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The field of Information Design has evolved to address the needs of an increasing
amount of information being generated by society. The need to communicate clearly
and easily, with minimal complexity, is becoming a pressing issue in our modern
society. Information Design addresses this challenge through the arrangement and
presentation of content in a manner which supports user comprehension and
application. Users can comprehend and apply instructions and data, whether they

are simple or complex, through Information Design (Tufte, 1990).

In addition to being a branch of Graphic Design, it is a discipline that is influenced by
Psychology, Communication Studies and Human Behaviour. The objective of
Information Design is to facilitate the users' ability to understand information and to
perform tasks confidently and accurately, rather than to simply express creativity

(Lidwell, 2010).

Examples of where Information Design is particularly important include Transport
Systems, Health Communications, Public Safety Messages, Scientific Data,
Environmental Data and the Interfaces we all use daily. Effective organisation of
information reduces confusion, enhances decision-making and facilitates access.
Poorly organised information creates confusion and can result in real dangers

(Redish, 2007).

Designers such as Harry Beck, Otl Aicher and Edward Tufte demonstrate the impact
that well-designed visual systems can have upon transforming complex ideas into

systems that are easy to navigate and reliable. They show that Information Design is



both a practical tool for the delivery of useful information and a significant factor in
shaping the ways in which society understands and responds to the world. This
essay will discuss why Information Design is so crucial today and explore how
Information Design affects understanding in different contexts. Through an
examination of the core principles of Information Design, and of influential examples,
it will be demonstrated that Information Design plays a vital role in clarifying

information, providing direction for users and making information meaningful.

The influence of Tufte further demonstrates that Information Design is not limited to
physical signage; but that it also includes the digital. As digital information continues
to grow in prominence in the lives of users, the principles of visual clarity and
structured thinking, become even more critical in enabling users to understand

complex social issues at a societal level.

What is Information Design

Information Design is the study of how to communicate information clearly and
effectively to others. The study of Information Design focuses on how we organize,
structure and present the information we are trying to communicate to help our users
understand it as quickly and accurately as possible. Information Design is often
confused with Graphic Design; while the two share some commonalities, they are
quite different disciplines. Information Design is much more focused on cognition,
usability and human behaviour in addition to focusing on the visual elements of
communicating information. Ultimately, Information Design's main goal is to make

complex information accessible, understandable, and usable by users. To achieve



this goal, designers using Information Design must take into account how users
process information, including how they read, interpret and react to information. To
accomplish this, designers using Information Design rely on research-based
principles from areas like Psychology, Linguistics and User Experience to create a

solid understanding of how to facilitate user comprehension (Lidwell, 2010).

Information Design's history dates to earlier attempts to provide simple and
standardized ways to communicate. A classic example of this is the Isotype System
developed by Otto Neurath and Gerd Arntz during the 1920s. This system was based
upon a set of pictorial symbols designed to convey social and economic data in a
manner that would be easily understood by users regardless of their level of
education or cultural background (Burke, 2018). The success of the Isotype System
provided evidence for the theory that visual languages can be universally understood
regardless of the culture or language spoken, a concept still relevant today in modern
Information Design. A second foundational example is Harry Beck's 1933 London
Underground Map, which emphasized the importance of providing users with an
effective means to access and use information by prioritizing clarity and usability over
geographical accuracy. Beck's use of a diagrammatic method showed that the
presentation of information is more about how it is organized than how accurately it

reflects real world events (Garland, 1994).



Figure 1: Isotype chart (2024)

Today, Information Design employs the same concepts and theories from its past
examples to serve a variety of purposes and environments. Modern Information
Design requires designers to carefully select and apply typographical, color,
hierarchy, layout and visual form considerations to ensure that all elements of a given
piece of information are clearly and logically organized in a manner that is easy to
navigate by users. When creating a piece of information, designers must also
determine what information needs to be communicated and how it should be
structured and presented in a way that best supports the goals of the user (i.e., to
guide navigation, to provide instruction, etc.) and/or to assist the user in making
decisions. According to Tufte, good Information Design is designed to "reveal the
structure of the data" and eliminate anything that does not contribute to its ability to
show the structure of the data (Tufte, 1990, p. 53). By eliminating extraneous

components, information can perform as intended.



Therefore, the study of Information Design provides the basis for both the theoretical
and practical aspects of the topics that are covered in the next section.
Understanding how Information Design works and how it evolved to become one of
the most widely applied and important forms of design in modern society is essential

to understanding its current applications.

Why Is It Important

Information Design is important for the same reason that navigation signs are
important when you go to your car; clear communication is often necessary when
speed of response, clarity of interpretation, and precision of response are crucial.
Because our lives are being evermore defined by data, technology, and
instructionally based materials, we are relying on structured information to find our
way, make decisions, and be aware of potential dangers. Good Information Design
relieves cognitive burden by organizing and displaying content in a way that is
consonant with the natural processing of visual and auditory information (Lidwell,

2010) so that users can quickly and accurately interpret what is being communicated.

Information Design has a great deal of importance in terms of public safety. Clearly
laid out and well-designed informational graphics and signage are instrumental in
preventing injuries and providing accurate responses during emergencies. A few
studies demonstrate that poorly designed safety information may confuse users,
delay response time and put them at greater risk (Redish, 2007). Transportation
systems, for example, utilize standard symbolic representation, simple maps and

easy-to-follow instructions to efficiently move large numbers of people. The



development of Harry Beck's London Tube Map demonstrates the power of clarity in
transforming complex geographic data into a highly intuitive and easily used travel
tool (Garland, 1994), and contemporary travel tools follow a similar pattern by
clarifying directions, eliminating ambiguity and emphasizing decision points that

support safe and confident travel in public places.

Information Design is also crucial in improving accessibility and inclusiveness. In
addition to designing for diverse populations, such as those who are blind or visually
impaired, cognitively challenged, or limited English proficient, designers work to
eliminate barriers that would otherwise limit access to essential information. These
include considerations of typographic style, colour contrast, text hierarchies, and the
use of universal pictograms (British Standards Institution, 2019). Patients in
healthcare settings, for example, require clear diagrams, understandable medication
instructions and clear appointment communications to effectively manage their
overall health. Poorly designed information in this context could result in
misinterpretation, misuse, or missing treatment opportunities, thereby increasing the

significance of clarity and accessibility in this domain.

An additional major area where Information Design plays a critical role is in the
presentation of data. As society becomes increasingly dependent upon data, there is
an abundance of statistical data available regarding financial matters, health,
science, and the environment. Designers such as Edward Tufte argue that well-
crafted visual explanations allow people to identify patterns, relationships and trends
within the raw data (Tufte, 1990) that may otherwise remain invisible. Data
visualization provides support for informed decision-making and enhances public

engagement with complex issues. Environmental graphics, for example, provide a



means to represent data related to climate or pollution in a format that is accessible

to community members to illustrate global problems on a personal/local scale.

In addition, Information Design influences behaviour. Public campaigns use clear
visual formats to encourage behaviours such as recycling, receiving vaccinations,
practicing safe driving, and conserving energy. The organization and presentation of
information impacts how users perceive messages and whether they believe those
messages. Studies of behavioural design show that minor modifications to the format
or framing of information can significantly influence user behaviour and choice
(Norman, 2013). These findings suggest that Information Design is not just
functionally effective, but also persuasive in that it can influence how people and

communities react to the world around them.

In summary, Information Design is important for two broad reasons; it promotes
safety, accessibility, understanding, and informed behaviour throughout many
aspects of daily life. As the quantity and complexity of information continue to grow,
the need to organize and display information in a clear manner will continue to be the

foundation for supporting both individual and collective society.

Case Studies: How Information Design Shapes Understanding

This is why we need to look at real-world examples of Information Design to show
how well-structured information transforms complicated systems into a good
experience for users and to illustrate how today’s work builds upon many of the basic
design elements that have been used throughout history - including elements of

clarity, hierarchy and visual simplification.



Case Study 1: Harry Beck’s London Underground Map

The London Underground Diagram made by Harry Beck in 1933 is still a leading
example of Information Design. As the number of passengers increased, so did the
complexity of navigating the underground system. The geographically correct maps
were very crowded and difficult to read. Beck took on the task of creating a simpler
diagram, and he used a method that put clarity first and geography second. He
developed a diagram that used straight lines, all at equal angles and evenly spaced
stations. This type of diagram created a new, and much simpler, view of what was
once a complicated system (Garland, 1994). Beck's design embodied both emerging
modernist ideas of Rational Layout and Functional Communication. In addition, his
design also anticipated several key concepts of Information Design, such as Visual

Hierarchy, Abstraction, and User-Centeredness.

Figure 2: Harry Beck’s original diagrammatic map of the London Underground

(2024)



To this day, the map works well and has been able to provide a Cognitive Model to
allow travellers to navigate their route, quickly and efficiently. Beck’s Map illustrates
that successful Information Design does not necessarily have to be literally
representative; instead, it is based upon understanding how people perceive visual
information (Bertin, 1983). Although the London Underground System has undergone
many changes since Beck designed the map, it continues to remain the same since it
is organised around Clarity and Comprehension (Transport for London, 2024). Beck’s
map is a foundational element of the development of today’s Way-Finding Design

and a direct predecessor to current transportation diagrams across the globe.

Case Study 2: Otl Aicher’s 1972 Munich Olympic Pictograms

The design system for the 1972 Munich Olympics by Otl Aicher is another major
milestone in Information Design. With the problem of cross-language and cross-
cultural communication at its core, Aicher produced a set of pictograms and a
modular grid, which he was able to use to ensure both consistency and legibility
(Muller, 2010). The pictograms were intended to provide instant, universal and
unambiguous information about all aspects of the Olympic venues so international

visitors would not need to read signs or other printed materials to navigate them.
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Figure 3: Otl Aicher’s Munich 1972 Olympic pictograms (2024)

The pictograms Aicher developed are based upon early pictorial systems for
communication, including Isotype; however, they represent a much more systematic
and mathematically constructed design approach than those systems, and reflect the
modernist design principles in terms of their grid-based construction and consistent
line weights. The overall effect of Aicher's design system is that it provides a unified
visual language across signage, print materials and environmental graphics, which
ultimately provided a model for how Information Design could support identity,

wayfinding and communication throughout an entire large-scale event.

These pictograms continue to influence contemporary design practice. Their legacy
can be seen in everyday public signage, including airport symbols and pedestrian
wayfinding systems. The Hochschule fur Gestaltung Ulm, where Aicher taught, hosts
an archive of his work that demonstrates how a disciplined approach to structure and

reduction can enhance universal understanding (HfG-Archiv Ulm, 2024).
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Case Study 3: Edward Tufte and Contemporary Data Visualisation

Edward Tufte's work exemplifies how Information Design enables users to make
sense of large amounts of quantitative data. Tufte argues that visual communication
should "reveal the structure of data" (Tufte, 1990) and "should not be decorative"
(Tufte, 1990, p. 53). Therefore, his design principles are based on clarity, precision,
and integrity, which support the idea that visual representations should clarify, rather

than confuse, the interpretation of data.

Many contemporary data visualisation tools and public dashboards, for instance,
those providing access to health data, environmental monitoring data and political
data, incorporate many of Tufte's design principles. In fact, examples of these types
of platforms include data platforms such as Our World in Data that utilise clear
charts, minimal clutter and consistent visual encoding to provide a broad audience
with accessible data to evaluate issues related to climate change, population growth

and global health trends (Our World in Data, 2024).

Global temperature anomalies by month, September

The difference between a month's average surface temperature from the mean temperature of
the same month during the period 1991-2020, measured in degrees Celsius.
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Figure 4: Our World in Data chart (2024)
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The impact of Tufte's influence also illustrates that Information Design can be used
beyond signage in the physical world; it can extend into digital platforms where users
interact with data daily. With the increasing amount of digital information available in
everyday life, the importance of visual clarity and structured presentation will grow

exponentially to help individuals understand large-scale societal problems.

Information Design influences how we, as individuals and groups, interact with our
environment and understand the world. The design practice has roots in clarity,
accessibility and structured communication. These three are fundamental elements
of how Information Design enables users to access information quickly and correctly.
Examples from history, such as Isotype and Beck's Underground Map, demonstrate
that Information Design is at its best when data is organised based on human
perception and behaviour, and not just as raw data. Examples today (e.g., Aicher's
pictograms; data visualisation) have proven that this basic approach to Information

Design still works effectively in all types of environments (both physical and digital).

The case studies show that Information Design does more than just functionally help
people use information; they influence behaviour, support safety, promote inclusion,
and allow people to make informed decisions. However, the case studies also
highlight the significant ethical responsibilities of designers in the field of Information
Design. While designers should seek to simplify information, provide accurate
information, and be clear while being honest, designers should realise that the way
information is structured affects how people view and understand complex topics
(Tufte, 1990). Additionally, designers should recognise the diversity of users' needs

so they do not inadvertently exclude users (British Standards Institution, 2019).
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Overall, Information Design is important because it helps us make sense of complex
issues, and allows us to engage with the systems, environments, and data that are
integral to living in today's world. As the amount of information available continues to
grow in terms of quantity and complexity, the importance of thoughtful, responsible
and effective Information Design will continue to grow to ensure that society functions

clearly, safely, and inclusively.
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