HK
Okay, make sure that’s working. Okay so you know a little bit about the project that we’re working on and the research that we’re doing so I’ll just spend a couple of seconds just -
VP7
Yeah, yeah.

Gender / Age / Ethnicity / Nationality / Education / Employment history

HK
What we are interested in is ordinary people’s engagements with visualisations, what happens at that moment, how that engagement goes and the skills people need to be able to engage with visualisations and therefore in conversations about data, which there are more and more of. So we are running focus groups with what we call ordinary people to talk about these things but we are really interested also in how visualisation professionals imagine the user when they are doing their production work, which is why we are interviewing about 14 visualisers in the end. So that is what we are interested in and I’ve sent you some questions, which hopefully we can get through in about an hour – even though there aren’t many of them I have found some interviews have lasted a bit more than an hour but I have tried to keep it to an hour because I know everybody is busy. So do you mind telling me how old you are? 
VP7
No, I am 33.
HK
Right, okay. I should declare my own age because I think that would make everyone feel more relaxed but I won’t. So tell me a bit about, are you American? You have a bit of an -
VP7
I, yeah, so I grew up in Denver, Colorado but then I came out here. I first studied abroad when I was 19 and I did an MA out here and then I stayed and I got married and stuff so I’ve been out here for about really now.
HK
And what is your education and employment background that brings you to where you are now doing what you are doing now?
VP7
Well I did a BA, like a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree with a concentration in graphic design at [State 1] State University in [State 1] and I don’t know, the way the education system is set up in the US means that you have quite a, so really a Liberal Arts Degree. I wanted to have a more intensive degree so I did my MA in Communications Design at [HEI 1] and then ended up working at [Company 1] and then like, well I had another job before that but I ended up working at [Company 1] where I thought I was going to be a book designer but after my MA I went on to working with like text visualisation and it was more of the Internet, travelling across the Internet and then having people get in touch with me that made me realise that I could pursue another line of work so that is how I ended up where I am.
HK
So you dabbled and then it grew into what you do?
VP7
Yes, yeah, I didn’t go, I didn’t study for this. I don’t think I ever really knew what I was – I thought it was just information design but I really thought that I was going to be in publishing forever. But it’s funny how things change as time goes on. 
HK
So have you mostly been freelance and self-employed?
VP7
So yeah so then I quit [Company 1] and then I’ve been freelance for four years now. So I’ve like had seven years of work since my MA; so I was with an unexciting little agency before [Company 1].

How would you describe what you do today?

HK
So how do you describe yourself professionally? What is your job title?
VP7
Oh that’s really hard. I think the way that I describe myself, I just say right now I’m saying that I’m a data, someone called it to me a data centric designer. Maybe it’s because like sometimes I still do, I still sometimes do book design and book covers because it’s a nice thing but then in the realm of data I’ll say I’m an information designer or a data visualiser or a data illustrator or a data artist. It depends on the context and depending on how I use the data I am working with.

What kinds of clients/organisations do you work with? What uses do clients make of the visualisations that you produce? 

HK
And what kinds of clients or organisations do you work for? Can you categorise or is it all very diverse?
VP7
It’s relatively diverse but I think it would definitely be, I think I tend to do things more – I guess less on the academic side and more on the marketing or content based information graphics side of things or like I’ve often, like last year I’ve been getting more creative commissions so that would be more – I’ve often recently worked on projects that are funded by various bodies like arts projects, creative projects funded by the [Client 1] or something like that. So yeah, not very – like I am definitely not on the scientific or academic side of visualisation but definitely for the masses I guess.
HK
Okay, so can you give me one or two examples of recent things that have been like funded projects?
VP7
Um funded projects? Well the project that I’ve just finished is – and this is like very traditional, well I guess the range of the past year could include working for the [Client 2], there was a [Client 2] report where they were doing some research on the young creative entrepreneurs, and I think that is being handed in today, but then I just ended up creating all of the information graphics for that. So they were gathering a lot of research and I was helping them present it so they won that pitch from them. Or like for the [Client 1] last year, I was creating some kind of data generated graphics for a film website, which unfortunately hasn’t been launched yet but that’s another one. Other projects would include, I think I ended up doing some work with [Client 3] […] visualising the different drafts that were – like the evolution of that poem for [X] and that was I guess through the [Client 3]  and also through the [Y]. So those sorts of things.
HK
Yes, and in terms of the uses that your work gets put to, you said it is for the masses?
VP7
Yeah, I think people either have me approach things, data from a more illustrative perspective like they have data and they want something visual that has a connection back to what they are talking about. That’s a very kind of strong connection or it’s yeah, it’s something where people want to communicate a message but I think there are also these emotional kind of underlying feelings that are also kind of building up in people at the same time.
HK
So there is often an end user beyond the client that you are working for?
VP7
Yes.
HK
Because in some visualisation projects the client is the end user as well if it’s a tool to explore data or something like that but it sounds like in the examples you’ve given, people interested in film might be the end users of the visualisations you have created on the film data. People interested in the [Client 2] or in [Client 3] where would that have gone the work that you did?
VP7
The [Client 3], oh yeah, so I mean it’s like the [Client 3] one might be at the [Client 3] as a print. I don’t know if it is still up or not so that was just for casual visitors and the [Client 2] – I mean yeah, even like the film one because it was actually, it was using periodic table data, so it was like for people that weren’t necessarily interested in science so it needed to be accessible. It needed to show the wonder of the periodic table but without scaring them off I suppose.
HK
For which one?
VP7
Oh that was for the film project. The website is called [Website 1] but unfortunately -
HK
[Website 1]?
VP7
Yeah, but like I said the website is not up so I’m not really sure – there have been some issues, which is a shame because the new website looks great but I think that if people get in touch with me it is to often, yeah, to take something that is difficult or unpalatable or to make people who are normal, like lay people, get interested in it. 

How much say do you have over the visualisations & the messages they are communicating? What happens if you don’t agree with the client over a visualisation?

HK
And how does the relationship go with the people that approach you for work? Again I don’t know whether you can generalise but the question is about whether you are left with the freedom to express it in a way that you think is best or whether people say, tell this story and whether it is ever the case that you feel like that story can’t be told because the data isn’t there or the feeling isn’t there?
VP7
Well I think like normally the way, if it’s a more creative project then I have, like if it’s more in the realm of illustration or like I guess art then I have more flexibility to do what I want. Well you know what I mean in the – well it’s obviously a better project if it is more like an information graphic where they have a story in mind. Normally I end up working with a friend of mine who is an information researcher so she’ll be the one who finds that all and I think, all right, so you asked about – yeah, so some people, there is like that kind of frustrating aspect where they have a very particular story and there is no way of, it’s not going to be a really great graphic. In order to fulfil their brief you are making one of the bad information graphics and you have to do it. Or it is also people that have a particular – they know, yeah, they don’t know about information design and therefore they ask for things that you know aren’t the best way to present that information because they don’t understand. So that would be another one of those conflicts.
HK
So what happens? Do you ever drop out or back out of a project or do you always work it out? Do you compromise?
VP7
Well generally what happens is I suppose that like, when you are self-employed you have less flexibility to back out so it always comes down to saying, well this is what would be considered to be a successful way of presenting this or an appropriate because of this, this and this and then they will say no. And then generally I just am like, okay fine and then you just have to do it and accept because, yeah, your cash flow is you just can’t back out. But again, just these are often people for whom, like you knew it was going to be trouble from the beginning -
HK
But you said yes, anyway because you needed the work?
VP7
Yes, yeah, so it’s like, I think it’s sometimes I’ve taken on work where I know they don’t, I don’t think they have a good grasp of what I do but then you know if it comes at a time when you don’t have – normally I turn them down but if it comes at a time where someone didn’t pay you on time or you know, you’ve got a tax bill to pay or something and then you say yes, hoping for the best and then it’s the worst but yeah – but I don’t know, I think I suppose it’s worse when people want, they don’t understand how to present information properly. If they ignore you there I think that’s worse than when people have a story they want to tell and the data isn’t as interesting because you can – I don’t know, there is still some – I guess I’d rather have data that is not very interesting than have graphics that aren’t appropriate.
HK
Yes, because you can do something with the not very interesting data?
VP7
Yes, you can at least present it as best you can and because I mean at the end of the day my job is to present it as best I can and I’m not a data person.
HK
So have you done some things you are not so proud of?
VP7
Yeah, I definitely ((Laughs)) oh yeah, like definitely am working on some now but -
HK
Because it’s the summer?
VP7
Yeah, yeah. 

What kinds of technologies do you use? 
HK
What tools do you use? What are your tools for visualising?
VP7
Well I’m really analogue so generally it’s just spread sheets and pencils and Illustrator although I think and I’ve been having a conversation with a colleague today, now we are starting to realise that we need to automate a little bit more so we are kind of right on the edge of trying to learn how to code and to automate more of the process. Right now it is pretty much by hand and illustrator or working with the developer. Like coming up with a system and then handing it over to a developer to finish off.
HK
So are you thinking of learning to code yourself rather than using tools that will do that kind of coding process for you?
VP7
Yes, so I’m trying to learn now but it’s really slow. I think it’s because generally when I’m working with data it’s less, it’s more custom and more creative and like less I guess journalistic and, you know what I mean. It’s, because I need to be able to custom change the design I feel like I need to have more control over it so I think that’s why I need to kind of learn instead of giving some of the tools – but even things like, I’ve even liked Tableau but I haven’t checked for a month or two but, because they didn’t have it for a Mac for so long so that’s why I didn’t get it.
HK
And what are you trying to learn at the moment?
VP7
Processing as a starting off point – but it’s just hard finding the time, that’s the only thing.

How do you go about researching and preparing for a visualisation job? What resources do you draw on whilst carrying out a job?

HK
So how do you go about researching and preparing for a visualisation job? I mean you did say you worked with someone who was a data researcher, which suggests that the data isn’t always given to you and that sometimes you have to look for it yourself? Am I wrong about that?
VP7
No, like well I guess there are two types; there are two ways that I’d work. So if I were brought in on a larger project just to create a look and feel of the data then someone else is dealing with the database and they are dealing with all of that. From them though, also because I don’t code, I will ask them for the kind of like the main types of data, like a general range. I’ll ask them questions about it so I can understand the parameters of what I’m working with. But otherwise if it is where we’re finding a story and yeah, then I’m working with a researcher who is going out there and either taking data from the client and creating an information graphic and checking all of that information or re-writing it in a way that is clear to understand or bringing in another data set to kind of give it more context. So that is what she’s doing and then I guess like once I have either route in that would be when I begin to sketch or think about the design. I mean I do some visual research but you know what I mean, I think there is a limit to how much you can do until you know what data you are working with.
HK
And then you do the visual research once you’ve got the data and know what it is?
VP7
Yeah, I mean I can do like some colours and treatments and aesthetics and sort of gather some images together but when it come and if I have a very basic idea of what, like a very rough idea of what we are going to visualise I can produce some really rough sketches but I mean sketches are always like, they always end up changing because I don’t really know what it looks like and once I have the data that is when I would start to like create just like a standard information graphic. I would create lots of pencil sketches from that. Thinking about how to present that information and then getting feedback on those and then starting to build it with actual data like on screen and then get approval on that and then near the end is where I start to add through the final aesthetic, like polishing it all up and picking colours and type faces. So that’s an information graphic route but if I’m doing something a little more creative the approach is a little less structured if you know what I mean. So I start with some sketches but I move more to the aesthetic more quickly because it is like data as material instead of like an informative piece of content.
HK
And what about the user? Do you think about who is going to be using this or where this is going to end up? Do you think about who it’s targeted at?
VP7
Yeah, I do think about the user and I think sometimes it can be a challenge when people don’t remember that the user is a normal person coming in off the street and that I think the one thing that I always have in mind is making sure people always have enough access points to understand what I’m working with. And then, I mean like I think about the user but I don’t think about it in a rigorous academic way. You know what I mean, sometimes I do user testing for a creative project but it’s not really the same as like visualisation testing but it’s probably from a more personal, because it’s like thinking about where it’s going to be, who these people are going to be, championing like a normal person because I think it is really important and then also thinking about it from my perspective. Like would I understand this? So I am asking myself, does this have what I need as well.

Do you user test visualisations before sending them to the client? Why/why not?

HK
What do you mean when you say you do user testing for creative projects but it’s not like visualisation testing?
VP7
Well it’s only a one-off project actually. I did an Art Residency at [Company 2] last summer or autumn and so I was creating, I took a couple’s relationship, couple’s interaction on [Company 2] across their timelines and I converted it into dance steps that would lay on the floor that were in chronological order and they were timed and notated to where you could dance it. One person would – there were pauses and one person would only be walking at one time and it was all very complex and that was my main user testing, just to make sure that people could understand that. But that’s like a kind of different example I suppose.
HK
But you are saying you think about the user when you create a piece but is it the case that resources don’t allow you to do user testing or it’s not really in the method of the way you work anyway?
VP7
Yeah, I mean yeah, I think resources, I suppose – I have a feeling that if I said oh yes, there will be this much extra for user testing people would say no to that anyway just because of the type of work I normally do is content, it’s content for a magazine or a website for a wall in a gallery or something and so I think for that I guess it’s a lower priority type of thing for testing.
HK
For you or for the client?
VP7
I guess for the client. Like but then at the same time I guess if I had to pick, if I had to do user testing it probably wouldn’t be on everything I do. I’d probably be pickier but recently I haven’t had projects where I’d have felt like they would have merited that level of – the information has not been serious enough to merit that level of kind of intensive checking and research.
HK
So there are some projects you think would benefit from some level of user testing but there are others where you think it wouldn’t really be appropriate.
VP7
Yeah I mean so much of the stuff that I do is very, it is like a lot of the projects I work with are language based or they are just more creative or slightly playful or clip ins and I think those, I mean I don’t think it would make sense there. There are some where, I suppose like that [Client 3] project, where user testing might have been a bit, it was on some of it that I wasn’t involved with but. Yeah, something, because that was veering towards the academic and I think user testing would have been useful there but I don’t think there was a budget for that.
HK
I mean I suppose what I’m wondering is in loads of kinds of design if you said extra money for user testing the client would say, no thanks but if you were really committed to user testing you could say, instead of saying it costs X amount you could say, it’s X amount plus and not tell them it’s for user testing?
VP7
Yeah, I think you know it’s because a lot of the stuff that I do is static graphics and I feel people would be more interested in user testing if it were an interactive piece. And it would have to be super interactive and then – but even then, I don’t know, I don’t know if you are going to be interviewing anyone for the New York Times but I would be interested to know whether they do any user testing on their interactive graphics and all that.
HK
I don’t think we are actually. I don’t know why but I don’t think we are. So what do you think works when you are making a visual product based on data or information? Can you generalise on that or not again does it depend on the project? Do you have in your mind, well I know these things work? Well there was one thing you said in thinking about the user that you tried to make sure that they had enough access points – what do you mean by that?
VP7
It is more like – okay so for an information graphic it is just having everything labelled and having enough information to like, you know, I think that is natural. I mean we know it needs that and then also a lot of my work I am generating imagery from data and so it’s a little bit more, you know, there is this balance between aesthetic and subjective communication and then like a more and then like trying to be very objective with data and you’ve got this balance happening so I always try to make sure that someone knows that – depending on the project like, that there’s a legend or there’s a paragraph or a sentence or a title or something that says this is from the data so they can either look at it from an aesthetic perspective or they can kind of take that second – they can go one level deeper and at least see a pattern. So yeah, for things like that I always try to make sure I do think of the user and I think, why am I working so hard on this if no one will understand what it is made from. So I try to make sure people have that somehow.

What informs your choice of fonts, colours and other elements of the design (that are not directly related to the data)? 
[unasked]
What do you understand to ‘work’ in a visualisation & why? Is it possible to answer generally, or does it depend on the specific visualisation?
HK
So talking about things that you think work, you were saying titles, paragraph, legends, labels, sort of pointing people to what is going on here, that is one thing but are there other things you think work in the visualisation?
VP7
Other things that work? Oh gosh, okay – I mean I guess appropriateness of a visualisation approach and then, I don’t know, one thing I always end up and maybe it’s just content, I don’t know I think a lot about and I don’t know if it’s the right answer but it’s just I try to find – I think it’s important to have content that somehow has an emotional, that is compelling enough on an emotional level to attract someone to it. I mean I know it doesn’t work for every type of information or every type of data context but a lot of the work I do is for – is about capturing attention and getting people interested and excited so that is important for me. So I think, yeah, I think quite a lot of the things I work on are that balance between that emotional, trying to capture that emotional interest and then also being truthful to the data. How I communicate it depends on the project and how I, which one I enhance more or less -
HK
I mean I know this is a hard question but you said one thing you think works is appropriateness of approach. How do you make decisions about what is appropriate? How do you make decisions about things like font and colour and other elements of design? How do you make those decisions?
VP7
Well I think I guess for appropriateness, it’s more the idea, which actually I find, maybe everyone finds really hard but data can only be the shape that it is so you can’t force it into different shapes. It’s not connected if the data points aren’t related in a very particular way so generally if I have conflicts with people who don’t really know anything about information design it is them expecting a certain shape that is just not possible. So it is having that conversation and saying, I can’t put something square into a round hole. It is never going to happen so I think appropriateness there is just kind of that is ((0:32:17.8?)) that there are certain shapes that different data sets can take and kind of knowing how far, how much flexibility you have in that space. And then I think for colour and type I have to admit that when it comes to colour I am awful – you know everyone has their colour blindness scales and I think because a lot of the projects I do they generally don’t think about that because they are often more creative projects, but I think for font and colour it’s I mean I like a clear type face anyway but it will relate to the content that I’m working with. Either the aesthetic of the people who are commissioning it or it will relate to the content. So for the [Client 3] piece, which I, just off the record I can’t show it to anyone because it was a very frustrating project and I never want to see it again, but back on the record it didn’t, it was not, I don’t think it was very successful but anyway, back on the record it was things like, because it was in the Lake District we were looking for colours from the Lake District to use for it; we were looking for type faces from the 1800s for the whole graphic or my ((0:33:45.5?)) from a while ago I was, because it was about my project for that was visualising the text from [Manuscript 1] and so those colours were pulled from car paint swatches from the time period when they were, of the book, so the late 40s generally and then the type faces from that era. So again, it depends how much time I’ve got and how rigorous I can be with my type face and my colours but that is like how I generally make the decisions. It is the content, kind of link it back to the content.

What kinds of skills do you think people need to make sense of visualisations? What problems do you think people have in understanding visualisations?

HK
And what kind of skills do you think people need to be able to engage successfully with something you make or to be able to make sense of a visualisation that you produce?
VP7
I think they have to have a visual number sort of literacy -
HK
Both?
VP7
Yeah, but – and I think that people need to have just this like knowledge of things being transformed into other things like being able to understand how a data set could be transformed into a pattern. It’s not really like traditional information graphics but kind of understanding how you can pull numbers from something and use it to create something else. I guess that is basically how a lot of my person work revolves around pulling numbers from something mundane and then turning it into a different pattern. So yes, that transformative process but I think they need to be able to read a chart probably.
HK
That’s a really interesting answer because it strikes me as a very niche skill or kind of understanding that what is happening here is a transformation of numbers into visuals?
VP7
I can’t figure out, I’m not sure – it seems if I, I think it is niche but then at the same time depending on the content, and I think it’s the same with like information graphics, if the content is something that someone connects to, even if they don’t totally understand everything about it they still like it. People that like literature and people that like [Manuscript 1], they might not know how I made it or they might not look at it very closely at what I’ve done but they like it because I’ve shown them a different – I’ve taken something that they are used to seeing one way and I’ve turned it into something else and I think that might be all they know. I think the only skill you need is acceptance that you can do this type of transformation maybe. 
HK
Yeah, because a lot of people would say people need, some people would say people need visual literacy skills and some people would say most people have got them these days because we are surrounded by visuals and some people would say people haven’t got enough of those these days and we need to teach them more. Very rarely do people recognise the need to statistical literacy skills and -
VP7
Yeah, yeah, yeah.
HK
But nobody has said this thing before – it makes me think that there is a quote from a famous geographer whose name I can’t remember where talking about maps he says, the map is not the territory. And it seem to me that yeah, that fundamental understanding that this is not the thing but it is a representation of the thing and it’s a transformation of the thing. My guess is that is missing and that is just a hypothesis and a guess.
VP7
Yeah, I mean I don’t know, it’s just thinking about that it always makes me think about my Grandma. I mean my grandmother is in her late 80s and she’s on the computer, she’s taking pictures and she kind of understands the computer to a degree and she can kind of get stuff done that she wants but I always think about it. It’s like that conceptual shift of like things are tangible and I don’t know, like paper and folders and you are putting it onto a screen and I don’t think she totally understands that. So I guess it’s just made me realise like I don’t think she – I think she likes how my work looks but I don’t think she understand how it’s made and I think a lot of my family, I think they kind of are similar in that way. They think it is beautiful and I think they kind of understand it but I don’t think they totally understand what I’m doing.
HK
Do you think that skill that you identified, that appreciation that there’s a transformation going on here would help them understand more what you are doing?
VP7
I think potentially because, I think so. Well it would be hard explaining to my grandmother about anything but then I have I spent a lot of time at home recently so I have an aunt who would know, she knows what she likes and what she doesn’t like so whether she finds a thing visually appealing or doesn’t. She’s not really on the computer or anything but because she has seen some of my talks she is able to say what I do. So obviously because I’ve been talking about it and my mother passes around talks so she said, well what you do is you take this – she was like joking around with me and being really pleased with herself but like saying, well you take this data and you turn it into this. So like basically as simple as that and so yeah, so I guess. I mean she’s barely, she’s not really computer, she doesn’t like computers. She’s a nurse and she doesn’t work with them every hour of the day and so I think, I find it surprisingly good that she understands what I’m doing. So that feels like a very computer based sort of skill or concept in a way.
HK
Yes, but it suggests that exposure is important in people understanding what a visualisation is because she has been exposed to you talking about it even if there are other things that she isn’t exposed to and that has helped her comprehend what is going on.
VP7
Yeah and I think also it’s not even just people who are pretty far removed from my community but even people, I still think that is true within a design community as well because I’ll meet up with people who are product designers or whatever and it’s like, well what do you really do? It’s not just people outside of that world but even within the creative world I think people don’t totally understand. But I don’t know, maybe there are a lot of creative niches out there and somehow they work.
HK
Yeah, I wonder how you get people to understand that something is being transformed? That seems really challenging but really important.
VP7
I don’t know, I think it is that idea of access points, because like an information graphic, right, people can understand that or you know what I mean, they should do because they are used to seeing them in papers and stuff but when you are taking data and converting it into something it has to be about that sentence where I’m just like – yeah, it would have to be a couple of sentences where at the very least I say that I took data about rainfall in blah, blah, blah and transformed it into this art piece where the dark blue equals lots of rain and the light blue equals not so much. So I think yeah, it has, I think you can communicate it but it just has to be communicated in plain, kind of chatty, you know what I mean, casual language.
HK
I wonder if it is more, the transformation is more transparent in a more artistic piece than in a more scientific piece where it might look more like this is the thing, this isn’t a representation but it is the thing itself? 
VP7
I think yeah, well actually it’s because as a scientific you assume it to be like fact, true. So you assume that all of the scientists have come to this conclusion and this is the Internet visualised whereas for me, yeah, doing something more creative, yeah, I think that’s true. It is to do with the fact.
HK
Yes, well I’ve asked all my questions. That was very interesting and you win the prize for being the most succinct but also a prize from me wanting to go away straight away and go back to the focus group question that we are going to ask and try to get at this thing about transformation a bit more in the focus groups. I think that is really important and I think we haven’t addressed that.
VP7
Okay, oh cool, well I’m glad to have been of help.
HK
Yes, definitely.
VP7
And if you have any more questions just let me know. I think most people actually like doing it because it actually works for me to think about what I do where I often just do it, you know. 
HK
Well I think some people are quite philosophical about visualisations and the work they do and I think that’s, then they’ve had a lot to say. It’s been really interesting. It’s been really great.
VP7
Yeah, well I don’t have a blog so I am sure all the people who like you talk to who write about it probably have loads more to say than me but no, it was great. It was nice meeting you and just keep me posted with everything as it happens. I am looking forward to seeing all the results.
HK
Definitely, thanks for your time.
VP7
Bye.
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