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PREFACE

This is a book about the joy of learning.
As an information designer, every project is a learning experience. Learning 
about new users, new contexts, new purposes. It is learning about how general 
knowledge about perception, cognition, memory, feelings, and behavior can 
be adapted to the needs of a new project. It is always a moment of joy when 
one finds a way to support design decisions on reliable ground, when assump-
tions get confirmed, when other assumptions get challenged, and when a new 
synthesis must be built.

It is also a moment of joy when the solution proposed works! When the 
careful building of a document, a signage or any other information system 
achieves what it is intended to achieve, and when one keeps on discovering 
ways to improve the performance of a design product.

This book is a celebration of a type of practice and the ethos behind it, 
hence, “Information Design as Principled Action.” Because despite the varia-
tions in situations to face and problems to solve, there are two constant princi-
ples in information design: the passion to help people attain their information-
related goals, and the passion to do things well. The first is ethical, and is based 
on a commitment to a user-centered design approach, where the users, “the 
others,” are recognized as different, and as respectable in their ways of seeing, 
understanding, learning, feeling, and behaving. The second is technical, and is 
based on knowledge and tenacity, to pursue all possible avenues and to look 
at every detail with attention and with a sense of accountability.

This book is a learning tool for those interested in information design. It is 
also a homage to the pioneers that in the 1970s began to define its field and 
its methods. Previous systematic work had been done in the 1930s and ‘40s 
by Otto and Marie Neurath, but without extensive impact on the profession 
through discussion and publication. The 1960s had been years of imagination 
explosion, years of exploration and spontaneity. But they also were years 
of selfconsciousness for visual communication design, i.e., the founding of 
Icograda, and for the specifics of information design, through the practical 
work of Jock Kinnear and Margaret Calvert for signage systems in the UK, and 
the founding of the Open University’s Institute of Educational Technology. In 
there, the explicit articulation of teaching and learning methods hinging on 
information design involved Michael MacDonald-Ross and Robert Waller. A 
self-conscious move on different fronts of performance-oriented design began 
with the design methods movement, led, among others, by Bruce Archer, John 
Chris Jones, Christopher Alexander, Nigel Cross, and Robin Roy. 
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Other contribution to note was the creation of the Readability of Print 
Research Unit at the Royal College of Art, initially directed by Herbert Spencer, 
with Linda Reynolds as a collaborator, and in 1976 successor to Spencer.

This book also celebrates the vision of the organizers of events that in 
the 1970s contributed to focusing on communication design’s performance, 
relevance, and accountability, three characteristics that are essential to infor-
mation design. ICSID’s 1975 “Design for Need;” Icograda’s 1978 “Design that 
Works!” organized by Bob Vogel and Patrick Whitney in Chicago; and the third, 
and most central event for the development of information design, “Visual 
Presentation of Information,” organized in 1978 by Ron Easterby and Harm 
Zwaga in Het Vennenbos, the Netherlands. Its proceedings, edited by Easterby 
and Zwaga, were later on published by Wiley in 1984 as the book “Information 
Design.” Its content is still current, and is an indispensable tool for information 
design: human cognition and perception do not change in 30 years. 

The definitive sanction of Information Design as a discipline came in 1979 
with Robert Waller’s foundation of the Information Design Journal. This created 
a forum for a growing body of knowledge where the information design com-
munity found a place to both contribute and consult. Among the most prolific 
contributors, there and elsewhere, I want to recognize Patricia Wright and 
James Hartley. Writing for other publications, our community must thank John 
Sweller, whose work on cognitive psychology provided significant insights to 
our understanding of instructional design. Credit is due to David Sless, for all 
the work produced in the last 30 years by the Communication Research Insti-
tute (CRI), and for the generous dissemination of his work and ideas; and to 
Peter Simlinger, for his endless tenacity to create and sustain the International 
Institute for Information Design (IIID). Karen Schriver merits my attention and 
gratitude, first for her landmark book: Dynamics in Document Design, second, 
for her always generous disposition to offer advice, including suggestions for 
the title of this book.

A special thanks goes to the pioneers that have gracefully helped build this 
volume, and to the younger researchers that joined in.

The learning continues, and the joy too.

Jorge Frascara
Vancouver, Canada
March 2015



Information design empowers people to attain their goals. It is centred on users, based 

on evidence, and oriented to results. It contributes to a vast range of activities that people 

engage with every day, from simple things such as understanding phone bills or operating a 

washing machine, to more complex ones such as managing emergency response web based 

systems, controlling a power plant, or flying an airliner. Good quality information design 

facilitates these tasks.

Experts with several decades of practice alongside younger designers report on research and 

design methods and present case studies in practice and education, discussing processes, 

audiences, objectives, and results. The twenty eight authors come from diverse fields of 

design practice, but also from the study of cognition and language, forming a volume that 

deals with theory, history, practice, and education.

This book is for document designers and writers, for communication managers and 

computer programmers, for design educators and social scientists, for people that 

in their everyday professional activity are connected with the planning or crafting of 

communications aimed at informing or instructing. 

In business, government, or education we live constantly challenged by the volume of 

information flow. This book demonstrates how leaders in the field make information 

accessible, relevant, understandable, and usable.

Jorge Frascara is Professor Emeritus, University of Alberta, Honorary Professor, Emily Carr 

University, advisor to the PhD program in the Science of Design, University IUAV of Italy, 

former president of Icograda, and former convener of an ISO Working Group on graphic 

symbols. He is Fellow of the Society of Graphic Designers of Canada, and member of the 

editorial boards of Information Design Journal, Visible Language and Design Issues. He has 

published nine books, including Communication Design, Design and the Social Sciences, 

User Centred Graphic Design and Designing Effective Communications, as well as more than 

50 articles. He now lives in Vancouver, Canada, working and researching on information 

design for the health sector.
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