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Abstract:

The present study aims to explain and conceptualize the capacities of visual arts in enhancing public awareness and public culture through
an analytical systematic review focused on two axes: “visual literacy” and “public communication.” The main problem is to determine
through which mechanisms visual arts transmit meaning, shape attitudes, and strengthen social sensitivity, and under what conditions these
mechanisms lead to sustainable cultural outcomes. The research method is a systematic review of scientific and documentary sources and a
qualitative content analysis of relevant studies in the fields of visual arts, communication, education, and cultural studies. In this process,
studies are selected based on inclusion/exclusion criteria, methodological quality, and their degree of relevance to the concepts of “public
awareness” and “public culture,” and are then categorized through an analytical-synthetic approach. The findings of the review indicate that
visual arts can contribute to the enhancement of public awareness and public culture by increasing the readability of messages, stimulating
attention and cognitive-emotional engagement, strengthening visual literacy, and expanding social dialogue. Furthermore, the effectiveness
of these capacities depends on factors such as the cultural context of the audience, the clarity of visual codes, the choice of medium and mode
of presentation—including urban art, posters, illustration, photography, and digital media—the level of social participation, and continuity
with public communication strategies. The outcome of the study is the presentation of a conceptual framework linking “visual literacy—public
communication—visual arts,” which can contribute to the design of cultural policies, educational programs, and image-based awareness-
raising campaigns.
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Extended Abstract

Visual arts occupy a central position in contemporary cultural life because images have become one of the most pervasive
modes through which meaning is produced, circulated, negotiated, and contested in everyday experience. In modern societies,
citizens encounter visual messages not only in museums, galleries, and formal artistic institutions, but also in urban spaces,
digital platforms, public campaigns, educational environments, advertising systems, social media, and civic communication.
This expansion of visual experience has transformed visual arts from a primarily aesthetic domain into a complex
communicative and cultural mechanism capable of shaping public perception, collective sensitivity, social imagination, and
cultural interpretation. From this perspective, visual arts may be understood as a mediating form of public meaning-making:
they render social issues visible, organize attention, evoke emotional and cognitive engagement, and provide symbolic
resources through which communities can interpret shared problems and values. The theoretical significance of this issue is
grounded in the view that art is not detached from social life, but is embedded in lived experience and participates in the
reconstruction of perception, emotion, and collective understanding (1). At the same time, visual culture studies emphasize that
contemporary cultural experience is increasingly organized through images, visual codes, and regimes of visibility, making the
capacity to read and interpret visual forms essential for active participation in public culture (17, 18). Therefore, the present
study addresses the capacities of visual arts in enhancing public awareness and public culture through an analytical systematic
review focused on the interrelationship among visual literacy, public communication, and visual representation.

The main objective of this study is to explain and conceptualize the mechanisms through which visual arts contribute to the
development of public awareness and public culture. The central research problem is not merely whether visual arts can
influence audiences, but how they produce such influence, through which aesthetic, semiotic, cognitive, emotional,
communicative, and social mechanisms, and under what conditions these mechanisms lead to durable cultural outcomes. The
study is based on the assumption that visual arts do not operate as simple instruments of message transmission; rather, their
effects are formed through processes of representation, encoding, decoding, interpretation, framing, and cultural negotiation.
Cultural studies provide an important conceptual foundation for this assumption by showing that meaning is not naturally fixed
in images or objects, but is produced through systems of representation and culturally shared codes (2). Similarly, the
encoding/decoding model highlights the active role of audiences and explains why the same visual message may be interpreted
in dominant, negotiated, or oppositional ways depending on the audience’s social position, cultural background, and
interpretive resources (3). The semiotic perspective further clarifies that images operate through both denotative and
connotative layers and may naturalize ideological meanings through visual myths and symbolic associations (12). Accordingly,
the capacity of visual arts to enhance public awareness depends not only on the formal qualities of visual works, but also on
the cultural codes through which they are produced, distributed, and interpreted in the public sphere.

Methodologically, this research adopts a systematic-analytical review design with a qualitative orientation. The review
synthesizes theoretical and empirical literature from visual arts, visual culture, communication studies, education, cultural
studies, and public communication in order to identify the main capacities, mechanisms, and conditions of effectiveness
associated with visual arts in public awareness and public culture. The reviewed literature was organized around several
conceptual axes, including art as social experience, representation and cultural meaning, visual literacy, visual persuasion,
public communication, framing, and the public sphere. The analytical procedure was based on narrative synthesis and thematic

analysis, through which the selected studies were examined, coded, compared, and integrated into broader interpretive
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categories. In this process, visual literacy was treated as a key mediating concept because the social effectiveness of images
depends substantially on the audience’s ability to perceive, interpret, evaluate, and critically respond to visual messages.
Classical and contemporary discussions of visual literacy define it as a set of competencies through which individuals can
understand and produce meaning through visual forms (4, 13). Later educational and communication-oriented approaches
expanded this concept by emphasizing the ability to decode visual conventions, understand cultural context, recognize symbolic
structures, and evaluate the ideological implications of images (5). In this regard, visual literacy is not a secondary or optional
skill, but a prerequisite for meaningful engagement with visual arts in the public domain, particularly in societies where image-
based communication increasingly shapes collective perception and cultural learning.

The findings of the review indicate that visual arts possess several interrelated capacities for enhancing public awareness.
First, they have cognitive and perceptual capacities because visual forms can condense complex meanings into immediately
perceivable configurations, organize information spatially, and direct attention toward key aspects of public issues. Visual
thinking theory supports the claim that perception is not merely a passive sensory process, but a form of cognition through
which visual structures participate in reasoning and understanding (11). Second, visual arts have emotional and persuasive
capacities because images can generate empathy, affective involvement, moral sensitivity, and imaginative identification. In
public communication, such affective force can be particularly important in relation to social problems, environmental risks,
health-related messages, urban issues, identity, memory, and citizenship. Visual persuasion studies have shown that images
can influence audiences through resemblance, immediacy, emotional activation, and the reduction of explicit argumentative
distance (7). Third, visual arts have communicative and representational capacities because they frame issues, symbolize
values, and participate in the construction of social reality. Framing theory explains that communication becomes effective
when it selects and highlights particular aspects of reality, defines problems, attributes causes, suggests moral evaluations, and
proposes possible solutions (6). In visual arts, such framing can be realized through composition, scale, color, perspective,
contrast, metaphor, materiality, location, and medium. Thus, visual arts do not merely reflect public issues; they help determine
how such issues become visible, intelligible, emotionally significant, and culturally debatable.

The review also shows that the cultural effectiveness of visual arts is dependent on social context, media environment,
audience participation, and the quality of public communication strategies. Visual messages are more likely to contribute to
public culture when they are culturally intelligible, aesthetically compelling, ethically responsible, and connected to broader
communicative contexts such as education, civic campaigns, public space, and community dialogue. The grammar of visual
design demonstrates that images use structured compositional principles to organize relations among visual elements and guide
meaning-making processes (19). Communication-oriented approaches likewise emphasize that images with messages can
produce stronger effects when they combine clarity, memorability, emotional relevance, and contextual appropriateness (8).
However, the review also indicates that the effect of visual arts is never automatic or universal. Ambiguous visual codes,
cultural mismatch, excessive emotional manipulation, stereotypical representation, limited access, and low visual literacy may
weaken or distort the intended public function of visual works. Art education and visual culture pedagogy therefore become
essential because they can move audiences beyond passive consumption toward critical interpretation, dialogic engagement,
and responsible participation in visual culture (9, 10). In addition, the relationship between visual arts and public culture must
be understood in connection with the public sphere, where shared issues become objects of collective discussion and civic
interpretation (14). Since culture is not merely a collection of customs but a lived system of meanings, values, practices, and
social interpretations, visual arts can contribute to public culture when they enter everyday life and help reorganize how

communities see themselves and their common concerns (15).
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In conclusion, this analytical systematic review demonstrates that visual arts can serve as a strategic cultural and
communicative resource for enhancing public awareness and public culture. Their effectiveness lies in their ability to combine
perceptual immediacy, symbolic richness, emotional engagement, social visibility, and interpretive openness. The study
suggests that visual arts are most effective when three elements operate in synergy: the aesthetic and representational quality
of the visual work, the visual literacy of the audience, and the appropriateness of the public communication context in which
the work is presented. When these elements are aligned, visual arts can move beyond decoration or passive representation and
become active agents of cultural learning, public reflection, social sensitivity, and civic participation. The proposed conceptual
framework linking visual literacy, public communication, and visual arts may assist cultural policymakers, educators,
designers, artists, and communication planners in developing image-based educational programs, awareness campaigns, urban
art projects, and public cultural interventions. Future studies should move beyond theoretical synthesis and employ empirical,
field-based, comparative, and mixed-method designs to assess how different forms of visual arts affect diverse audiences in
specific cultural and social settings. Overall, the study concludes that visual arts should be regarded not as peripheral or merely
aesthetic practices, but as significant instruments in the formation, transformation, and enrichment of public awareness and

public culture.
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