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HK
And make sure that’s counting, yeah, great. So I sent you a consent form, if you can add a signature to that if indeed you consent to everything that we’re asking you to consent to, which is the usual recording and using what you say anonymously, is that okay?
VP6
Yes, I will sign it after the call.
HK
Great, lovely, so I sent you some questions. You can see that there aren’t many but I have found that interviews do last slightly more than an hour. So I presume that you are Italian, right? So do you mind telling me how old you are?
VP6
Yes, I am 42, almost 43. 43 in October actually. 
HK
Okay and can you tell me a bit about your education and your employment history that has brought you to do what you do today?
VP6
Okay, so I graduated in Architecture in the Polytechnic in [City 1] and well I had after graduating and right after graduation I had for two or three years a communication agency because I mean communication was, has been always my passion I would say. So I worked with some friends in, I founded a communications agency for some years but after I decided to dedicate all my time to university so that is why I stopped and I joined the Design Faculty, well it was the period when the Design Degree was established at the Polytechnic in [City 1] because when I started we didn’t have any design education at university in Italy and the first degree was 20 years ago more or less in the Polytechnic in [City 1] and I had the opportunity to participated in building this new degree with the professor I graduated with and so in parallel with this communication agency I continued working in the university but at a certain point I decided to invest all my time on that so I can’t remember exactly the year it happened but at a certain point, I think it was around 1997/98 something like that, I decided to stop with working outside and I joined the university with some contract at the beginning and then in 2001 I became Assistant Professor so I participated to a call and was selected so I studied as an Assistant Professor in the Design Department and after a few years I became Associate Professor and that is what I am today so it is a very simple track. But I, yeah, so basically I never left properly the university and I had this opportunity to participate in building actually what is probably one of the biggest Schools of Design in Europe or even further, because we have many, many students and we have actually four different degrees. Well I don’t know if I answered -
HK
Yeah, was it a visual communication agency that you had or did it also do sort of PR and that kind of communication?
VP6
Well it was basically a graphic design agency where we mainly worked on corporate identity and branding and all this kind of thing. Very traditional I would say communication and it was the period of, the last years of, yes, it was ’99, 2000 more of less and it was this bubble of Internet so we participated in many, many communication projects related to Internet start ups and there was a lot of jobs in [City 1] and we, yeah, we worked a lot with creating these new identities for these new Internet companies. Most of them don’t exist today so they – they exploded with the bubble. A few of them still exist so there is something around that still remember me of this past activity. Yeah, that’s mainly the university for me; my job is more or less related to the university. 
HK
So [Lab 1] exists as a kind of studio within the university?
VP6
Well it’s not a studio formally it is a research lab and it is a research lab of the Design Department. So actually now it is embedded into the Design Department and it isn’t really, well research lab is the formal title for [Lab 1]. But actually it started, the name, I first used the name for a course. So in 2004 I decided to, it was one of the first times I was teaching in communications design because a communication design degree was more or less the last we opened. So the first degree I worked in was product design and then I participated in building the communication design programme because that was my passion and at a certain point I had the opportunity to teach at a Masters level in the final year. So it was what we call the final thing is this studio – it is a studio where the students are supposed to really integrate all the competencies they’ve acquired over the years. So it is a very challenging studio; it is two days per week and it is 16 hours per week and it is very intensive. More or less they do just that for one semester. So I decided to challenge students with something that I called [Lab 1] but that came from my, let’s say, my passion again about complexity theories. It is something that I learned in architecture, so I had one professor in technology of architecture. In fact he inspired us with all these complexity theories and methods and so I thought that visual language could be something that could help in bringing complexity, not in reducing complexity but in bringing complexity in the hands of decision makers. So that was the starting point, complexity in visualisation as a way to keep the complexity as much as possible because that is how the world works. So that was a starting point. So no data at that time. So [Lab 1] didn’t start with data visualisation. It was about visualisation of complex phenomena so that is what it was really about and after and after, I mean it was 2004 so big data was not nothing, well not a niche.

How would you describe what you do today?

HK
So do you, is it used primarily for teaching or is it – I mean what kind of work do you do and who do you work with and for because I know that you do work with the [Group 1] initiative so would you be kind of inviting one or the other to explore some research questions together? Do you ever do commercial work? How do you kind of characterise what you do?
VP6
Well nowadays we, I have to distinguish what I would like to do and what I have to do. I mean because [Lab 1] is a self-funded research lab so if I want to have people I have to pay for them and there is also an economic issue. For me it was not at all obvious because I am trained in architecture and know nothing about management and fund-raising but – so at the beginning we had a lot of commercial activity because it is easier. I mean I think because of this passion for communication the first thing I did was creating the identity of [Lab 1]; so the logo and the image. The image before maybe, some people say that I create boxes before thinking of the content but, well sometimes it is true but because there is a vision I create the identity and then – so the identity I think for so long or maybe even today it looks like an agency, it looks like something that is also commercial. At the beginning we did a lot of work in commercial and now I am trying more and more to really behave like a research lab so I try to do only research projects funded by, well it could be the European Union as in the case of [Group 1] but it could be also a company but the research question. And also with the amount of time and the amount of money that you need for a research project, so that is the aim. But in the meantime it could be that I have to accept something also that we can call a commercial project because I need the money to make the lab survive. But the mission is, obviously is to work as a research lab. So that is – and I think we are on the right track. So I think most, I would say 90% of the projects we have can be defined as research projects and also because the boundaries, in this field especially, it is very difficult to label a project whether it is a research project or a commercial project. I think, we are working more and more with big entities and when you work with big companies for example, I mean often when they have data they have big questions so maybe they have a commercial purpose on certain points but the research questions. So I think it is fair to the work we are doing also to answer your questions with whom we work. We have a couple of projects that are different; mobile phone companies, one in Italy and another one in France and they have tons of data that we create using their mobile phones and they have very interesting research questions and they are trying to convert these research questions into business lines. So we are in the middle. We are helping them in shaping the questions and making sense of all this data but I know that there will be a commercial end for these research questions at a certain point. But they are interesting questions in terms of research so we do the job, we are writing papers with this work, so it means that there is a research level even if more, as soon as possible they want to transform this knowledge into business, but that is understandable I think. For companies, we work with companies – can I go on with answering?

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

HK
Yeah, yes, please.
VP6
So when we work with companies we like to have these kind of companies, so companies with a big problems and big questions in data and we will work with foreign companies but also banks for example as a type of company. Insurance companies, they also have big data issues and advertising companies, especially on the side of media planning and all the Internet advertising that is creating constantly tons of real time data. But so far these are the major companies and then we work sometimes with NGOs and NGOs that are interested in making a difference and extracting a different sense from data, especially for citizens. We recently finished a project with an NGO in France, again in [City 2]. It is called the [Organisation 1] and is basically the visualisation of the process of making law in [City 2], in France. So how a law is built. It is data and not numbers, in that case it is text, so the tool is a visualisation tool that makes visible all the different steps that bring a law to the final version so who contributed with which parties and how many amendments you have and all of this process is made visible through out visualisation platform. So in that case it was NGOs and there were some partners and it was funded by public money and yeah, in that case we had also to participate, it was kind of a competition between different groups. So we won the competition and we started working and one of the first projects, I would say the very first project I had in the lab, funded project was actually again with an NGO. It was in the United States. It was in 2008 and basically it was the year where I for the first time I get funded for the lab and it was an NGO that was dealing, is today dealing also with data, not with data, well data was a kind of secondary interest, but they are working empowering technical competencies in primary schools; so engineering, mathematics, physics and all these technical, scientific body of knowledge. It is something that is of interest in general in the United States and they foster these competencies in primary schools and 2008 was also the time when Obama launched his data.com campaign so the portal of open data was opened so they saw all this data and they thought maybe you can help us in building something like a business intelligence tool for ourselves in order to spot which are the schools we can offer our services to. So it was like a dashboard for them for crossing and integrating all this data and seeing what are the schools that can benefit from their services. Then we got funded with our first prototype, we invested in the first prototype with them and then they raised the money for the project and we got funded by the [Client 1]. And then we built on the second version that was meant to bring the same data to citizens and so, because they thought, I mean we had these questions but also citizens have a similar question of what is the best school where I can bring my kids to. So it was a very interesting project also because of some ethical questions that arose. I mean if you think about now that you have a lot of different information, you have more and more information and data about services but in some cases you are not allowed to access these services and in terms of the public role of data I think it is a very challenging question. So what I do when I discover that something could be better for me because of the data but I cannot access this better service and that is, I think this will be one of the main issues for the future because we are more and more open data and more and more people who are willing to discover this data, publish this data, make this data visible but then suddenly people realise they cannot access all this, what is better for them. Because I don’t know, in Italy even the, we have a very strong public health service but it is regional so you can stay in your region and people that are starting publishing the mortality rates according to different surgery interventions and the different hospitals but you can’t move; you can’t go somewhere else unless you have a lot of money to move and to pay for – okay I am going farther but this was one of the first projects was with NGOs. So NGOs is not a category, you are actually working with a couple of other NGOs and -
HK
And did that take off? The tool that you made for citizens to access that information, did it get launched and used and so on?
VP6
Yes, the [NGO 1] tool, well it is in French is [Tool1], has been launched last weekend so it’s a public website. Well I can send you later if you want the website but if you search for [Tool1] you will find it. Yeah, and we, the tool for the schools is still online but now it suffers from, you know, it’s six years and it’s I think this is one of the problems also with visualisation tools is that they become obsolete very quickly and that is something to think about. But then we have our research projects funded by let’s say public monies so we have – one of the biggest are these European projects we are running together with Strasbourg and the [University 2] and the [Organsation 2] in London and [Organsation 3], where I am going to fly this afternoon and this is a European project that is about ((0:20:12.0?)) and in fact it is, we have for five years a relationship with ((0:20:18.3?)) and we met five or six years ago and it was immediately I would say, how do you say in English, in Italian it is ((0:20:32.1?)) its when you, when you fell in love immediately. I don’t know how to say. And it was at a time when ((0:20:44.9?)) I don’t know how familiar are you with this um -
HK
Very.
VP6
Right well, it was really talking about the fact that in Catholic countries there was kind of a missing part, or missing component and that was something that he was expecting from designers and so that is how we met in fact because this kind of question that was written in one of the papers of La Tour we started this dialogue with ((0:21:17.3?)) and then we, I mean we became let’s say close friends and so we did this European project and it is almost finished but also other projects. For example we are finishing, we are closing a project we did, we are doing for the [Organisation 4] and it is based on the same methodology totally so it is mapping the deep aids and it is catching on the web relating to some topics that are very important for them. We did also, we are doing another European project, very small that is contra-pedia and it about [Organisation 5] and visualisation of deep aids on [Organisation 5]. So we started many, many different activities and two former members of [Lab 1] lab are now part of the Media Lab in ((0:22:19.7?)) so I lost some components of my lab but at the same time they were extremely important in creating the link. So that is something I am experiencing in my life is that any time someone leaves normally they go somewhere else and they’ve got very interesting positions and they create very interesting links. So I’ve stopped worrying about people, this kind of a brain drain. But so far I think it has been more positive than negative so I never lose them really.
HK
Yes, it seems like that to me I think. 
VP6
So I have two people in [City 2] that are still active members of the family I would say; I have another PhD student that got the PhD here with me that left to join the [City 3] Humanity Centre in [City 3] and we are still collaborating on some projects. So at the end it is good. Sometimes they come back and sometimes they don’t but it is not always negative.

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 kind of external bodies? I mean a lot of the research you are working alongside similar types of groups of people but then more of the kind of client-orientated work, does it go well or are there issues that sometimes people might want you to represent data in ways that is difficult for you because the data isn’t there or that representation feels a bit kind of false to you? Is your expertise valued? Can you characterise the relationships?
VP6
Well I have to say that in general they are positive relationships because as I started let’s say rejecting requests or demands that were too similar to the work of design agencies in a way that was a very strong feature so I don’t accept as far as I can I don’t accept – I mean I have to do this for the lab next week and this is the data, please make them fit this, so that is something that we don’t do as far as we can so when we accept an external commission normally there is a research question. So it means that people are not expecting just, they don’t have a preconceived idea of how to visualise this data; they come just because of that so they don’t know what to do. So they don’t know what to expect exactly but they need the help really in starting from the data. So that is also something very important for me the fact that I am more and more working, you know, going back in the supply chain I would say on the data. And we start working on the data so not just visualisation; it is really making sense of the data starting from the raw materials. So I work a lot especially with companies; I work more and more with ((0:25:52.9?)) or mathematics or computer scientists so we integrate from the beginning and we start questioning the data together with the company so on a first level there is even no visualisation so it is just let some point emerge and then start thinking about visualisation or visualisation is a way to let this potential interesting pattern to emerge. So it’s not really a matter of visualisation but I mean in some other cases – these are the best cases, a few projects that I accepted and I am regretting now but in some cases we had this, we felt this problem of people that had an idea, a pre-conceived idea and they want absolutely that but I think we are in a very fortunate position so with our clients where, with which I will not work, so I can, so far I can – at the moment I am in a position to not accept and when I suspect there is this possibility I refuse and I say no, we don’t do that. But I know this is a very lucky position because one point of the lab is that it is self-funded but at the same time I have no, how do you say, fixed costs. I mean I don’t pay anything unless I am doing something. Any time I have a contract the university keeps 25% but if I don’t have a contract I can, you know, I don’t do anything but I have the space, I have the facilities and it’s is a kind of a very peculiar position.

What kinds of technologies do you use? 
HK
What kind of technologies do you use?
VP6
Well now it is we can use D3 Libraries and Java Script for visualisation and there are some technologies for prototyping but basically Java Script is the main asset we use. We started also building some tools ourselves like RAW – I don’t know if you saw that, it’s a tool for creating visualisation. It is a way to let people that are not expert using D3 Libraries because if you want to use these libraries in any case you have to code a bit; a lot of graphic designers or designers that want to do visualisation but they have no skill in coding and so that’s why we produced this tool for designers that want to engage with visualisation. But in terms of languages and technologies this is what we use the most. More and more we are producing interactive visualisation platforms for websites. We work more or less always with web technologies so everything is on the web and yeah, we are, in many products we are working together with, as I say, with computer scientists that bring their own technologies and on the level of data treatment and, so we are not – I have a computer scientist in my lab since two years but I never, we don’t, we are not yet able to manage data treatment for example and all the specific technologies that you need like ((0:29:47.6?)) and so on. But this is something that we don’t do alone; we do that together with computer scientists but we are again lucky in a way because in Polytechnic, it is a Polytechnical school so we have everything we need in terms of competencies; scientists, mathematicians and well the only thing we miss is humanities and that is a problem for us but we are trying to overcome this problem without ((0:30:18.5?)) in [City 1]. So I don’t know these are the main technologies that come to my mind.
HK
Can you spell the tool you made; I didn’t catch it? How do you spell it?
VP6
I will send you that in a link.

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

HK
Okay, yeah, great, thank you. So can you, is there anything else you need to say about how you go about researching and preparing for a job? You’ve already said a bit that you work very closely with statisticians and mathematicians within kind of partner organisations. That you start with the data; that you experiment with it. Is there anything else that you haven’t mentioned that forms part of your process of -?
VP6
This is for, this is especially for projects with companies because companies nowadays are all – all the companies I met they are excited but at the same time scared about big data. So that it what they are trying to do. It’s a buzzword so they are forced in a way to engage with this issue even if they don’t know at all what this could be for them. So company-wise this is what we do the most whereas when it comes to research we are mostly nowadays rented but it’s a matter also of opportunities. We are mostly rented working in the field of sociology and digital humanities. So these are the fields we are working the most in terms of pure research or research funded especially with public money. It is more oriented to having a new relationship with humanistic disciplines. So this is a field I lack a lot so it’s not yet – I don’t see yet any application I would say in the market. This is why it is mainly nowadays bounded into the public funded research but it is something very, very interesting I think because it is interesting because in the relationship again even with the sociologists and humanistic scholars we really try to create a very deep contact, I mean a deep relationship in order to really understand how they work. It is the same with statisticians; we really spend a lot of time together in understanding each other and how we think and when we think of data how we work with data. So it is really learning each other. So we spend a lot of money with this and a lot of time with these different disciplines in not only to get something about our respective methodologies and our respective approaches and on the side of sociology and humanities we’ve learned I think a lot about new ways of engaging with the data. So they have new questions, they have questions and needs that are totally out of the traditional domain that was, that is familiar for companies. So we have the companies and the statisticians and all these people that more or less they still have an analytical approach to data and on the other side we have this incredible interesting relationship with other sociologists and the humanities. They have a totally different approach, especially humanities people, they have, they look at data with this interpretative approach and they don’t search something from the data. They want to build something with the data so it’s very different. It’s interpretation; it’s not analysis. They don’t search the truth; they don’t search what is inside the data. They use the data in order to create something new and that is totally different. So we learnt a lot. We are still spending a lot of time with them because there are questions that I feel, I have the impression that sooner or later we can bring these questions and these ideas also into the more traditional business oriented analogy group field. I have the impression that it is two kind of worlds, these universes are converging and merging so – but so far they are I would say separated. Even in my lab I have people who are more oriented I would say on the left or on the right depending on how you classify these two universes and so I try to keep people working on sociology and humanities on the side and on the other side I have people who work with business and analytical processes on the other. But more and more these two are converging in a way; that is what I see so - 
HK
And do you find you have different processes depending on what kind of collaboration or client you are working with?
VP6
Not, probably they are different but I cannot say exactly how because well they are certainly different because they start from totally different questions. We work with totally different people but at the same time I have the impression that on the design level there is something that is similar. So maybe our design approach is the same but then integrated with different disciplines to create something that is different but I think what we share with all of them, so whether they are humanities people or statisticians is this idea that we want to say something. So the visualisation, the picture that we create is something that is of interest to them at the same time. So I was really excited when I met this statistician we work with and we started talking about, I mean patterns, relationships, not numbers I mean shapes and forms and graphical structures and not numbers. But this is something that is coming I think across all of these things. Whether you are a sociologist or a statistician more or less all of them are searching for this graphical or visual structure that could make sense of the data and that is something that we achieve together with different processes but as we are the people who are supposed to have the competencies to envision this structure I think this is of interest to them. This is very useful for them because we have them in the way we are building and creating this or in making this structure visible and that is, I think we are always partners in this process and – but I don’t have a clear idea of the process. In the case for example of the European project we are doing with ((0:38:18.6?)) we had to grow at a certain point in the process. If you see in the blog, I send you now the link of – there is an entry in the blog that is exactly a description of the design process we had to put in place in order to fulfil the needs of these people because there was no consensus in the beginning. Their idea of design was totally different from our idea of design when approaching data. They came with a very traditional idea of design I would say and they were sent by ((0:39:02.1?)) but the people working with us were very traditional I would say in their approach to data visualisation. So we started a discussion, a negotiation I would say, there was a ((0:39:16.7?)) even in the process and we had to negotiate our position and at the end to come up with a process. But I think also in the other cases there is not yet I think a predefined process that we just apply so I have the impression that any time we have to adjust something and we come up with a kind of a refined approach, a refined process. The structure may be similar because I mean more or less the steps are similar but I think it is still in construction the process of – because it is necessarily more and more an inter-disciplinary process so it is not a process of design. On one side it is a process of statistics plus design plus maybe computer science working together with a ((0:40:10.3?)) process sometimes. And on the other side it’s again a process that we put in place together with these people working together and making – we had workshops with these people; we spend, some people from my lab spent one month together with the ((0:40:26.0?)) in order to understand how they work and sometimes we create tools that in a way qualify this process of working with data visually and that becomes a tool. So I think we are still in a kind of a fluid space where the processes are not yet qualified or maybe they will never be qualified I don’t know. Well just one point is that more or less when people come to us it is because they don’t find a solution in the standard market I would say. So there is no product available, no tableau they can use or they have a specific process. So that is why probably we have always to answer with a specific process. So putting in place something in a way that is a bit new any time so that is why probably we don’t have one specific process that we always apply.

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

HK
So what about end users, which is where our research focuses? My guess is sometimes the people that your, the people that are your clients or your collaborators might be the end users of what you produce but on other occasions there might be another end user beyond them. I mean do you ever think about those people or do user testing?
VP6
We should. We don’t use that too much. Well most of our clients are not final users in the sense of lay people. We more or less often, always we work, in the case for example of sociology and humanities we always worked with scholars, with researchers, with experts. A different level of each experts for example and so there were specific kinds of users but also in companies we normally work for the company, for people that have to make decisions. So decision-makers, policy-makers, they aren’t really in our case we rarely engage with the final users so lay people. But even, I mean even with these perspectives I mean I have to say that the more we went towards the final, so-called the final user, the more we experienced the ((0:43:10.5?)) because I think there is a lack of knowledge I think in my lab but I think there is not enough knowledge in general about how really people engage with visualisation end to end through visualisation with data. I feel more comfortable I have to say with these intermediate users because they are more motivated. All our users are very, very motivated and that is – and I am sure that is what I say to my students, motivation is very crucial. If you go to lay people, if you go public then that’s, this point of engagement and motivation is very important and, yeah, you can face it in a very simple way using the complexity of visualisation but sometimes using the complexity of visualisation is to – I mean it is dangerous from my perspective because I have started with this area of complexity and so on. So the real challenge is to keep the complexity and to bring the complexity so that is what I always try to do – not over-simplify, but then you discover all the limits because even as ((0:44:26.6?)) there is something that we learnt using, working with the NGO and the data schools. When we, you know, even the simple movement of going from a dashboard that was conceived for the NGO to a dashboard that had to be understandable for citizens was really – it was a huge gap. It was a huge step to cover and we seemed to discover that all the visualisations the views that we designed for them they were not useful at all for citizens.
HK
And did you discover that through user testing or did you discover it kind of too late?
VP6
We discovered that very experimentally and there was one of these occasions where they bring all the parents together and they organise events for making children playing with science and technologies so there were hundreds of parents and we put this dashboard in front of the parents. So every qualitatively they were none of them working for them. I mean they even didn’t understand I mean very simple visualisations that ((0:45:52.6?)) at that time. I couldn’t imagine such a scared reaction in front of scattered plots or bubble charts that for me were totally obvious. So in our work I mean, as we don’t have the urgency we don’t do user testing a lot of but I think it is one of the main challenges for people. I mean you’ve seen the conferences, you have more and more sessions and panels and workshops about user testing and evaluation of visualisations and that is definitely one of the fields but in any case at any level the graphicacy or the capacity of people reading and understanding graphical shapes is lower than I expect always
HK
Yes, so you found that through specifically that example of the NGO tool and have you found that on other occasions as well or was that the main -?
VP6
Yes, with policy-makers that was always like that but what we also imagine that reports for public, you know, decision-makers and it’s always difficult. I mean they want less and less and less, they want answers so that is what visualisation shouldn’t do and that’s a problem for me. They want very simple answers, 01, red, green, yellow and that’s -
HK
So you’ve discovered that by producing visualisations in reports and finding out that people are really struggling to make sense of them – is that how you’ve discovered that?
VP6
Yeah, we try always to engage as soon as possible with the final user but it’s, yeah, I think this is something we have to improve in our process. So the best we do is to do the best we are doing so far is to involve these people as soon as possible and to work with that. So it is more or less co-design more than testing after because we have, they are, well we don’t have so many people to deal with so we are not talking about masses; we are not talking about the public in the real sense. So if it is the policy-maker or if it is a group of people so that we try to engage with them as soon as possible in order to test while we are doing if it works.
HK
Can you give a specific example of a project like that where you’ve tried to engage the end users as soon as possible and you’ve found that they find the visualisation really hard to make sense of?
VP6
Yeah, for example, in the, you can find again in the European project, we decided to engage with a certain number of users, of experts that we call issue experts and some of these issue experts are very similar to lay people in the sense, for example, in the aging controversies we had to deal with, you know, people taking care of elderly people with – and they founded maybe an organisation or an NGO themselves or very, very small organisations and they were very, very similar to lay people in a way. And so we did a lot of workshops with them producing visualisations, discussing visualisations face to face with these people and observing their reactions and asking them to write reports and asking questions about the usefulness of these visualisations. In that case we were very, very close to – well it was a mixture of observation and poor design, so it was a participatory process because they were the users of these organisations and also representative of the final users in a way. So they were citizens with a certain motivation on the topic, so like leading users I would say in open design, in interior design, so they were motivated enough to keep give us feedback, interesting feedback. But it was really a physical situation where we wrote on the table, we put on the table these visualisations and we discussed and we – so that was I think the best experience we had in terms of testing the reaction of people. But we never did any quantitative experiment or evaluation of the visualisations and so this is probably the most significant experience we had.
HK
And can I try to summarise what I think you are saying about engagement with users just to make sure I am getting it right? I mean I think that in some cases you are collaborating with people whether it’s on the sort of the research side with sociologists or even the client side who, they are the end users of the visualisations that will be produced. The visualisations help them to explore their own data so you are not producing visualisations for them that they are going to use to communicate something to a further end user some of the time. Some of the time that is happening and you are producing things that will be used to communicate to lay people, not to these kinds of intermediaries. I think that you are also saying that kind of in the field there is not a lot of understanding of user response or how you would evaluate the effectiveness. That you’ve had a couple of occasions to kind of explore that through the NGO citizen tool in the UK and this EU project and on both occasions it’s been a little bit scary in the sense that people seem to have very low levels of graphicity and that’s challenging in the sense that you want to retain complexity in the visualisation and what you are seeing with users would seem to suggest that actually you need to simplify in ways that you would find problematic because you believe that visualisation has this power to communicate complexity and retain complexity. Is that a good summary?
VP6
Yes, that is a good summary. Actually the first part is bigger than the second so you are right. We less and less work with the final kind of user, so the lay people, and even when we do that sometimes we have the opportunity to keep a certain level of complexity and yeah, because so I think we are not the right, or the right per cent of the above that is the public face of data.
HK
Yes, but I think all the agencies I’ve spoken to do both and it is partly a reflection of what visualisation is for. It isn’t just for communicating information to lay people or to citizens. It has also got other purposes as well and the fact that you do more of the former and less of the latter, is that because of the nature of your work and how it goes or do you kind of steer away from those projects that might compel you to simplify because you find that not attractive or not very easy to do? Do you steer away from them or is it just that they don’t come your way? 
VP6
No, I mean I think it is both in the sense that we try to stay away so that is probably why they will come less and less. So, yeah, it’s – because it is not, I think it is more cohegent like that with the nature of the research lab so maybe when we will have interesting questions coming from this side we will answer. But so far we didn’t have so many interesting questions coming so that is why I had in some cases to refuse to work on this side. Because we can now, now we have enough demand from the, from others. This could be, if I think to what we are this could be the purpose of us being asked. So I could imagine having a spin off of the university, a company actually, that works on this public side and more market oriented and, well it is true that even in research a research field could be the evaluation itself. I mean there are many people working on it from cognitive psychologists to people on human cognitive interaction, there are many people working on evaluation and so on. But as designers I don’t know, maybe we, I think maybe we are not the right persons to make this kind of evaluation so – I don’t know, I feel also myself a bit weak when I have to work with quantitative matters. Even the idea of making ((0:56:13.8?)) through mechanical ((0:56:14.8?)) or, I don’t know – probably I don’t get the full sense of all this methodologies and so that is why we never did any evaluation of these kinds of methodologies and tools of what we do. It could be a research field in itself but so far I prefer working on design projects that have research questions behind – maybe just because it is more fun and it is more interesting, more, you know – 

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
But from your position, with the knowledge that you’ve got, what kinds of skills do you think people need to make sense of visualisations?
VP6
People in general?
HK
Yeah.
VP6
Wow! Actually I don’t know, it’s – because on one side I think there is something inherent in us, natural that we use when we work with, when we engage with visualisation. So maybe the problem is just in how visualisation is done, how it is produced because maybe the fact that visualisation often is fighting against some of the natural perception processes that we put in place when we see a picture and maybe the problem is more on how visualisation is done, produced, than what are the competencies and skills of people. I mean I think every time to the fact that we start learning numbers with shapes, forms, colours and graphicacy and then we move out to different kind of codes. So maybe we have to just go back to the way we learn at the beginning, so when we start dealing in numbers. I don’t know but probably I didn’t investigate enough this skill but I think, I mean what I see clearly is the problem with visualisation and many visualisations simply contradict what should be done.
HK
So they are badly made?
VP6
Following the perceptual processes and cognitive processes we know more or less precisely how the brain works, how the senses work and so we have some very basic tools like the visual ((0:58:52.1?)) variables and how many times you see these visualisations that don’t follow these very basic rules and this could be a first step. Just do that properly and then after maybe we can teach people something more or educate people, pretend to educate people more. 
HK
But I think you also seem to also think that people have got low graphicacy skills as well; you’ve encountered that, which then suggests -?
VP6
Yes, but that probably was our fault. I mean it was just, we didn’t have the right knowledge and that was my impression at the beginning but probably I was pretentious and arrogant. I mean, this is the first reaction so people don’t understand but probably it was my fault. That was what we did for example with the schools we decided to put away visualisation and to create a totally different experience. I mean questioning people, posing questions and creating a kind of ideal profile of the school and only after we visualised a very, very simple data set with a few schools that was very coherent. So we changed and that is something I think design can do is to create an experience that maybe in some cases has not to be visual. I mean it is not just visualisation in the proper sense, maybe the engagement with data can be done in different ways, not necessarily visual, specially when you have a lot of data and it is becoming complex. I mean in some cases there is no simple shape to that. If you imagine a very complex graph, a network, when there are thousands of ((1:00:43.3?)) and links what you can do with visualisation in the proper sense, so not a picture that will solve the problem. You have to create an experience. You have to probably engage with a graph, with a map or in a different way. So in some cases the problem is that maybe that visualisation is not the right way but maybe it is not because they don’t know – should we teach network analysis of graphs to people, maybe not? It is just a matter of – but that is what we are doing. I mean when we work with sociologists I sometimes discuss with them because as soon as they have macro data they go and they produce a graph. I mean that is what they do immediately so we have map works, we have data, map works and they have to do a graph. Well the graph is illegible for people. I mean there is no way, you have thousands of nodes and people get lost immediately. That is something we found with the workshops in the European product so there are some very difficult, unless you start maybe with a few nodes and then you can point out, you can explore the graph, you can have a different experience of it on the picture to solve the problem.

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 what do you understand to work in a visualisation then? Do you have – you were saying sometimes the problems were how the visualisation has been made and if it was made better or right then maybe there wouldn’t be problems at the consumption end, which suggests you have some ideas about what does work or what is right in a visualisation.
VP6
I was just saying that the first step could be really not to contradict some of the knowledge that is here since many, many years. We have very basic knowledge about how visualisations should be done, how visual variables for example work. So just follow that rule and this is now to make big mistakes and apart from that when you go to more complex situations I think I have no formalised knowledge to answer. It is very, very experimental so every time we do a project we experiment a bit and we learn something more that we have no time to qualify. So we should write more papers about what we do and reflect on what we do qualify a bit what we learned. Because so far I think it is becoming something like tacit knowledge that we have in the lab and any end project is something we knew so that’s a problem maybe I have to face sooner or later. So to qualify some of the knowledge we have developed through the oldest kind of experimental projects. Because most of them are experimental – new questions, new problems and sometimes we need solutions that have never been tested and then when we discover by experience what is good and what is not but if we don’t write and we don’t -
HK
Don’t record, yeah.
VP6
Yes, we should do that more often.

What informs your choice of fonts, colours and other elements of the design (that are not directly related to the data)? 
HK
Yeah and there is just one more question on the sheet that I haven’t asked yet, which is about what informs the decisions you make that are not directly related to data you are working with, so about things like fonts and colours and other design elements. What informs your choices and decisions around those things?
VP6
I think this is again part of the tacit style; there is no style guide and no – I think we develop, I am not sure even if there is something in common if I cross all the – maybe yes, if I think to different pictures of the different projects. But there is no pre-defined choice. Well the fonts more or less look always the same and the colours, there are some palates that maybe can be recognised but it’s not, there is no formal thought on that so it is not a decision. There is no decision. It is something that is arising as a kind of a style but it is not a decision so it is totally ((1:05:39.0?)) I would say. 
HK
That’s great, really interesting stuff. I’ve asked everything I’ve wanted to ask. It would be really good to tell you what we’re thinking in terms of future projects and future collaborations but I don’t want to keep my next person waiting very long so possibly I could e-mail you and start a conversation further down the line if that would be okay with you?
VP6
That would be very nice because as you maybe you understood, I feel a bit weak on the point -
