
Multiple Interpretation of Symbol Semantics and Cross-Cultural
Communication Research in Visual Communication Design

Pengxuan Zhu
Northwestern University, Evanston, USA

Abstract: This study explores the
multifaceted interpretation of semiotics in
visual communication design and
cross-cultural transmission mechanisms.
Grounded in semiotic theory, it analyzes the
generative logic of symbolic meaning, cultural
shaping effects, and metaphorical metonymic
functions, while revealing the root causes of
semiotic misinterpretation in cross-cultural
communication and proposing adaptive
strategies. Through hierarchical coding and
contextual supplementation, the research
constructs an adaptive reconstruction
framework for semiotics, proposing a design
approach that balances cultural specificity
with universal applicability. The findings
demonstrate that technological innovations
have transformed the dynamic interactivity of
semiotics, while semiotic ethics advocate for
avoiding cultural hegemony and promoting
equitable visual language systems. Ultimately,
the study proposes an innovative
communication paradigm for semiotic
meaning in global-localized contexts,
providing theoretical support and
methodological guidance for design practices.
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1. Introduction
The essence of visual communication design lies
in conveying messages through symbolic
systems. The diversity of semiotics not only
reflects the complexity of cultural contexts but
also provides valuable insights for cross-cultural
communication research. This study begins with
a theoretical framework from semiotics to
explore the semantic generation mechanisms of
visual symbols in multicultural environments.
By analyzing the dynamic relationship between
signifiers and signified, it reveals both the
differences and commonalities in symbol
interpretation across cultures. Through

examining the hierarchical structure of semiotics
and its cultural dependencies, this research aims
to provide methodological support for visual
communication design that balances local
characteristics with global perspectives. It also
reflects on the bridging role of symbols in
cultural dialogues while acknowledging
potential barriers they may create.

2. Theoretical Basis and Diversity of Symbolic
Semantics

2.1 Semantic Generation Mechanism in the
Semiotic Theory Framework
The mechanism of semiotic generation in
semiotic theory provides profound interpretive
pathways, with its core focus on exploring how
symbols achieve their expressive function
through the interplay of form and meaning.
Saussure's dichotomy of signifier and signified
laid the foundation for modern semiotics. The
signifier, as the material carrier of a symbol,
corresponds to the signified—the concept or
meaning it represents. These elements form a
stable symbolic system through social
conventions. However, this relationship is not
rigidly fixed but dynamically influenced by
cultural, historical, and contextual factors. The
same signifier may denote multiple signifieds in
different contexts. For instance, red symbolizes
danger or passion in Western culture, while
representing joy and auspiciousness in Eastern
traditions. This contrast reveals the contextual
dependence of semiotic meaning. Peirce's
tripartite classification of symbols further
expands this theoretical framework, categorizing
them into three types: iconic, indexical, and
symbolic. Iconic symbols rely on formal
imitation, indexical symbols convey meaning
through logical connections, while symbolic
symbols are entirely grounded in cultural
consensus. These three types collectively form
the multi-layered semiotic hierarchy, enabling
visual communication design to achieve precise
or ambiguous expression of complex
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information through the combination and
superposition of different symbol types. The
generation of semiotic meaning depends not
only on designers 'encoding intentions but also
on audiences' decoding capabilities and cultural
backgrounds. Therefore, understanding the
theoretical framework of semiotics is a crucial
prerequisite for analyzing semantic diversity in
visual communication design [1].

2.2 The Shaping Effect of Cultural Context on
Symbolic Semantics
The differentiated connotations of symbolic
semantics do not exist in isolation but are deeply
rooted in specific cultural contexts. As core
variables, geography, history, and social norms
collectively construct the "polysemous
spectrum" of symbolic meaning, allowing the
same visual element to carry entirely different
interpretations across different cultural
backgrounds. Geographical differences directly
influence the cognitive framework of symbols.
For instance, the lotus flower symbolizes purity
and transcendence in East Asian culture, while in
ancient Egypt, it was closely associated with sun
worship. This difference stems from the
long-term interaction between natural geography
and religious traditions. Historical accumulation
further reinforces the semantic stratification of
symbols, with certain symbols acquiring new
meanings due to specific historical events or
collective memories. For example, red in China's
modern history evolved from a traditional festive
color into a symbol of revolution and political
power. The superposition and transformation of
its semantics reflect the ability of historical
narratives to reshape symbolic meaning. Social
norms shape the boundaries of symbol
interpretation through daily practices and
institutional constraints. For instance, the taboos
and permissible uses of gestures, clothing, or
totems in different societies directly limit their
dissemination and acceptance. The dynamism of
cultural contexts also manifests in the fluidity of
symbolic semantics. The tension between
globalization and localization may lead to the
re-encoding of traditional symbols to meet the
needs of cross-cultural communication, while
emerging media accelerate the mutation and
fusion of symbolic meanings. Therefore, for
visual communication design to effectively
convey information in multicultural contexts, it
must thoroughly examine the cultural context of
the target audience, understand how symbols

generate meaning within specific historical,
geographical, and social structures, thereby
avoiding misinterpretation and achieving precise
communication. The "polysemous spectrum" of
symbols is not only the embodiment of cultural
diversity, but also a complex semantic network
that designers need to carefully handle [2].

2.3 Metaphorical and Metonymic Functions
of Visual Symbols
The transmission of symbolic meaning extends
beyond direct semantic functions, achieving
profound semantic expansion through metaphor
and metonymy. Metaphor operates on similarity
principles by mapping characteristics of one
entity to another, establishing cross-domain
associations. For instance, in brand identity
design, the eagle symbolizes power and freedom
not through biological traits but through cultural
symbolism. This metaphorical connection
elevates symbols beyond concrete
representations, enabling abstract conceptual
communication that enriches design works.
Metonymy follows proximity principles,
substituting parts for wholes or related
entities—for example, crowns symbolize
authority while gears represent industrialization.
Metonymy's substitution function allows
symbols to evoke complex associations through
concise forms, achieving efficient information
compression within limited visual space. The
combination of metaphor and metonymy
enhances semantic flexibility.
Environmental-themed designs might
simultaneously employ green leaves and circular
arrows to create multidimensional meaning
networks. In cross-cultural communication,
designers must carefully consider cultural
differences: certain metaphors may lead to
misinterpretation due to varying cultural
experiences, while metonymy's proximity logic
may fail in context shifts. Therefore, designers
need to balance universality and cultural
specificity in symbol selection and
combination—using metaphors to build
emotional bridges and metonymy to strengthen
logical connections, ultimately achieving precise
semantic expansion and effective
communication. The metaphor and metonymic
function of visual symbols is not only a tool for
meaning generation, but also the core driving
force of design language innovation [3].

3. Conflict and Adjustment of Symbol

Journal of New Media and Economics (ISSN: 3005-5725) Vol. 2 No. 5, 2025 43

Copyright @ STEMM Institute Press http://www.stemmpress.com



Semantics in Cross-Cultural Communication

3.1 The Phenomenon of Misreading Symbols
Caused by Cultural Differences
As carriers of meaning transmission, the
accurate decoding of symbols largely depends on
the conventional cognitive conventions within
cultural communities. The principle of
arbitrariness proposed by Saussure demonstrates
that the connection between signifier and
signified is not inherently established, but rather
formed through social conventions. This
conventionality faces significant challenges in
cross-cultural communication. When symbols
are detached from their original cultural context
and enter a heterogeneous cultural system, their
originally stable semantic associations may be
deconstructed or reconstructed, leading to
systematic misinterpretations [4].
Cultural differences lead to three primary forms
of symbolic misinterpretation: First, the
misalignment between a symbol's signifier and
signified. For instance, while owls symbolize
wisdom in Western cultures, they are associated
with ominous signs in some East Asian traditions.
Second, the disruption of symbolic hierarchy.
Symbols that hold central importance in certain
cultures may be reduced to ordinary decorative
elements in other contexts. Third, the reversal of
symbolic emotional value. The same color may
carry entirely different emotional connotations
across cultures. White, for example, represents
purity in Western weddings but serves as a
metaphor for mourning in East Asian funeral
traditions.
The deep-rooted causes of these
misinterpretations stem from the heterogeneity
of cultural cognitive frameworks, including
differences in collective memory, value
orientations, and perceptual patterns. For
instance, the cultural divide between linear and
cyclical time concepts influences the
interpretation of the "clock" symbol, while the
value opposition between individualism and
collectivism reshapes the contractual meaning of
the "handshake" symbol. More complex still, the
globalization context accelerates the flow and
blending of symbols. When traditional local
symbols are stripped of their original contexts,
they may become hollow signifiers or generate
uncontrollable derivative meanings.
To reduce misinterpretation risks in
cross-cultural communication, visual
communication design must transcend technical

adaptations at the formal level. It requires
in-depth exploration of the cognitive topological
structure of symbols within target cultures,
establishing cross-cultural meaning negotiation
mechanisms through semantic pre-screening and
contextual reconstruction. Symbolic
misinterpretation not only represents an
inevitable outcome of cultural diversity but also
serves as an opportunity for designers to achieve
creative transformation [5].

3.2 Globalization and Localization Tension of
Symbolic Semantics
In contemporary visual communication design,
the globalization and localization of symbolic
semantics form a profound dialectical
relationship. The interplay between universal
and regional symbols fundamentally represents a
contest between cultural power dynamics and
communication effectiveness. Internationalized
visual systems, grounded in functionalist
principles, achieve cross-cultural understanding
through highly simplified visual forms. Their
advantage lies in overcoming language barriers
and meeting the efficiency demands of global
communication. However, such decontextualized
symbolic systems often face cultural discount
challenges. When airport universal signage
encounters nomadic cognitive habits, or
metaphorical icons in digital interfaces enter
underdeveloped internet regions, their semantic
efficacy may significantly diminish [6].
In contrast, regional symbols carry unique
cultural genes and collective memories, serving
as powerful identifiers. However, they often face
interpretation barriers in cross-cultural
communication due to contextual gaps. This
tension has given rise to three typical adaptation
strategies: First, the symbolic stratification
strategy. While maintaining core functional
symbols 'global appeal, it integrates local
characteristics through auxiliary visual
elements—such as international brands adopting
unified logos with localized color schemes.
Second, the semantic translation strategy. This
transforms the profound meanings of regional
symbols into narratives understandable in global
contexts, like converting the auspicious
symbolism of dragon patterns into universal
"power" values. Third, the hybrid generation
strategy. This involves deconstructing traditional
symbols' formal grammar and recombining them
into new visual paradigms, exemplified by
integrating calligraphic brushstrokes into digital
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font design [7].
It is noteworthy that this dynamic interplay is
not a zero-sum game, but rather a creative
transformation process. The contemporary
reinterpretation of ukiyo-e elements by Japan's
"Super Flat" art movement, and the abstract
treatment of Sami totems by Nordic minimalist
design, both demonstrate the regenerative
potential of indigenous symbols within global
contexts. Designers must cultivate dual
sensitivity: understanding the cognitive patterns
of global symbolic systems while deeply
comprehending the cultural topological
structures of local symbols. Ultimately, they
achieve creative semantic negotiation within the
framework of "global localization." The essence
of this tension management lies in recognizing
that all symbols are fundamentally products of
cultural hybridity, with their vitality stemming
from continuous meaning flows and
reinterpretations [8].

3.3 Adaptive Reconstruction of Symbols in
Design Practice
In the complex context of cross-cultural
communication, the semantic transmission of
visual symbols requires more than simple formal
transplantation, necessitating a more strategic
adaptive reconstruction. The core of this process
lies in establishing a dynamic symbolic
adaptation mechanism, which balances cultural
specificity and communicative universality
through hierarchical encoding and contextual
supplementation.
The hierarchical coding strategy deconstructs the
symbolic system into three adjustable semantic
tiers: The foundational layer employs functional
diagrams to ensure smooth information
recognition, akin to internationally recognized
public signage; the intermediate layer builds
transitional bridges through culturally neutral
elements; while the expressive layer integrates
regional visual vocabulary to achieve deep
cultural resonance. For instance, global brands
often retain core logo recognizability in
localized designs while incorporating indigenous
cultural metaphors into auxiliary graphics or
color schemes, maintaining brand consistency
while evoking emotional connections.
Contextual supplementation establishes a
framework for interpreting symbols through
multimodal means, including textual annotations,
environmental cues, or interactive guidance.
While vine motifs in Islamic art might be seen as

mere decoration when applied to non-Islamic
contexts, their religious and philosophical
significance becomes evident when combined
with historical background explanations or
spatial narrative designs.
More advanced reconfiguration strategies
involve the creative transformation of symbolic
grammatical systems, such as converting the
"negative space" aesthetics of traditional
Chinese ink painting into the negative space
language of modern poster design, or
reconstructing the rhythmic patterns of African
weaving in digital interfaces into dynamic visual
logic. This reconfiguration is not a simple
simplification or alienation of native symbols,
but rather a profound cultural decoding and
re-encoding, requiring designers to possess dual
capabilities: the ability to accurately analyze the
network of symbolic meanings within the
original culture, as well as to predict potential
variations in the target context. The adaptive
framework ultimately formed should have a
flexible structure, allowing symbols to undergo
controlled semantic transformations in different
cultural contact zones, avoiding both the forced
imposition of cultural hegemony and the
reduction of symbols to hollow ornaments in
cross-cultural communication. The
contemporary mission of visual communication
design is precisely to build a sustainable bridge
of meaning between the tension of globalization
and localism through such precise symbolic
reconfiguration practices.

4. Symbolic Strategies and Future Paths in
Visual Communication Design

4.1 Construction of Symbolic System Based
on Semantic Consensus
In today's era of globalization and digitalization,
the construction of visual communication
design's symbolic system must transcend
singular cultural perspectives and adopt a
cross-cultural collaborative framework grounded
in semantic consensus. The core of this
framework lies in identifying and integrating
common symbolic cognition across different
cultural systems while preserving essential
cultural specificity in expression.
The construction of a symbolic semantic
repository should adhere to a hierarchical
framework: The foundational layer consists of
cross-cultural validated symbols with high
consensus, such as mathematical diagrams, basic
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geometric forms, or symbols derived from
natural phenomena. These universally
recognized symbols demonstrate strong
universality through shared human perceptual
experiences. The intermediate layer incorporates
regionally consensual cultural symbols,
exemplified by the Four Gentlemen imagery
(bamboo, plum, orchid, chrysanthemum) in East
Asia or the olive branch symbol in
Mediterranean cultures. By defining their
cultural attributes and semantic boundaries,
these symbols enable controlled utilization. The
innovative layer reserves dynamic expansion
interfaces to accommodate emerging hybrid
symbols and digitally native visual elements
arising from new cultural contexts.
The mechanism for achieving semantic
consensus requires two approaches: one is the
empirical research approach, which measures the
cognitive validity of symbols through scientific
methods such as cross-cultural eye movement
experiments and semantic difference scales; the
other is the participatory design approach, which
invites audiences from diverse cultural
backgrounds to participate in the negotiation and
revision of the meaning of symbols.
Notably, this semantic repository is not a static
symbol catalog, but a dynamic system with
self-evolution capabilities. When regional
symbols gain widespread recognition through
repeated dissemination, or when traditional
symbols undergo semantic transformations in
new contexts, the system promptly updates their
semantic mapping relationships. Technologically,
it utilizes linked data technology to construct
semantic networks between symbols, enabling
each node to clearly demonstrate its cultural
origins, variant forms, and cross-cultural
relevance.
This semantically consensus-based symbol
system not only avoids imposing a single
cultural hegemony standard but also prevents
communication failures caused by fragmented
symbols, providing designers with a creative tool
that balances efficiency and inclusivity. In the
future, we can explore AI-assisted symbol
adaptation systems that automatically optimize
visual solution strategies through real-time
analysis of target audiences' cultural parameters,
truly realizing the design philosophy of "global
thinking, local expression".

4.2 The Influence of Technical Media on
Symbolic Communication

The rise of digital environments has
fundamentally transformed the core principles of
symbolic communication, evolving visual
symbols from static carriers into dynamic
interactive units. This transformation first
manifests in the fluidity of symbolic
forms—digital symbols no longer adhere to
fixed physical formats but dynamically adapt
their visual presentation in real-time based on
user behavior, environmental parameters, or
algorithmic logic. For instance, responsive
signage systems automatically adjust
composition ratios according to device
dimensions, while dynamic color schemes
switch color schemes based on users' cultural
backgrounds. These adaptive features
significantly enhance the survival capabilities of
symbols across diverse cultural contexts.
The deeper change lies in the bidirectional
interaction of symbols. The passive audience in
the traditional one-way communication is
transformed into the "users" who can actively
participate in the production of symbolic
meaning. For example, the meme culture in
social media not only allows users to re-create
the existing symbols, but also gives birth to a
new visual communication paradigm that
transcends language barriers.
The technology medium also breaks through the
time and space limitations of symbol
communication. Augmented reality technology
superimposes cultural symbols on foreign street
scenes, and the blockchain ownership system
provides traceability guarantee for traditional
ethnic patterns for cross-cultural communication.
All these innovations are dissolving the
geographical boundary of cultural
communication.
Most importantly, AI technology is reshaping the
generation mechanism of symbols. By analyzing
massive cross-cultural visual data, machine
learning models can automatically identify the
consensus areas and sensitive boundaries of
symbolic semantics, helping designers avoid
cultural conflicts and discover unexpected
semantic connections.
However, technological empowerment also
brings new challenges: algorithmic bias may
lead to systematic neglect of certain cultural
symbols, the digital divide could exacerbate
inequality in symbolic dissemination, and
excessive dynamization of symbols might erode
their cultural foundations. Therefore,
contemporary visual communication design
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needs to cultivate a critical awareness of
technology. While leveraging the interactive
potential of digital media to build more inclusive
symbolic networks, we must remain vigilant
against the erosion of cultural depth caused by
technological rationality.
The future evolution of symbolic systems should
focus on the deep integration of technological
intelligence and humanistic insight, transforming
digitalization from a tool for enhancing
communication efficiency into a catalyst for
fostering in-depth intercultural dialogue. The
ultimate significance of this media revolution
lies in creating a new visual language order that
preserves cultural uniqueness while enabling
barrier-free communication.

4.3 Reflections on Symbolic Ethics and
Cultural Responsibility
In the context of global visual communication,
the cross-cultural flow of symbols involves not
only the efficiency of information transmission
but also underlying power dynamics and ethical
dilemmas. Designers must recognize that the
selection and reconfiguration of symbols
fundamentally constitute cultural power
practices. When Western-centric visual
paradigms are tacitly accepted as "international
standards," and when ethnic minority totems are
stripped of their original cultural context to
become mere decorative elements, such
symbolic appropriation may inadvertently
reinforce cultural hegemony structures.
The core tenets of symbolic ethics advocate for
establishing creative principles that uphold
cultural subjectivity. Firstly, designers must
abandon the "cultural curiosity" mentality and
avoid reducing exotic symbols to superficial
visual exoticism. Secondly, the principle of
informed consent is emphasized, requiring
authorization from cultural custodians for
symbols carrying sacred significance or
historical trauma. Thirdly, reciprocal
communication is advocated in symbolic
dissemination, mandating feedback mechanisms
to source cultural communities when borrowing
specific symbols.
This ethical awareness must be implemented at
the methodological level of design. Through
"cultural impact assessment," we can anticipate
potential cognitive conflicts or meaning
degradation caused by symbolic communication,
establishing a multi-perspective review system
that includes cultural consultants and

anthropologists. A deeper cultural responsibility
lies in advancing the "democratization of visual
language"-not by imposing universal standards
on specific cultural symbols, but by creating a
hybrid expression space that allows equal
dialogue among diverse cultural symbols. For
instance, UNESCO's Visual System for
Intangible Cultural Heritage preserves the
uniqueness of each cultural symbol while
forming a harmonious narrative through unified
presentation logic.
The digital age is characterized by technology
platforms often functioning as invisible cultural
filters, where algorithmic recommendations may
systematically diminish the visibility of certain
cultural symbols. This necessitates that platform
designers proactively establish cultural diversity
parameters to prevent cultural biases from being
concealed under the guise of technological
neutrality.
A key focus of future visual communication
education should be cultivating designers
'cultural sensitivity, enabling them to recognize
power imprints behind symbols. This approach
allows creators to maintain an open and
inclusive cross-cultural perspective while
upholding ethical boundaries of cultural respect.
True cross-cultural communication isn't about
eliminating differences, but rather using symbols
judiciously to transform disparities into starting
points for dialogue rather than barriers.
Ultimately, this fosters a more inclusive global
visual civilization.

5. Conclusion
Research on semiotics in visual communication
design reveals the profound connection between
cultural cognition and communication
effectiveness, where diversity presents both
challenges and opportunities. Through
theoretical analysis and practical guidance, this
paper demonstrates that the flexibility and
cultural adaptability of semiotics play a pivotal
role in cross-cultural communication. Future
design must transcend formalist approaches to
focus on perceiving cultural symbolism, thereby
creating visually distinctive yet inclusive
languages in a globalized context. This
exploration not only provides theoretical support
for design disciplines but also establishes
semiotic pathways for intercultural
understanding.
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