of Roland Bart, the academic of semiotics, rhetoric, and 

cultural studies. [7]. Myth is a kind of speech, a semiotic system. It mainly includes the signifier, 

signified, and meaning of the sign. The signifier is the material form of the sign, the image of the sign, 

which our senses can perceive. What is meant by the indicated component is meaning. The meaning 

can be called "meaning action" or "meaning mode," which refers to the relationship between the 

signifier and referential. It can be either a relationship in the formation process or the result of such a 

relationship. The myth comes from the two meanings of the sign. The first is the relationship between 

the signifier and the signified and between the sign and the external things it refers to. The second 

time is a kind of cultural meaning, sometimes produced meaning that has nothing to do with the first-

level meaning itself. The Swiss linguist Saussure also proposed that the signifier and the referential 

are a pair of categories of structural linguistics. [8]. In Saussure's structural linguistics, "meaning 

means, "signifier," and "referential" are three closely related concepts. The meaning refers to the 

relationship between the following two: on the one hand, is a language sign representing a specific 

thing or abstract concept; on the other hand, is a concrete thing or abstract concept represented by a 

language sign. He refers to the linguistic signs used to represent specific things or abstract concepts 

in the meaning of action as signifiers and to the specific things or abstract concepts represented by 

language signs as the referent, which refers to the meaning that the meaning means to express. The 

image appears repeatedly and emphasizes the golden M logo, McDonald's universal symbol mark. 

Through the McDonald's logo, people can quickly think of the food produced by McDonald's: 

hamburgers, strips, crispy cylinders, and zephyr meals, the first process of myth operation, which is 

the first meaning of the symbol. The second meaning refers to the branding process of McDonald's 

brand symbol following this rule. McDonald's refers to a warm, new, popular, and fashionable 

lifestyle. The warm logo allows consumers to feel a warm, intimate, and caring comfortable 

experience. 

Secondly, the image includes a group of people performing different actions. Some of the actions 

are performed by the different people in the five images and objects portrayed in the images. In the 

first image of the meeting, the only person who appears is working or meeting in a high-rise office 

building. Only this floor is bright in this whole building, which means it is very late. Time average or 

ordinary personnel have already left after work, showing that nighttime is a unique and challenging 

situation. It can be seen that there is not only one person here but a group of people. Although it 

cannot tell whether they are men or women, their age and appearance, they can see the faint, busy 

figure through this image. Let the viewer immediately think of the concept of the "office worker." 

The setting of late-night overtime is reminiscent of hard work, heavy staff, overtime, hunger, fatigue, 

and anxiety. Only this light is in the darkness, and it even makes people feel bleak and lonely. 

However, it shows another light: McDonald's restaurant, which again implies that one works overtime 

alone and is tired and sleepy. However, one is not fighting alone, but also accompanied by 

McDonald's service. 

These visual resources form a harmonious atmosphere, bringing the person viewing the picture 

into a specific mood and environment. It is reminiscent of being a member of many pictures and being 

in the same time and space at a particular moment. People who work late at night may be themselves, 
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people who exercise at night may also be themselves, and there may be cases where they go out to 

work before dawn or work overtime until late at night in a meeting. In this scenario, the only restaurant 

nearby is McDonald's. The scene and McDonald's are the only places in the world with lights. 

5. The interactive meaning of these images 

The image interacts with the viewer through various aspects. The first task of the advertising picture 

is to reach the user, arouse people's attention, guide people to pay attention to the advertising content 

itself, and finally convert the deal and let the reader take action. The producer of the message uses 

the signal to encode it, and then it is decoded by the listener, who then reproduces the message. [9]. 

Regarding image advertising, this link mainly relies on visual images to arouse people's attention. 

There are creative methods of contrast and exaggeration, as well as well-designed layout and color 

matching to express the screen to win users' valuable attention time. 

First, the visual impact is shown in the picture, which refers to not only some intense colors, 

exaggerated visual effects, or explosive texts but also some style design performance impact, plate 

composition impact, element performance impact, and innovative concepts and the uniqueness 

brought. [10]. There is a large area of the urban landscape background, which looks at the entire city 

from an overhead perspective, allowing the audience to see all the elements contained in the picture 

as a bystander. LikeLike watching a movie, the wide-angle visual effect the wide-angle visual effect 

can ultimately tell the story of this late night. 

It is the simplicity of the picture. The picture's most important function is to inform people about 

the products to be promoted and make people interested in reading. The attractiveness of the 

advertisement is inversely proportional to the amount of information on the picture. These advertising 

pictures of McDonald's distinguish the background and the key points in simple colors, making the 

complex urban landscape simple. The vast frames make the viewer feel like they are in it. The more 

complex the image, the more cluttered the viewer will feel. Good advertising should have a simple 

and robust guiding effect; the rest should be left to the product itself. Finally, the picture shows a deep 

affinity. Although the contact distance felt in the picture is relatively long, the concentrated attention 

has brought the viewer closer. The characters and stories in these scenes may have their figures mainly 

due to the accurate positioning of McDonald's 24-hour service. According to his user group, people 

who need restaurants in the middle of the night highlight their positioning, analyze their common 

identity and needs, and determine their needs according to their needs and product characteristics. 

The audience recognizes the core content of the advertisement.  

6. The compositional meaning of these images 

In these images, the highlighted objects and the M-type lights of McDonald's restaurants are kept at 

a relatively close distance, which implies that viewers, McDonald's restaurants, regardless of the size 

of the city, operate many chain stores. Moreover, close to consumers, it is easy to buy. Even if the 

city is asleep, McDonald's lights will be on the corner. This way of performance makes it easy for 

consumers to think that such a store is close to them. The color largely determines the style of the 

picture. [11]. The black background highlights a lonely atmosphere and displays the feeling of late 

night. The point of color is McDonald's; what kind of color can convey what kind of feelings? Mainly 

yellow light and a little red, the overall warm color effect brings a warm and safe feeling. In addition, 

they are all warm-color lights, which have the effect of echoing each other, and there are some 

connections between them. The contrast between warm and cold colors, the contrast between black 

and color, and the contrast between relaxed and lively psychologically impact the viewer. The picture 

is not a traditional layout, it is a messy city.  
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However, it is easy to find that when watchinging it, every house, every street, prominent point, 

and McDonald's restaurant are scientifically arranged in the order of visual movement. Highlights 

order or order in chaos. Modern information flows are significant, and viewers are bombarded with 

countless pictures daily. Some consumers tend to have creative works. This set of McDonald's images, 

with exceptional creativity and ideas, uniquely expresses the story of late-night business. When the 

audience sees it, because they are free, they can understand it to digest the creativity on the screen, 

delivering more information and value. 

7. Critical analysis 

Various situations that may appear in people's daily lives repeatedly appear in the images to narrow 

the distance to the audience and make the connection between them. The response may be related to 

social practice, political awareness, or other measurable consequences. However, the communication 

between the maker and the audience is complete and adequate to reproduce this information. How 

new audience members use previous cultural experiences to find the language that expresses their 

first impressions of unfamiliar art activities may be valuable for targeted marketing and to make art 

activities easier for new participants to use. [12]. The community nowadays has a moderate audience 

but has moved into an active audience. [13]. However, a large number of consumers have developed 

eye inertia. As long as the picture is beautiful enough to make the eye comfortable, there is no extra 

energy to understand creativity. "The tensions and harmonies between the signals from the various 

encoders could build a picture of what the audience needed to decode, even though the encoding 

process never determined the audience's interpretation." [14]. However, the images also show some 

unhealthy lifestyles. When the night falls, the 24-hour business expressed in the image, with the 

sacrifice of some people's rest time as a means, highlights the unhealthy way of overwork. Some 

people's self-exploitation at work use this lifestyle to connect with people who stay up late at night. 

Lifestyle le has entered our lives as a popular text. [15]. Everyone is pursuing the lifestyle they want. 

However, do we recognize that these lifestyles are unequal, and many factors affect lifestyle 

inequality? The role of advertising pictures in reshaping the inequality of lifestyle. Does the implicit 

meaning of advertising reduce the inequality of people's lifestyles or increase the inequality between 

them? 

8. Conclusion 

With the continuous advancement of the information society, the distance between people in modern 

society is gradually shortened, and graphics are used as tools for humans to exchange ideas. 

Analyzing the meaning of the symbols in the image can make the information transmission of graphic 

design more scientific and accurate, and the expression techniques are more, which is applied to the 

field of art creation and graphic design. Man is an animal of symbols [16]. Moreover, the means of 

people's spiritual communication is a complete system composed of a series of perceptible symbol 

units. Graphic design itself is a symbolic image in visual space design, and is a more direct and 

accurate communication medium in the visual communication process. It plays a vital role in 

communicating culture and information between people. 

In graphic design, using semiotics influences the expression of design thinking. Because of its 

existence, the image design conveys information more scientifically and accurately, and the 

expression techniques are more colorful. With the rapid development of graphic languages, how to 

deepen the semiotic meaning of graphic design has become an essential topic for us. Semiotics is the 

study of systematic symbols, and its purpose is to establish widely applicable communication rules. 

The symbol refers to a form of expression in information dissemination, and the reference refers to 

the specific dissemination content of the symbol. 
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Simply put, symbols in semiotics are systematic symbols that people use to convey or convey 

meaning. As a non-verbal symbol, the symbol in graphic design has many similarities with language 

symbols. How to regard the elements and primary means of graphic design as symbols, through the 

processing and integration of these elements, to express emotions? Therefore, the value of symbols 

should be reflected in information dissemination and communication. In the course of its continuous 

development, semiotics is also increasingly used as a method in the field of art creation and graphic 

design. 
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