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The form and content of visual messages work together to create meanings that are heavily influenced by the cultural contexts in which we interpret them. If someone yells “fire in a crowded theater, our immediate response is to head for the exits. If that same person yells the same word at a shooting range, we understand the command quite differently. It is difficult to assign gravitas to text set in the typeface Comic Sans, regardless of its content or arrangement on a page; we know from experience that this style of lettering is associated with comic strips.

The twentieth-century practice of design rejected ornament and other references to culture or history, instead foregrounding fundamental principles for the aesthetic arrangement of visual form that were presumed to be universal, common to human experience. Many schools today acknowledge these principles as the foundation of undergraduate design education by making them the content of first-year study. The curricular legacy of the Bauhaus Preliminary Course (Vorkurs) organized investigations of these concepts in a series of assignments using abstract forms, which are often repeated in contemporary classrooms with few references to their origins in perception and culture. And because first-year courses typically serve a variety of visual disciplines, rarely do early explanations of visual phenomena address the specific demands of communication design for combining image with text (language) and the challenges presented by particular contexts or formats of use (in posters versus time-based media, for example).

While matters of context and content are frequently deferred until later stages of the curriculum under this modernist model of education, it is in relation to surrounding conditions and intended meaning that fundamental principles make the most sense to beginning students. It is impossible to ignore the influence of context on what we think things mean or to ignore the forces exerted on interpretation by our experiences of living in a physical and social world.

Any interpretations of visual communication, therefore, are necessarily contextual. Even when referring to abstract shapes, perceptual experiences shape our impressions of what things mean. A large black square “feels” heavier than a smaller one because we’ve learned to associate weight with mass. We assign expression and reading order to the size and placement of typographic elements, because a word set in all capital letters feels more like yelling than lowercase letters and, in most cases, we read English from the upper left to lower right of compositional space. These are not rules—they are expectations established by accumulated physical and cultural experience. Some visual messages succeed by delivering on these expectations, some fail, and others deliberately subvert the very things we anticipate. That is, we construct meaning by attention to forms that meet our expectations in specific contexts, but we also respond positively to messages that creatively undermine and play with our learned experience.

This book traces the origins of visual phenomena and principles for the arrangement of form by providing examples we encounter in going about our daily lives. It also suggests that the interpretive and behavioral effects we share in responding to these phenomena and principles—that is, what we are likely to think and do in everyday interactions with the world around us—can inform the design of communication. If they are truly shared by people in the same culture, then they can be useful in constructing visual messages.

Underlying this premise is the notion that a goal of design is to create supportive conditions for someone’s experience; that the application of visual phenomena and principles of form are driven by the designer’s intent to narrow the range of possible interpretations and to satisfy the audience or users by making communication useful, usable, and compelling. To that end, concepts in this book are clustered according to a role they play in the interpretive experience: getting people’s attention; orienting them to the use of the artifact; shaping their interpretation of meaning; and retaining and extending the significance of messages. The structure of the text is not focused on the steps a designer takes in constructing messages, the design process. Instead, the book describes the audience’s interpretive process as insight for how to design. The influences of various phenomena and principles are not restricted to one aspect of the interpretive experience, but they are described under a specific outcome where they are especially significant.

Entries in the following chapters represent the “stuff” of design; the formal elements and general strategies for their combination that shape a communication experience. Introductions to chapters describe the overarching aspects of the interpretive process that unite entries in the chapter. Each entry begins with a definition of the phenomenon or principle and provides an example from everyday life that links the concept to personal experience. Diagrams in some entries isolate the concept in a visual explanation and examples from professional practice show the concept in application. Form and content matter, of course, but the book demonstrates that they cannot do their work unless the designer is equally attuned to the context of their reception.


INTRODUCTION:

AN EVOLVING CONTEXT FOR DESIGN

What do we mean by “design”? Ask any two designers and you’ll probably get slightly different answers. For some, design is making well-crafted objects that enrich people’s lives and that surpass the ordinary as contributions to visual culture. For others, it is a process of open-ended thinking through which designers imagine a preferred set of conditions that don’t yet exist. For still others, it is a practice that meets people’s needs and solves problems by envisioning environments, products, and communication that are useful, usable, and desirable. All of these definitions are true but they fall slightly short in telling us how the work of communication design in the twenty-first century is different from previous times.

Architect Christopher Alexander described design as the goodness of fit between form and context (Alexander, 1964). Form is anything designers can shape; the physical qualities of environments, objects, and messages and the character of plans, stories, services, and conversations. Context, in this sense, is made up of the physical, social, cultural, technological, and economic forces in the surrounding environment, as well as the characteristic thinking and behavior of the people who engage with the products of designers’ work. Designers and clients have no control over the nature of context, but they do decide how much of it to address in decisions about form.

Context is always in state of flux. It is a moving target made up of a number of interdependent forces, but there are general trends that have long-term influences on design practice. These forces shape how designers frame contemporary design challenges, the methods they use to understand them, and their views of the people who benefit from their work. And they guide how form is interpreted within and across diverse settings.

From artifacts to experiences

Traditionally, designers produce artifacts—that is, they craft and refine the physical characteristics of messages, objects, and environments on behalf of clients to make things look and work better for audiences and consumers. The history of design is filled with beautiful objects that are contributions to the visual culture of their times. Most of us can name a book we bought entirely for its cover, a car we’d love to drive regardless of its miles-per-gallon efficiency, or a building that is a “must see” when visiting an unfamiliar city. And we can identify “that 80s vibe” in everything from fashion to furniture. Design history honors signature works by well-known designers and associates them with particular philosophies or approaches to form at different times in history.

Over the last two decades, new design approaches, technology, and software changed the role of communication design in society and how designers think about the people who benefit from their work. Participatory design, user-centered design, and ergonomics brought designers’ attention to the experiences, good or bad, that design prompts in users—to the effects of design on what people think and do rather than the design of an object or message as an end in itself.

Expert software systems now make it possible for anyone to create and publish visual communication. Today’s computer users choose fonts, retouch photographs, and output finished-looking work without any design training or programming expertise. While they probably don’t make objects that compete well aesthetically with the artifacts of accomplished design professionals, many people are satisfied with DIY solutions to problems of limited consequence and use experts only for the most important projects or when the quality of form is a high priority. This change in who can create and publish messages means that many designers now create the tools and systems through which others design communication, building into software principles of good form.

The rapid development of technology has also changed where people go for information. Digital technology is a common portal to our relationships with people, places, and ideas and its qualities shape our expectations of communication. Technology defines much of our social experience. In 2013, 95 percent of teenagers used Facebook and each averaged 425 “friends” (Pew Research Center, 2013). We can question how many of those “friends” will still be around years from now, but the number indicates that many teens are comfortable communicating in ways absent of the visual cues we once found important in face-to-face encounters. We also want information anywhere on demand and engagement with messages that deliver meaningful experiences. In 2016, 30 million Americans got their news via the internet each day, but digital systems filter the form and content of what we see, based on preferences in our search histories. These tools influence our understanding of any issue. The accelerating demand for connectedness means that the goal of design is to shape the qualities of interaction and human behavior and to craft the conditions for satisfying experiences.

The concerns of today’s designers, therefore, are the relationships and conversations that design makes possible; that is, the stories, tools, and platforms for content production, services, and communities of interest that are significant to people in their everyday lives. This perspective on design doesn’t mean that beautiful artifacts go away under new types of practice. Apple Computer succeeds to a great extent because it has cool-looking devices, exciting store environments, and clever advertising. But more importantly, the company builds brand loyalty through user-centered tools and systems, a strong service ecology, and a technological platform that allows others to build applications that live on Apple devices. Artifacts, in this sense, perform as components of a larger effort to establish long-term relationships with people as their needs change and evolve. Artifacts communicate something about the character of a company, but more importantly, they express concern for the qualities of interaction with people over time. In other words, today’s design is all about experience.

Today’s design problems are increasingly complex

Complexity, in this case, is not a description of the way things look. It is a network of important connections among settings, people, and activities and the long-term consequences of design action. For example, a designer can frame a communication task as the design of a new logo or as the design of how a company tells its story to consumers. The former addresses the range of visual possibilities and formats for identifying the company in a simple graphic mark. The latter concerns all aspects of people’s experiences with the company—including the company’s position in the larger culture, the role its products play in supporting people’s motives for purchasing them, and the services through which the company establishes face-to-face or online relationships with customers over time. Certainly, a logo makes some contribution to identifying things associated with the business. But alone and by definition, it ignores too much of the relevant context to carry the full burden of public perception; it is only one element of a much larger experience people have with the company. No matter how effective the design of a logo, a bad service experience makes people question the good impressions generated by the graphic mark.

Today, we recognize that changes in the design of a single component ripple throughout a system and that systems interact with each other in increasingly complex ways. Apple changed the music industry by nesting a device (iPod) within a music distribution system (iTunes). Facebook and Twitter changed the ways in which we interact with people, standards of written language, the speed with which news travels, and our sense of privacy. Entirely new behaviors (tapping, pinching, swiping, and so forth) now comprise meaningful gestures for interacting with technology and information. Some of us are restless if not chatting or texting constantly with friends. And for better or worse, there is a look to smartphone applications that stands for technology in general, a vocabulary of form that characterizes much of our everyday communication.

This growing complexity in the nature of contemporary problems means that today’s designers cannot think of their work as merely crafting beautiful things. Every environment, object, or message needs to be informed by an understanding of the systems of which it is a part and by anticipation of the conditions for the experiences it is likely to create.

Individual or single disciplines rarely solve complex problems

In today’s design practice, teams of experts tackle challenges from different perspectives, knowledge, values, and modes of inquiry. Design was once at the cosmetic end of a decision-making food chain; the goal was to make things look and work better, not to decide what to make in the first place. The scope of work included giving appropriate form to management’s vision for products and communication and shepherding them through production. By contrast, today’s designers often sit at the table with management, acknowledging that how designers think and strategically work through problems have something to do with the overall innovation potential of the organization and its long-term relationships with people.

Form plays two roles in the interdisciplinary work of new practices. First, it is a vehicle through which diverse experts reach consensus about what things mean and negotiate the contributions of their various disciplines to the larger project. Concept maps, for example, overcome the limitations of language in describing how elements or phases of a project relate to each other. Engineers and designers, for instance, have very different meanings for the term “usability.” A diagram that shows all the expectations a user has for how an object must perform to meet his or her needs transcends vocabulary and resolves misunderstanding. Quick prototypes and simulations help a diverse team predict the implications of choosing one solution over another.

Second, form is an expression of social values, attitudes, and patterns of behavior. Anthropologists help designers understand the cultural settings in which objects and communication must function. Instructions for purchasing a fare card by a harried commuter or unfamiliar tourist need to be very different in form from a manual for using a software program. Technologists provide detail about how systems work so that design can express them accurately in user interfaces. A spinning beach ball lets us know our computer is working behind the scenes so we don’t repeat a command. And psychologists identify how form is or is not a good fit with the thinking and actions of particular users. In addressing today’s complex challenges, the invention of form is often a team effort.

People as producers

Among those now contributing to the form of communication are the very people who use the tools and systems created by designers. Throughout the twentieth century, the relationship between designers and audiences was one in which designers made expert judgments about what people wanted and needed. People were consumers of the products and messages made by designers (Sanders, 2006). In some cases, marketing studies and focus groups informed expert opinion. At other times, designers’ intuition and taste determined what was made and particular kinds of form. The designer was clearly in control. Alastair Parvin, founder of WikiHouse (an open-source housing system that allows users to construct dwellings from modular components), describes this perspective as one in which design is something done to people.

Under technology that is increasingly participatory, however, some designers think of the people for whom they design as users whose behavior can be observed in ways not possible in a print-based world. Human factors—a field that integrates psychology, engineering, and design—emerged in the middle of the twentieth century as a discipline for the study of the interactions among people, information, and machines. In many cases, human factors studies are done within laboratory settings and result in guidelines that describe the optimal qualities of form best suited to the average user. For example, studies of people’s eye movements when reading web pages suggest that the left and top of pages receive the most attention and should contain the information most crucial to navigation and interpretation (Nielsen, 2006).

But human factors is not especially concerned with why people come to networked communication in the first place, what they expect to accomplish through its use, and the role it plays in their lives outside of the lab. As the volume of messages and capabilities of devices expand, designers recognize that people are not only users of technology but also producers of content and form. Some designers now see audiences as co-creators, as participants in determining the subject matter and shape of communication (Sanders, 2006). This means a shift in control from designing for people to designing with and by people and greater emphasis on the qualities of experience made possible through design objects and messages.

Design methods, therefore, now include people in the design process. Participatory culture widens the scope of design concerns regarding the role of design in shaping experience. The design of a child’s interaction with an online math tutorial, for example, should probably acknowledge that girls and boys tend to view the study of mathematics differently. The system may need to accommodate a parent who does homework with the child and wants to be a “math hero.” The methods for finding out about these things engage people in the design process so that decisions about content and form are authentic and truly address people’s wants and needs.

Greater involvement of people in the development and customization of design shifts the work of designers, in some instances, from creating discrete artifacts or displays of information to inventing tools and systems through which others create their own experiences. The design task is no longer one of designing the appearance of interaction
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