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HK
Counting down, yes it is. Great, so do you know a little bit about the project?
VP5
Of course I was very excited about this actually because I found some similarities with what I am researching into but you can tell me more.
HK
So what we are really interested in is how people engage with visualisations and we are talking about ordinary people in everyday life; not experts in working environments or expert professional audiences. Based on the assumption that more and more news stories and data stories are being told through visualisations of data and in order for people to be able to engage in those conversations we need to know how they are responding to visualisation and Andy Kirk’s point of view was that there wasn’t a sufficient user base within the visualisation field and I would be interested to know your perspective on that. So the questions we want to ask, the preliminary ones are just to find out a little bit about you but what we are really interested in is how you think about the users of the visualisations that you are involved in the production of. So just tell me a little bit about you and your background – are you Italian?
VP5
Yes, I am.
HK
And do you mind me asking how old you are?
VP5
I am 36 years old.
HK
Right and what kind of education and work have you done before to bring you to what you do now?
VP5
Well I am a Geographer so that’s the first probably not very usual thing; so in 2004 I got a Bachelor of Arts in Geography with, that was in Human Geography and Cartography. The thesis was about thematic mapping using UNDP indicators; basically going from spread sheets to animated maps. Then I got a Master of Arts in Geography, with a thesis that in that case was in, well the subject in English sounds a bit exotic, it was – I can’t translate it but in spatial series and models and the dissertation was about visualising and communicating complexity for international organisations. And then actually I was working for some international organisations like the [Organisation 1] [X] Programme and the [Organisation 2] at the time; so I based my dissertation mostly on that experience. Yeah, and basically it was about visualising data or advocacy or for making Governments or decision-makers aware of what they were doing and the sort of things about data related to, special to environments and socio-economics. Then In 2009 I started a PhD in Italy but then I moved to the UK so I stopped that research. That was basically just continuing the process of learning that I started when I was a Geographer. So my background is Geography but I actually started my university education doing Biology for a year and then I, with the underlying passion for writing, because my first tool, in my own language of course, was expression, was a natural language and not a visual language. So I had always this passion for story telling and I found Geography as a particular discipline that I liked for so many different reasons. And Geography actually was the gate to visualisation for me as well as the strong language of Geography but I didn’t start making maps, data visualisation and info-graphics from the beginning. I started approaching those devices from semiology, so considering those devices as a kind of complex interactions system of science and then studying the communications models within geography so specially within the cartographic field. So then that is more of less my background and then of course I started working on mixing contents and information design. I just understood that it was a big opportunity because I noticed from the beginning of 2000 – around 2003, 2004 I started noticing that this kind of tool was expanding very strongly and quite quickly, especially within the mainstream media and news outlets. So I started working also for magazines doing geo-political analysis and mapping this information through maps and info-graphics. So my first big experience in terms of learning actually on the practical side was with [Client 1] that has been publishing these geo-political articles for more than 20 years now. So that was my first, I would say my first task. If I look back probably the very first one was working for publishers; there is kind of a big publisher in Italy that is doing dictionaries and atlases and starting basically looking at maps and geographic productions and that was my very first entrance in the visualisation field, with [Company 1], that is a monthly magazine of course. And then I moved to another magazine like [Company 2], which is like a [Magazine] or something like that in Italy and doing maps and info-graphics again and the other thing of course is working for international organisations as I mentioned and also tying from there, I think in 2009, I started working with [Organisation 3] that is this leading organisation for human rights protections and trying to introduce the visualisation of data within ((0:06:44.5?)) because I think it is one of the fields that can really profit more from this type of tool. So that is basically that but ((0:06:57.2?)) end of the year and the first job was for the [Company 4], so I started immediately with the [Company 4] and was pretty happy with that.
HK
Doing visualisations of all kinds or specifically maps?
VP5
Well maps of course is my first thing still I think and the things I can do probably best but I started doing, well my position was quite odd because as I mentioned I was probably the first non-designer in that position and I started doing interactive visualisations for the [Company 4] website. The second half of the week I spend it doing static info-graphics for the [Company 4a] and working full time like that three years and a half and then I got honestly enough of the very big pressure. It is very difficult to be creative within a newsroom and I really missed the relationship with the contents because before I was used to research for 70% of my time and design for 30%. When I started with the [Company 4] it was quite the opposite I would say because of course time is their difficult thing with this kind of work within a newspaper. It is completely different even in working for a magazine it is different with their data visualisation. If you work for a newspaper it is all about time so of course it has an impact on the methodology that you use and of course the pleasure that you can get out of the job. So basically after three years and a half I asked to go part-time and in order to have half the week again just doing static visualisation for the [Company 4a] now, because this is pretty nice even if it kind of sounds old at the moment but is – all the basics are there anyway. And the other half of the week I do different things. I teach visualisations, data visualisation at the university in Italy, at the [Dept 1] and I do consultancy work for different organisations around this subject.
HK
Similar organisations to what you were working with before like [Organisation 3] and so on or different types, more of a range?
VP5
Well I am still working for [Organisation 3] as a consultant and of course I am teaching so now it’s more formal because anyway I was used to teach from the beginning visualisation so for me I think in this field what is interesting is the strong relationship link between theory and practice and it is also the thing for me that makes teaching visualisation so difficult. But at the moment yes, I am still working for slightly different types of clients; I have some experience in working for a marketing agency, very much focussed on info-graphics as an output and I realised that marketing is not for me. And I worked for other non-profit organisations and also for a Foundation but that work was more about researching into data visualisation and adding their blog as an outcome for my thesis and my ((0:10:18.0?)) so that was the situation.
HK
And how did that endeavour of trying to get organisations like [Organisation 3] appreciate what visualisation could do for them in terms of advocacy, how did that go? Or is that still underway trying to persuade them of that?
VP5
Well that’s a very good question. There are I think two main levels. One is I think the organisation level and the other one is the personal level when you are working in this field. And I think generally speaking when I started that these kind of urgency of getting things visual wasn’t there because it was like five or six years ago, this sort of organisations were not very much aware of the need, of the problems in their communications strategies like having fantastic reports of 90 ((0:11:04.7?)) about the most interesting and probably important ((0:11:09.4?)). Not having like a summary or something visual that could in a synoptic way catch the essence or even attract the reader into something, at least the surface, and then giving them the chance to dive into something more deeply. So I try, that was very easy because the progress of the visualisation or the visualisation field was very much at the beginning and when I started trying to persuade them then they also had a chance to see a lot of visualisation around and what is the impact of it so that wasn’t very difficult. That at an organisational level of course is still complicated because – it is complicated to explain because there are different levels but it is complicated because around numerous issues and specific reports they have fantastic data gathered in the field but they tend to be the same kind of data, positional/locational data is about the position where things happen and are related to small data sets as well. Because of course it’s not like working with a ((UNDP?)) that they focus on the valuation of the ((0:12:32.0?)) and so the human rights aspect in trying to gather huge data sets. [Organisation 3] is working in a different way. But of course sometimes they have a chance to get very interesting data and to add them to the reports and unfortunately it is still very much about mapping, in terms of geo-mapping, because for me I have to stay with these organisational maps from my point of view so in this case I mean mapping as geo-mapping, localising information. So this is at an organisational level and then there is the person level and that really varies very much because you can have people who are instinctively visual and they understand perfectly and they can provide you with what you ask and there are other people who are more reluctant. And the other problem that is of course very common, even for journalists, since it is visual everybody thinks they can say whatever but it is not always like that and so that is a problem. Because it is visual they think they can have, they will say, and of course they can but sometimes it is sort of wrong.

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

HK
Yes, I mean that did, that leads into the next question, which is about how relationships with the people you are producing visualisations for, how those relationships go and you’ve kind of hinted at that a little bit by saying there are some people that respond well to the visual and there are some people who think they are an expert when they are not. You’ve sort of hinted at it by saying that it didn’t go well for you in marketing; that the newsroom is too kind of pressured to do the research and be creative. Do you find, you know, have you over time developed systems to make that go smoothly or do you, does it go smoothly anyway because everyone recognises you as an expert or not? Are there tensions sometimes? Do you ever have to withdraw from projects because you have been asked to do stuff that you just can’t do or don’t want to?
VP5
Well there are good questions. Well I will try to answer them. In terms of generally speaking I never found big issues or disagreements around the way I visualise things; with some exceptions that are related to my colleagues, people that are doing visualisation as well. And then I think it was very much related to the fact that I started working for instance in the newsroom without being a designer so people there, designers, they thought that they were the only one. And there was difficulty at the beginning because I really care about content because I was a researcher and so on the one side I had the designers that wouldn’t consider myself as one of their own and on the other side I had journalists that were able to write about the subject that couldn’t recognise the fact that a designer couldn’t be an expert or at least able to manipulate content. So I had to face these problems and I think it is very much related to the fact that data visualisation is a perforate integration of content and a way of communicating that content. And in that case I think Geography is very helpful because it is a discipline with a very big problem about identity or is a discipline with an identity that is about having different identities. Going here and there and asking different things from other different disciplines and then basically when you start Geography you don’t learn very much about content; I think you rather learn about understanding different kinds of languages. It is what you do when you study Geography and that is very helpful for data visualisation work because you can – and you can do this in a better way, I think more easily. And if I come back to the newsroom that is probably one of the most complex environments in which to perform this kind of job. I think it is very helpful to be able to liaise with journalists that are creating content, just content; and designers and on top of it of course developers. So I am trying to also as, in terms of development, to fill all those different gaps in different fields but of course it means that I have to multiply by three the effort and I progress very slowly and that is frustrating. So that is the main problem at the moment. I always think I am fighting between contents, the visual way to express the content and the technology as well. But these are kind of the major ((0:17:49.7?)) and you can get lost there because there is so much to do.
HK
Yes, and then because you, are you sort of freelance in some of your work and therefore you have to fulfil all of the roles as opposed to being in an agency where other people might fill some of the roles?
VP5
Well yeah, I am employed by the guys, so when I am there I am part of a system where, because of the time as I mentioned, you need to fragment the process of production otherwise you couldn’t really go from collecting and gathering data together, researching into content that you don’t know a lot about and you know going from there into the sketching and into producing the visualisation and then trying to also verify, to decide if it works or if it doesn’t and so on. You can’t do all these things within six hours, it is impossible so when I work for, as an employee within the [Company 4] I tend to cover most of the design element of the visualisation but, of course, now I know how to ask and how to liaise with people at our, kind of keeping the content in their hands and of course sometimes I rely on data researchers as well because sometimes the journalist that is writing the piece, he might not be able to manage data that is unrelated to the matter that he is writing about. So I need really to reconstruct all the time these network of professionals and try to work as an interface among them and make everybody happy. So that is the thing, when I work as a consultant or as a freelance it depends because, it depends definitely on the contents and on the product I have been asked to deduce. So for instance if I work for a marketing agency nobody will do the creative direction and I will try to be involved a little bit but nobody has to provide like a designer and a developer and a data searcher and of course also I attend meetings where you do the pitch or you try to develop a metaphor for a story that can be translated into an info-graphics but then I don’t like very much that because I think one of their main problems of course it is natural that it is a problem but it is there is that the data visualisation is going to be very manipulative so I don’t like this kind of selling a story through info-graphics or selling products through info-graphics that don’t look very much like that because you can be manipulative and I don’t think it matches very much my ethic of work. I rather prefer to do the best visualisation possible and to be very honest about the approach and trying to visualise data that is related to more important, for myself, more important issues like human rights, for instance, or politics. Of course there is a, you have an obligation to clarify what you are doing, even if you work with data, you are producing something that is the product of a point of view and you can’t avoid that. But this is another problem with data visualisation because people think that is the most objective thing and it is not subject to person values for other things but I think -
HK
Do you get the opportunity to do that, what you are saying, you think it’s important to be transparent and that this comes from a perspective? Do you get the opportunity to be transparent in that way, in anything you do, in any of the work you do?
VP5
Yes, sometimes it’s not always essential to do it. It depends very much on the importance of the subject or on their – there are subjects that are pretty much straightforward. There is not very much discussion or opinion or values around those because they are just that. I mean it would be stupid not to adhere to the data but there are other subjects that are more delicate and more subtle or they are more important for the public or the politics for instance so they are treated in a different way. So the most important thing is that you try to be honest and to produce data visualisation based on the most accurate and up to date data from the most reliable sources but at the same time you can be wrong and you can just be subject to your own bias even if you don’t want because at the end of the day you do a very strong selection of data and just filtering that data means that you are putting something that is started from your own so you are making decisions and you should be responsible for your decisions and there are other even other subjects where, for instance, even if you are mapping a country and you trace a border using a certain line you are – or if you are naming it using a certain place name, you are marrying a certain kind of vision or you are expressing a certain kind of vision on that country and it is very political so you have to be careful and I think, I can make an example. For instance, if you are mapping Morocco and Western Sahara and there is, there should be for me straight lines splitting those countries because Western Sahara is on the list of the occupied territories, the official list of the [Organisation 1]. If you dash that line you are just saying that is controversial the fact that it is a country and so on. If you don’t trace the line at all you might be able to sell that map in Morocco but it is probably the only one way to sell the map in Morocco but it’s not the truth. So the thing, you have to find the right compromise. If you are publishing a very important address, for instance school of recommendation and the leading policies or others seems to be or informing people on very important subjects you may even decide to not trace in that line in order to have that map published in Morocco but it is still a balance of, you need to find the right balance and if you don’t agree with something but for some reason, good reasons you have to go a different way I think you still have the chance to not sign what you are doing and that is what I usually do if I am forced to do something and I understand that it is important to do it but I can’t do it the way that I would like to do it. I have a limited freedom of not signing what I am doing.
HK
Not naming it as yours?
VP5
Yes.
HK
So are you saying, I might be wrong here, but are you saying that some of the types of work that you do make it less possible for you to feel you are making the most honest visualisation that you could, like say marketing of some of the work makes it more possible, like say the work with [Organisation 3] and the [Company 4] sits somewhere in the middle or is that too crude?
VP5
Well it is difficult to understand where is the line between what you like to do and the ethic of what you are doing in this case. I think you can still do good info-graphics for marketing but at the same time I don’t see this as the natural outcome for this kind of display because if you want to sell something – and then if you do info-graphics for marketing for instance you always end up using the same strategy that is basically building up metaphors. It is all about metaphors. These are metaphors and you fall very much into the realm of illustrations. I think there is a huge difference between illustrations and info-graphics but I should define info-graphics before – the info-graphics is not just the strip of illustration with some numbers going around. It is a family of devices, of graphical devices that are able to encode data into visual form. So basically our maps or visualisations, for me all visualisations are maps as I mentioned, they are like, they are products of a process that is mapping information into visuals. So info-graphics for me is something that I, is information graphics where you have the information bit and the graphics bit that is about the graphics code that is for me essential. So that is the thing about info-graphics. So marketing is not, is always doing that so I find it extremely boring and not very useful but I understand it can be powerful but at the same time for me is trivialising a little bit. I don’t want to sound posh you know but it’s, well you are free to do whatever you want. It probably is not, it is just not my cup of tea so –
What kinds of technologies do you use? 
HK
And you said before that one of the things you struggle with is, or in the triangle of things you need to stay on top of is technology, so what technologies do you use? What tools do you use?
VP5
Well the relationship with technology is not just about the technology, or the tool that I use, it is also about the, my relationships with people that are using different kinds of technology and so on the personal level again I am quite straightforward. I can use totally analogic ways of working like sketching with papers and coloured pencils and for concept mapping and wire-framing and those sorts of things and using of course illustration is key for me over a lot of the software because it is very flexible and if you then produce interactives it can be the starting point for something in a more clean way and of course if I need to do interactives, well at the moment I am using Adobe Animate, HML Animate, and again that means that I can do interactives in HML files, with some comments and controls and gel screens without mentioning that in the code. But I am trying also to understand more and more the coding because that is actually forced into the real ((0:29:37.3?)) relationship with people that are using the technology because I need to, I don’t think I am going to use programming. I am not sure that I am going to use programming; it is not the way that I want to go probably as a next step but I need to, I am curious and on top of it I need to be able to understand what developers are concerned about the way of thinking of this data and the problems and the strategies, these sorts of things, and I think learning a bit of coding can help me with that. But it is very straightforward so I think it is very much about, I have a kind of radical vision about info – data visualisation because for me info-graphics or data visualisations work as our ((0:30:28.4?)) category; basically they are mobile containers that help us to turn the case of reality into something that is understandable and readable and clearer. To simplify without losing all the nuances and -
HK
So what did you say? It serves as a what category?
VP5
Well many different categories that we use in order to make sense of the perception and the perception and it counts on the real world. It works like that and they are containers. You have a label and then you understand that things falls into that and I think the maps and the data visualisations, they work like our ((0:31:12.5?)) and they articulate our understanding of the work so it is very much about that and it is very philosophical I know but if you think about it, the first users of data visualisation were geographers doing maps and the first philosophers were geographers. So at least with the Western history data visualisation or mapping was the first way of getting round the complexity of words; so it is very radical but it is like that. And I think the main problem today, what people should, coming back to the problem at the very core of your research, that is also about questions that I have been asking myself for a long time. Now is the fact that one the one hand you have this data incorporation process of data visualisation both of internal views and production because we have also to mention that in a certain way there is also the popularisation of these making info-graphics. Everybody wants to make some info-graphics; I think it is very important, even if the result if crap it is very important because it is all about, it is all about understanding. Because if you are forced to visualise something you have to deal with the complexity first and that is really leading you to some achievements in terms of knowledge and expertise and so my ideal situation would be having the users doing their own info-graphics, even if, I don’t care very much about it all being – of course they have to teach about the dos and don’ts because they can make big mistakes but the most important thing before teaching the grammar of info-graphics is getting people doing that because they need to direct the content and creating that content that is the first step.

HK
Yeah, we’ve had some very interesting discussions about that but I’ll tell you a little bit at the end if we have time. So how does the end-user figure in your process? I mean you’ve already said that a bit by saying that thinking about technologies is not just thinking about what you’ll use, it is thinking about what people are using, so how do they figure in your process?
VP5
Well that is the second most important or interesting thing for me that if they interface and the fact that nowadays you don’t really know yet who the users are, how they behave and there is this dark space that is what is behind the interface. Because you ((0:34:11.4?)) the interface for interactive, for instance, but you don’t know exactly what the user is doing. Now of course we are developing new matrix and we are doing the same with the newsroom and we are doing user-testing, blah, blah, blah but at the end of the day there is still, in data visualisation there are still strong reactions or popularity is related to something that is sometimes unexpected. So there is a black box there and I think the interface is incredibly interesting and of course you have to study the interface because it is the point of contact in the communication process and we should stop, or we should refrain from coming back to some kind of models that were used in the past, considering the communication as a sort of cosmic thing, the electric signals, you know, ignoring completely what is on the outside and what is the old world that is about the user that is receiving this information and also mixing this information up with his own personality, behaviour, knowledge, culture and sensibility and bias, all these things. So it is an incredibly difficult question but it is very fascinating because you don’t know the person that is on the other side. Even if you like the best things of course to be engineered and built around the idea of being legible, understandable and reflecting the fact that you consider the user at the very centre of the design process and the fact that you don’t consider the user a stupid person so you don’t need to be super-simple for instance. You can even challenge a little bit the user and – but at the very end it depends on the user as an individual, the amount of time that he has, the willingness that he puts into understanding what you’ve done. So it is very much that kind of freedom of the user.
HK
So are you saying that the black box is around the user as a kind of idiosyncratic human subject who we can’t ever really know?
VP5
Well the thing is this one, you can of course develop a persona and targeting a certain kind of user but at this stage and I think in the next stages will be the same, we are missing something but because first of all we need to solve the, we can do something around the way that people perceive things and we can build products that are suited for that because you can, it is like using a car, there is a certain way to use a car and then there is the freedom of the driver. The driver can do whatever he wants with the car, even dropping down a cliff, but that is about the willingness and the personal decisions. But of course you can know about the car that it is functional, that it is fit for its purpose.
HK
Because when you create a visualisation for the [Company 4a] then there must be a little bit of knowledge and understanding about who reads the [Company 4a] and likewise if you produce visualisations for [Organisation 3] reports that are trying to influence policy, you would presumably have in mind something about the policy makers accessing and engaging with the report? 
VP5
That would be the ideal situation but unfortunately it is not always like that because there is a filter that is the person that before your relationship with the user, there is the filter that is about your relationship with people and then deciding ((0:38:34.6?)) So in this case if the [Company 4a] editor can make sense of the graphic then it is going to be published. If he doesn’t it has got to be changed and you can fight against this a little bit and try to make your point clear but sometimes you fail in that. And the same thing is happening with reports and for [Organisation 3] there is a researcher, there is a legal department and there are other people making decisions about what you are going to publish. So the relationship is not so direct and so this is affecting, this is a kind of mutual cultural interface that is interacting with the interface of your product. So it is not a straight relationship between what you do and the user.
HK
Yes, there are intermediaries.
VP5
Yes, and they can affect of course the thing. There are so many levels around this thing that you need to research or –
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
Some of it in this project and some of it in the next project! Coming back to what you were saying about you can make a car function and then it’s up to the user what they do with it or whether they drive it off a cliff – what functions in a visualisation? What works in a visualisation do you think? Have you got general principles like – well you said, put the user at the centre, know that they are not stupid? Do you have kind of general principles that you think work or is it always, does it always depend on the specific project and the context and so on?
VP5
Well I think it depends very much on the device that you are using as well and on the data because behind every data visualisation there is also grammar and the grammar has certain kinds of rules and you need to, to a certain extent, adhere to those rules. You can break the rules as well sometimes. The important thing is that you develop something that is effective and if you look very well into the visualisation you notice that there is a limited toolbox. There is a not a huge amount of devices that you can use and that is making your, I think decision process easier because some devices work better than others in certain circumstances and then of course this brings in all the problems related to the innovation process within data visualisation, which is another very fascinating element. How do you innovate the visualisation if you have six or seven kind of graphics that work all the time? How do you innovate? That is a very difficult question of course. You should, I think challenge every time a little bit your ideal user. Once you get an idea of what is your average user and you should be aware that you can be quite wrong with this idea but you figure out what can be the average user, and it is interesting challenging a little bit, if you solve the project with pie charts and bar charts or whatever or I don’t know, plot lines and it’s done or maybe you can introduce something that is challenging because it is different. So at that stage you have to do two things, one the one side you have to provide the user with more assistance because of course he is not used to that kind of visualisation and on the outside you should avoid doing what I called fetishing for graphic so something that is all about expressing your own ego and is not contributing at all to the development of knowledge or to spreading the message because if you do something like that then of course it is good for an art gallery, where people can walk in, you know and get feelings out of it but they will not get understanding and so you should try to innovate without doing fetishing for graphics and on the other side assist the user if you move away from the standard and you should assist him by providing the reader with what they need in order to read it. But at that stage for me you are going to miss also the main target of visualisation that is, nowadays and within certain circumstances, is trying to be clear and to a certain extent accelerate the process of communication. Trying to wrap up a subject and throw something to the reader that can not necessarily be exhaustive but can be also, can trigger or ask questions, because that is another purpose that it can have. Not just being complete and answer all the questions but just triggering other questions and turn the reader into someone that is curious about the subject is also another possible target or possible aim of visualising things. And the last element is what people are missing and I think another problem about this element is the fact that there is a big educational gap. People are not educated in visualising things in coding or decoding visually data. They need what, well maybe you are familiar with ((0:44:38.2?)) are you familiar with this? So what is ((0:44:42.4?)) the tools of a geographer it is not a coincidence that people really need graphic literacy and that is all so we need to – and also he fights for having graphicacy towards or within their geography curriculum because they thought that was better transmitted to geography and I quite agree because at the end of the day is the educational counterpart of visual and spatial element of intelligence so why not? And I think there is a big need, a big gap within the education system because everything tends to be visual now and we are not skilled, equipped with the right basic element of education for encoding and decoding information or data through visuals.

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

[unasked, but relevant below]

HK
I mean I think there are two sets of literacies that you are talking about. One is visual and one is statistical. Do you see them as merging or do you see them as separate because it is quite interesting how design trained visualisers will think that people need or maybe already have got a degree of visual literacy and other people will say that it’s statistical literacy that is missing or that is the key. You mentioned both there.
VP5
No I think it is more about the graphic code rather than their statistical elements because if you look into visualisation there are very few projects that are involving statistics more than the basic statistics that you can learn at High School and of course you have, the final result, if you face data visualisation is something that the graphic designer encodes the numbers so you don’t have the problems with numbers that also at the time are quite simple. You have problems about encoding those numbers into visuals so I think –
HK
But you might have a, I mean we haven’t done our empirical research yet so, and it’s qualitative anyway, it’s not large numbers, we won’t be able to come up with any big generalisations but I think we have hypotheses partly based on people we know that might be visually trained but will immediately think they can’t make sense of visualisation because it is about data and they are not very good with data. So there is this kind of closing down of their own capacities.
VP5
Yes, because I think graphicacy is different from being visually literate. It is not about doing, or it is not about mastering the element of graphic design – it is about qualitative, of course, quantitative data but at the end of the day even if you use qualitative data you have to turn that data into numbers if you want to visualise something most of the time. At least you have to use a certain level of measurements that can be – they can involve maybe the use of quantitative data anyway. So I think the problem of turning data into visual using graphic devices and I think it is not a big problem because again the grammar of graphics is limited.
HK
Yeah but you were suggesting that there isn’t enough of that kind of training and development and that geography is a good place for that training and development to take place?
VP5
Yes, I believe it very strongly, yeah.
HK
At school level?
VP5
Yes, definitely, absolutely, from the very early stages, absolutely. 
HK
And I mean I think there are really interesting questions about curriculum and a lot of people wouldn’t agree with you that geography is the place to do that I think and then there would be questions about where else might you do it and one solution to that I think is citizenship. You know, people do citizenship education and really thinking about how visualisation might be used for advocacy or for communicating socio-economic important stuff, then citizenship might be the place to do it. Except that it is what everyone bunks off because -
VP5
Well I couldn’t agree more because I call my research organisation [Organisation 6]; so I think – but I think you can do it two ways. You can, you know, bring visualisation and graphicacy within the realm of geography. That would be beneficial for geography and also that is undergoing a huge crisis across the curriculum all over the country. That is, I think, not just because I was a geographer, or I am a geographer, I think it’s a shame because we have something in place called globalisation and what we should use in order to make sense of it other than the discipline that is dedicated to the study of the globe, so that is geography. It doesn’t make any sense to me but I think geography is, well I strongly believe again that mapping, maps are visualisation, maps are the matrixes, because of course you have to deal with the map and it can be the end space or the Cartesian one, every graphic is a matrix and every matrix is a map and that brings us back to geography again so I just think that it would be natural and it is all about visual, spatial variables as well. One of my favourite researchers, well we didn’t mention the people who had the most influence on my studies, but I think Jacques ((Bergan?)) was one of them and also the work of ((0:51:12.4?)) about how maps work was another fundamental element together with semiology and graphicology of Jacques Bergan and everybody of course can mention ((0:51:25.5?)) and so on but I think if you go back, back, back at the very beginning of this concern about making sense of the graphic code, you fell into the 50s basically and you find Jacques Bergan and more recently ((0:51:44.4?)) and his approach to the communication and semiotic approach to understanding how maps work and I think – so geography for me is the natural context of – and of course you can also find, you can put foundation of data visualisation as an independent, it is just we have so many disciplines already that we don’t need another one. And on top of it is a very multi-disciplinary field as well. So I don’t think the main problem is just to define what data visualisation is as a discipline or putting down some foundations for that. It is just starting somehow to teach young people to encode or decode information and data into visuals and that is the main thing. I don’t really care very much about how to do that but I think it is important to do it and that would solve the problem in ten years’ time.
HK
Can I just pick up on a couple of things you said, you mentioned the phrase [Organisation 6] – is that what you would say that you do in relation to [Organisation 3] and -?
VP5
Yes, I mean ideally yes and I have some projects in mind for the future and I think they will fall into that so I think that is the most important thing for me because I think info-graphics as a mission because it is a powerful tool, so – and what concerns me is just using that tool in a proper way around product subjects that I really care about. So I think yes, I think info-graphics is definitely the most important thing for me.
HK
And the other thing, you were talking about grammars?
VP5
Yes.
HK
Would you say that the grammar of visualisation is established or do you think it is still in the making because the thing about grammars is them being shared isn’t it?
VP5
Yes, that is a very good question. Well I think there is a kind of natural process of education that is in place. People are getting used to things and so they are, even if without a curriculum or a set up kind of education they are absorbing some element of these grammars through use because they can make sense of something and they cannot make sense of something else so they understand what is good and what is not from that point of view and at the same time there are rules that are in place and there are devices that work and they stay there and they are surviving because they work.
HK
Like a bar chart you mean or -?
VP5
Yes, sort of Darwin – there is a sort of Darwin kind of rule in place because they’ve survived – so of course they’ve evolved at the same time but as a basic structure they survive use. So to a certain extent the grammar is already written but who knows because the interface is changing and probably this interface is going to affect the grammar as well. Because the way that you interact with data visualisation can be completely kinetic for instance in 20 years’ time, who knows? So if the interface changes like that of course it is going to have an impact on the grammar as well to a certain extent. 
HK
I wonder if younger people are exposed to more visualisations of information? Say, for example through X-box gaming so that when they are older and have more of a sense of civic responsibility they will be more able or if they are not? And I find through the professionals I have been interviewing quite a diversity of beliefs about whether people are visually literate and sophisticated and good at encoding or decoding and whether they are not. I wonder whether that just confirms our premise that we don’t know enough about users engagement through visualisations or what that is about? What that diversity of perspectives is about and where that comes from really?
VP5
Well I think this power of images is affecting our neural system as well so the way that our brain is wired is changing. It affects for instance memory and ability to concentrate as well. So I think within data visualisation there is also something already that is playing against data visualisation itself. The fact that if you focus on something visual you expect to get something back immediately without any effort. That is the fetish dynamic, you know, when you get pleasure out of something and it is very interesting that ((0:57:31.2?)) that is a Freudian kind of concept and is related, and in the past was related by research to the pleasure that you get out of movies for instance. So does that level of pleasure affect your understanding of the movie for instance? Well, yes, sometimes yes. So I think the solution might be within a story telling element. So if you are able to develop a good story telling through visuals then you are going to engage the reader and you are probably going to serve something ready-cooked for him but at the same time along the journey you can put some seeds that are able to trigger curiosity and empower the participation of the reader and trying to make the reader interested in something and able to spend more time on a subject or some elements that you are not covering for instance within the story telling that you are doing. So there are different strategies but they have to be developed I think. Most of them, we can see something already but then there is the time element that is also involved. If you look at an example like snowfall, for instance, or what we have done for the NSA interactives, they are amazing because there are all the tricks to get the reader involved with the multi-media, super sophistication but not too much complex content. But there is also the length of it that is affecting and is related to the speed of consumption of visuals that people are used to. So that’s why I think still it is interesting the use of and the production of static info-graphics because on a page of the newspaper can be on the iPad, it doesn’t matter, there is something that can be digested within a certain amount of time and it is also giving the reader the impression to control the content and that is also useful in order to calm the information anxiety that is affecting all of us. And it is a fetishistic again dynamic because you get something, a partial view, and then just the fact of having the info-graphics there is reassuring because you can say to yourself, okay I can control this complexity, I can deal with it within the range of a few minutes if I decide to. It is like when you buy a book right, you feel reassured because the knowledge of the book is there on your desk and you own the book and if you want you can jump into it and get something out of it. So I think that is very interesting. So the problem with interactive visualisation and story telling is also I think is very much related to of course once you’ve solved the interface problems and you develop the thing that is working well you have to take very much into account the commitment of spending time from the users side.

What informs your choice of fonts, colours and other elements of the design (that are not directly related to the data)? 
HK
Yes, we had a really long discussion this morning about how long we could expect someone to spend on one visualisation in a focus group scenario and this whole time issue is really central to that. There are a couple of questions I haven’t asked you from the question list which feel really dull compared to some of the really interesting philosophical stuff that you’ve been talking about but I feel obliged to at least put them to you and then you can decide whether you have anything you want to say about any of them. So one is about whether you ever user test and one is about what informs your choices about non-data things like font and colour? So let’s take those two, they are quite separate but is there anything you would want to add or say about either of those things that you feel like you haven’t already said?
VP5
Well I would say to answer these questions, well the second one is very much about a client or commissioner constraint; guidelines basically. So within a certain extent again because of course there are rules affecting the encoding of data and there are a limited number of variables that you can, visual variables and positional variables that you can use in order to encode that data. So I tend to use, to respect the guidelines in terms of fonts, colours, etc. but if I need a colour for instance to record data I am going to use the colour to choose the colour in a way that can respect as long as possible the guidelines but at the same time is not affecting the quality of the data encoding. Because there are elements that are both parts of the graphic design guidelines and visual variables for encoding it so that is of course, but I tend to work within the requirements of the clients or their need. For instance the [Company 4] and the [Company 4a] they have different colour path and I try to do the best results possible within that range. Of course I go out of the range. I break the rules if I need it and – but in certain cases I think I can be asked to do things that I wouldn’t consider possible  or right in terms of using certain kinds of colours or a certain amount of colours and in that case I don’t want to discuss that because it affects the quality of the communication process. So that is the hierarchy. And what was the other question, sorry?

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

HK
Do you ever user test?
VP5
User test, well in a certain way, yes, because I think it is impossible to do good quality data visualisation without asking others to test what you are doing. And on top of it you need to have a certain, at a certain time you need always to step back because you can’t otherwise figure out if what you are doing is working or not. You need to involve others. Whether you do this with proper protocol user testing or just involving colleagues, experts and/or users or that is, that depends on the context of work but I always, always involve someone else in the evaluation of what I am doing, always.
HK
Yes, but that might be quite informal, not necessarily -
VP5
Absolutely, informal, especially if I work with statics. But if you consider what we said at the beginning you should find these elements, ingredients of a good user experience already embedded in your design, because you started involving these elements from the beginning. These elements should inform the process of production from the very beginning so it is very difficult not having this as part of the final product at all so even an informal process of evaluation can be enough sometimes to see whether it works or not.
HK
So at the [Company 4] and the [Company 4a] that would be somebody else in the design department have a look at this, or an editor have a look at this. It wouldn’t be, you wouldn’t have time to go outside that environment presumably?
VP5
Well it depends on the project. The developers are doing user testing more for certain kinds of projects but it is not something mandatory at all levels so it depends.
HK
Yeah, yeah, I think I’ve asked everything now. I didn’t ask about your influences because I’ve got more questions than I can fit in an hour and I haven’t heard interesting things from other people and then you had something really interesting to say about influences but then I’m going to try and check the names and spell them out with you if that’s okay by e-mail. 
VP5
Yes, sure.
HK
So thank you very much for your time. I found it really fascinating talking to you and I am really interested in what visualisation can do and I think the four of us working on this project see it as quite a modest, small scale project and hope to do more later on and so I would love to tell you what we’re thinking and see if you are interested.
VP5
I would be delighted.
HK
Yeah, because in my ideal world what I imagine is sort of visualisers who do their own projects because they are interested in them anyway. Being able to do them within the scope of a research project so that they are funded and we look at what can we achieve with this, where can we take it, how can we push it, where can we go with it? So I am thinking that people might respond quite well to that because it would be giving them funding for stuff they would like to do anyway and often can’t find the time to do because of other commitments and -
VP5
Absolutely, no it’s fascinating for me and to be honest I’ve been planning to start in the UK a PhD for a long time around the subject of graphicacy and fetishism in info-graphics so I absolutely am available whenever you want to – I mean I am very happy to discuss this because it is very difficult to find communities where you can actually have these sorts of conversations. So for me it is just a pleasure.
HK
Well the place I’m hoping to go – I’m just going to turn the recorder off.
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