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Contextual Practices 

“Why is Information Design important? Explore how Information Design helps to shape 
the world around us as well as our understanding of it.” 
 

 

“Today we are witnessing an increased use of data visualization in a range of domains and genres”（Kennedy 2020）. More and more 

information charts appear in our daily life, such as speeches and reports at work, roadside signboards, and shop billboards. Below are 

some icons that are often seen in your life (see fig1). 

 
Fig 1 Vital，P（2017）Information Design 

"In fact, in all kinds of human development processes, these processes refer to the increase of material wealth, such as economic 

growth and the increase of human welfare, such as goods and services provided by welfare states. In these dimensions, information 

plays an important role" (Castells 2014). Historically, human development is inseparable from the use of information. In essence, 

human consciousness cannot be separated from the symbolic order. Here, the symbolic order refers to the abstract meaning system 

generated by symbolic information, such as language (Silverman 1983). With the help of information, human beings maintain the 

development of consciousness, and information has become a tool for human beings to understand the world, and information 

design is to help us better shape our understanding of the world. 

 

"Since the rise of romanticism in the early 19th century, artists have been encouraged to express their feelings and worldviews through 

art. However, this is not the case for designers. The goal of the latter is to explain, not to be skilled" (Bergemann 2019). Designers do 

not want to impress people with complex visual effects but use simple visual means to let readers discover this knowledge. Common 

visual design often uses simple patterns to depict complex information (see Figure 2). The author expresses complex scientific 

information through simple combination of images and texts. 



  
Fig 2 Beewe（2016）Sitting and Standing 

As a result, it seems that vision has been excluded from the digital humanities debate for a long time, although its potential as the 

common foundation of other disciplines is obvious. In fact, as early as the childhood of human beings, they began to cultivate the 

ability of basic information and figure recognition called literacy. At the same time, such capabilities are also accompanied by the 

development of our future capabilities. In 2021, the research on the relative effectiveness of the intervention items used in children's 

reading interactive storybooks shows that in the group control experiment on whether children in Hebrew kindergartens develop their 

map reading ability, the results show that in the group that develops map reading ability, the literacy rate, narrative ability, listening 



comprehension and other aspects have improved to a certain extent. Children use tables, timetables, and other charts to support their 

memories (Vaknin Nusbaum, 2021). Obviously, children gained advantages in the experiment through simple information visual 

processing.  

 

Similarly, in today's highly information intensive world, information visualization, as an act of gaining insight into data, almost 

everyone will do so, converting data into images to make understanding easier (Spence 2014). The visual work in the following figure 

examines the relationship between immigration and crime in American cities over the past 40 years (see fig 3). 

  

Fig 3 Geng，Z （2016） Overseas Migration and Crime Rate   

Before that, almost half of Americans believed that the increase in local crime rate was caused by immigration. It seems that with the  

rapid development of information technology, crimes are constantly exposed in the public's view, giving people the feeling that the 

crime rate is gradually increasing. Compared with the newspaper headlines, boring text data is always passed by and cannot attract 

people's attention. Some people may have noticed that, but simple numbers are hard to associate with specific phenomena. Through 

this diagram, perhaps people can start to really think about the relationship between crime rate and immigration. Such information 

design for public relations is even more numerous. You may have seen similar posters on the corner of your way home. They are 

trying to imperceptibly affect your perception of society and change potential social conflicts. 

 
Of course, the significance of information design is far beyond this, not only reflected in the social value level, but also to bring 

benefits to individuals. From very early on, designers have adhered to the design principle of people-oriented, and the same is true of 

information design. In a variety of social environments, as well as in the process of working, learning, and playing with tools as the 

intermediary, information design plays an important role in human activities (Spinuzzi 2003). Sometimes good information is crucial 

for effective operation and decision-making at all levels of the enterprise. The correct use of information is the key for managers to 

successfully connect complex R&D departments and make correct and effective decisions. (Kaye 1995). Google is the best case in this 



regard. It maximizes the use of data through visual atlases. Google uses professional information design teams to graphically depict 

dense and complex information to help managers make decisions. In this way, the time cost generated by the original need for a large 

amount of data is greatly reduced. This is what we call visual management. It is a system composed of information data display, signs 

and color coding. Google relies on it to carry out abnormal conditions and strengthen standards and convey work instructions 

through the displayed capacity status. It can reduce the chance of error communication and highlight exceptions and deviations. 

When problems and deviations are obvious to everyone, corrective actions can be taken immediately to improve the efficiency of the 

process. It is easy to see that information design plays an important role in company decision-making and personal work. 

 

As for how information design plays an important role in human development. Today, when graphic design has developed so 

significantly, in traditional cognition, the main function of graphic design is to promote commercial activities, but today it is far more 

than that. Effective design now turns to the mature principles of information design, social interaction and user experience to inform 

the audience how to interpret visual information (Marchese 2021). Its rich history can be traced back to the earliest map making, and 

later thematic mapping, statistical graphics, medicine, etc. Its evolving role has been influenced by information technology, our 

environment, and local culture in the past decade. What I want to mention here is the application of semiotics in information design 

and the impact of information design on people through its application. In the semiotics of the Paris School, it is believed that once 

two or more people master the same code, they can associate the same meaning with the same sound or figure, to understand each 

other, such as the highway code (McCandless，2014). In fact, I am more inclined to think that semiotics is a post-modern philosophy, a 

way of understanding and observation. In anthropology, semiotics is unique research, which focuses on all scientific matrices and 

reveals the focus of history on the overall understanding of the cause, which is carried out through the cultural norms maintained 

separately. Beyond personal insight, common or shared mentality defines language (English), disciplines (literature, physics) and the 

ultimate civilization itself, providing the structure of human daily experience (Deely 2005). To take a simple example, in the following 

figure (see fig 4).  

  
Fig 4 Yow，M（2017）The Loyalty of Images 



The image of the cat on the top is widely recognized, which is the look of the cat in people's eyes. The portrait on the lower right is a 

slightly artificial artistic treatment, which retains certain characteristics of the cat itself and symbolizes the image of the cat. The 

artificial pattern can still see the characteristics of cats, so it is easy to associate with cats, which already belongs to the category of 

symbolization. The text on the lower left corner is a completely symbolic language, which is extracted from visual resources developed 

over the centuries, The product under the rule of forming a complete connection between symbols and meanings. It helps people get 

more efficient understanding and information transmission with less effort and time cost. 

 

In fact, our life and the world around us are all surrounded by symbols. Until rationalism and the beginning of the Enlightenment era, 

people began to explore the essence of symbols. And the sign, as a product formed under the use of symbols, is a thing that does not 

belong to stimulus, but can change behavior. The stimulus here refers to the direct reaction in the sense of "muscle or gland action". 

For example, when a dog hears a meal bell, he subconsciously associates the bell with the original stimulus (food) to produce saliva. 

Sign is more like one kind of preparatory stimulus will affect the response of another stimulus (Noth 1990). It is a tool to help us better 

understand symbols and thus understand visual information. Among them, icon is a representative and widely used sign in visual 

information. It plays an important role in the interaction between human and digital interface. Because graphical symbols can 

represent objects in the real world, indicating some operations, such as copying, pasting, and even serving as error warnings. 

Compared with a single text, it can overcome language barriers, effectively reduce the cognitive burden of readers, and reduce the 

complexity of content. Compared with other semiotic languages, icons tend to more intuitively represent the object itself, and their 

internal characteristics are often directly related to the symbolized object (see Figure 5).  

 
Fig 5 Kelly, M（2016）7 Arts                      

The figure is an example of symbol with different degrees of specificity. The icon at the top is easier to be recognized than the other 

two categories that require certain association. The following two are the products obtained from the extraction of male and female 

identity and the extraction of human culture. These icons can improve people's ability to understand information in different scenarios. 

As early as in the current research on the impact of icons on human visual retrieval shown that users can identify specific icons more 



accurately and quickly. Simple icons can effectively improve users' visual retrieval ability (Shen 2020). Information design makes use of 

this advantage of icons to achieve the purpose of influencing user behavior. The process of information design can be simply 

understood as the process of persuading and being persuaded by the views of the sender and a single receiver. For example, the user 

interface of a game is a very common case of using icons as an aid for information design to help users take the next step. Make the 

symbols have the explanation of action suggestions, which is universal in the case of single player games. Although most information 

designers cannot decide all the actions of users, they can influence and even predict the results to a certain extent (Bergemann 2019). 

Take the screenshot of the game as an example (see Figure 6). 

 
Fig 6 Phuong（2021）Animal Restaurant 

By controlling the size, color, and even the position of the icons, Designers can guide users in clicking order. Obviously, the larger the 

icon is, the more obvious it is. And the implicit icon (the combination of red and exclamation point) with emphasis on prompting can 

increase the priority of the icon. Compared with the use guidance in a long speech, these implicit information plays a more guiding 

role in the actual user experience. This shows that the internal characteristics of icons have an important impact on human complex 

cognition. At the same time, when people gather generous similar implicit hints around them, they will make subconscious behaviors 

on such icons. Designers make use of this to help people make reasonable order choices among plenty tasks, thus improving task 

efficiency. Although the general characteristics of each person's information processing behavior are different, that is, there are 

differences in cognitive styles, but this is not an appropriate determinant to predict the individual's decision-making process. 

Cognitive style does not affect the user's behavior in a specific environment, so from here we see that icon and other information 



environment factors have an important impact on decision-making behavior is general (Spence 1997). 

 

"The ability of people to extract shapes from shadows is well known" (pentland 1988). Therefore, even without artificial image 

information induction, people spontaneously extract information from the surrounding natural scenery from a very early time., such as 

judging the shape of objects and the direction of light sources through the shape of shadows (see Figure 7).  

 
Fig 7 Bosspa （2014）The Light     

This is the result of the experience precipitated by the continuous recognition of the surrounding graphics. Therefore, although the 

use of information seems to be a subjective process, it is still affected by the surrounding environmental factors (Dermer 1973). 

Among them, the influence of graphic information is naturally included. The word "I see" in English means I understand. This way of 

expression also shows the deep-rooted human intuition that vision and clever images seem to be the shortcut to understanding. In 

the process of human development, information abstraction has been used as a tool to assist thinking, so information design uses the 

interactive vision of abstract data to enhance our cognition (Ware 2004). In this way, visual display has been ubiquitous in human 

communication, especially with the development of computer graphics, this phenomenon has become commonplace. At the same 

time, many different subjects pay attention to the display and effect of information design, such as maps, statistics, etc. Visual display 

stores external information through its own external representation and releases working memory resources for other aspects of 

thinking (Hegarty 2011). For this reason, information design is not just about vision. In the experiment of children's cognitive 

development, the results show that people's learning in childhood is trans modal. Information is not only displayed in plain text, but 

also transmitted through images, audio and other ways. Therefore, in childhood, people spontaneously learned to receive information 

with multiple senses and combine them to form cognition (Esposito 2021). Accordingly, human cognition is cross modal. Sound and 

light can also transmit information, which can be shared to a certain extent (Lupton 2018). Consequently, information design can also 

express sensory information, especially today when barrier free design is more and more valued. The following figure (see Figure 8) is 

a visual diagram of Beethoven's work. 



 
Fig8 Daye (2020) 100 cases of information visualization 

Through the research and data collection of his works, the invisible music can be visualized. By way of the contrast between colors and 

figures, the emotion of the music can be accurately conveyed to the hearts of people who cannot hear the music itself. In my 

submission, the only difference between the disabled and the able-bodied is the way they perceive the world. The significance of 

information design may be to let light shine into every corner. 

 

To sum up, human development cannot be separated from information design. "Information design is a way of presenting 

information to learners" (Wang, 2012). Human cognitive development cannot be separated from the surrounding environmental 

information elements, and human consciousness and information expression are inseparable (Kim, 2018). Information design always 

implements the people-oriented principle, and uses such means as symbols, charts, etc. to convey information more effectively and 

help people shape their values (Krug, 2014). However, in this era of rapid development, art is gradually commercialized, while those 

advertisers hope that goods become art. As a bridge between users and information, how do information designers achieve the 

balance between functionality and aesthetics, and how to create data aesthetics to participate in social development is a problem 

worth thinking about by every designer (Bulajic ́, 2007）。 
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