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When does drawing become design? When does design become a

story?

. . .
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(An edited version of this article appeared on the Data Points blog,

National Geographic on July 2014)

The visual representation of information plays an increasingly

critical role in every situation where data and quantitative

information need to be translated into more digestible stories, both

for the general public and for professionals who need to make

sense out of numbers.

For many readers, the word “data-visualization” might be

associated with heavy programming skills, complex softwares

and huge numbers for the most part, but, believe it or not, lots of

data visualization designers use old-fashioned sketching and

drawing techniques on paper as their primary design tool: they

sketch with data to understand what is in the numbers and

how to organize those quantities in a visual way to gain

meaning out of it.

In Infographic Designers’ Sketchbooks, authors Steven Heller and

Rick Landers offer a fascinating collection of “behind the scenes”

on the creation of infographics and data visualization, featuring

preliminary drawings, unfinished mock-ups and intermediate

prototypes from data artists and information designers from all

over the world.
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from Infographic Designers’ Sketchbooks, by Steven Heller and Rick Landers
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. . .

As Heller observes in the introduction “Making enticingly accurate

infographics requires more than a computer drafting program or cut-

and-paste template, the art of information display is every bit as

artful as any other type of design or illustration, with the notable

exception that it must tell a factual or linear story”.

The fascination for what lies behind any creative process is no new

thing, and the book is a terrific anthology of beautiful examples

from international artists: the finished works of the are presented

alongside with the designers’ working sketches; but when does

exactly drawing become design? What does sketching do to a

designer’s mind and how does it affect the process of working

with data?

I am an information designer myself. I have been trained as an

architect, but soon after my graduation I started working with

information in a visual way.

In my daily job I am the design director at Accurat, a data-driven

design firm, and although we mostly create digital experiences

with data, I still use drawing as my primary form of understanding

and as my most important tool for designing every time.
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Accurat for a Lettura, Corriere della Sera, “Nobels no Degrees”, premilimary sketches and 6nal data

visualization
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Generally speaking, drawing plays an important role in the

production and communication of knowledge, and in the

formation of new ideas.

For many, it’s the principal method to uncover meaning in the

things they analyze visually, to rationalize what their perception

and senses tell them.

Drawing becomes design when you start
tracing lines, symbols and structures that
help rationalize thoughts and envision a
possible solution to a design problem,
drawing becomes design when it’s used as a
tool in the process of visual planning and
organizing the choices made during the
development of a project.
To this regard, and specifically for data visualization design, I’ve

been asked an interesting question during a podcast episode of

Data Stories:

“How about the real data? When do the actual data come to the table

in the process of sketching a data visualization?”

I can recognize and name three main phases where I would use

drawing for different purposes:
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Sketching with data: drawing to structure the architecture of the data-visualization

. . .
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On a second phase I would then focus on singular elements: the

data points, to figure out which shapes, colors, features we might

adopt or invent to better represent them, according to the type of

variables we have.

This stage is fundamental to sum up every choices we’ve made

along the way, before even going digital.

Interestingly enough, in those >irst two
phases, drawing with data can also help
raising new questions about the data itself:
the unde>ined quality of a sketch with data
sometimes contributes to reveal new possible
analysis to perform, analysis you couldn’t
envision by only looking at the numbers.
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Sketching with data: exploring singular elements

. . .

To conclude we would generally have a final phase when, after

different digital tests with the actual numbers, we would prototype

our visualization either in paper or digitally to have everything in

the same place: here drawing facilitates the communication

processes among designers, team-mates and clients.

Sketching with data: drawing to re6ne

. . .
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Specifically for this visualization I have been working with visual

designer Michele Graffieti; and sketching and drawing with data

both analogically and digitally, has been the foundation for the

whole piece. We would go back and forth several times; both of us

sketching on paper and sketching digitally. And lots of the

explorations have been fundamental for opening questions to the

data itself.

So, sketching with data is not only a personal practice, for a lot

of designers is the way to go, the way to deal with data, it is their

communication tool.

“Selling at Sundance” preliminary sketch and 6nal data visualization

ACCURAT FOR BRIGHT IDEAS MAGAZINE — SELLING AT SUNDANCE

. . .
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In designing data visualizations, a very common and sometimes

misleading approach is to start from what the tools you have

can easily create, and maybe also from what we — as designers —

feel more comfortable in doing with these tools, but this can lead

to adopt the easiest, and maybe not the best, solution to represent

important aspects of the information.

As opposite, when I am sketching to explore the dimensions of a

dataset, I don’t have access to the actual data with my pen and

paper, but only to it’s logical organizations, and this is an

invaluable asset to focus on the meaning of information, and

not on numbers out of context.

Many times this self-imposed limit triggers
new questions on the data itself; instead of
being overwhelmed by the size of a dataset
and by millions of numbers we only focus on
its nature, and this often opens new
possibilities and opportunities that origin
from this vantage point of view.
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Sketching with data: a shortcut from your head to the 6nal data-composition

Drawing is a primary form of understanding reality and expressing

thoughts and ideas.

Drawing, in any practice, helps to freely navigate possibilities and

to visually think without limitations and boundaries, it allows

connections to be made, it opens mental spaces.

And drawing also helps you to discover
something you probably don’t have in mind
yet.
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. . .
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The original version of the article appeared on the National

Geographic Data Points blog in July 2015.

If you liked this post, complement it with Learning to See, Visual

Inspiration and Data Visualization, Beautiful Reasons, Engaging

Aesthetics for Data Narratives, and with The Architecture of a

Data Visualization, Multilayered Storytelling through Info Spatial

Compositions

Accurat is a data-driven research, design and innovation firm.

We help our clients understand, communicate and leverage their data

assets

through static and interactive data visualizations, interfaces and

analytical

tools that provide comprehension, insight and engagement.

We have offices in Milan and New York.

Data Visualization Drawing Design
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