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Assignment Brief 

Construct a visual essay that explains a range of important principles of visual communication and shows examples of how these are applied using 
computer graphics techniques. 

 
Introduction 

Information graphics are around us all the time however unless they are quirky attention grabbing or contain data we are interested in we rarely 
acknowledge their existence. Conversely though from an early age we are taught to recognise two very important infographics (see Fig 1) and if you have 
ever travelled on the London underground you would have used one of the most recognisable and world famous infographics the London tube map (see 
Fig 2) which was designed in 1931 by Harry Beck a London underground engineer. 

Fig 1 

 

Fig 2 

 
 
A good ‘visual communication’ or ‘infographic’ will convey a story or quantify data so it is immediately comprehensible yet able to disseminate intellectually and in some 
case subliminally the information.  All this can be achieved using just a few principles of graphic design, some of which I have outlined in this visual essay.  
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Timelines 
Timelines are used in the majority to layout historical events or to chronologically 
display information as it occurred within a measurable time scale. The timeline 
example on the left of the first 45 years of Star Trek is a typical layout with time 
segments evenly spaced out and arrows or lines indicating where the text and 
pictorial information occurred along the timeline. 
 
The Star Trek graphic is arranged down a five column grid; one column in the 
centre two either side for the information. The images have been sourced from 
the internet and the whole infographic could have been produced in Photoshop 
or illustrator using line tools and filled shapes. 

 
I produced the 
Timeline of my 
education to 
using Photoshop 
and illustrator 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The timeline above is not archetypical; the time segments although 
linear are not proportionally spaced. The information is presented in 
such a way that it visually twists around the main timeline creating 
this rather beautiful graphic.  
To get the best control over the various curved splines the designer 
probably used design software such as Adobe Illustrator’s pen tool. 
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Size Comparison 
Sometimes the only way to display comparison information effectively is to 
take advantage of size. In the left hand infographic the artist has also 
used shape as well by arranging the size relative circles into feet or in this 
case carbon footprints.   
 
When interpreting numerical data to visual objects you have to be careful 
with your mathematical calculations or the information becomes distorted 
and inaccurate. Using a scalable vector graphic would be a good 
approach.  
 
The example below was fashioned in illustrator then each silhouette 
scaled by weight loss factor i.e. the 2010 figure was reduced by 85%, 
2011 by 80% and 2012 by 70%.  
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Maps  

The infographic below showing the population density of the United States of America for Time magazine is very effective. The simple colours and angled 
view of the three dimensional population spikes make it instantly obvious as to where the majority of Americans live in comparison to the scale of the 
country as a whole.  
 

 
When presenting geographical data maps are a perfect 
platform. The relief in the Time Magazine image could 
have been produced using a 3d graphic software 
package or very accurately designed in illustrator.  
 

 
The map above on the other hand could have been produced using a sophisticated online 3d 
map modelling application. My map on the right was produced using a Google map application 
then doctored in Photoshop and illustrator.  
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Colours and typeface  

 
With information graphics sometimes you have to bow to convention when it comes to 
colour schemes such as the Chicks Rule histogram on the left which uses pink for girls 
and blue for boys. By using the two colours to divide the two very similar sets of data it is 
easier to see the difference and make a visual comparison. 
   
The graph also makes use of recognisable type fonts for the social media websites.  
With copyright laws some of the type fonts used for these social sites are strictly 
protected so to reproduce them the designer would have to source them from websites 
such as Google fonts or cheat using illustrator.    
 
The images logos here were produced using 
illustrators ‘trace’ element then recolored to 
imitate the original.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The tooth brush sales graphic 
illustrates the principle of colour even 
without knowing which is the girls and 
which is the boys we would assume as 
in the chicks rule histogram that pink 
is girls blue is boys 
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Grids 
The best way to organise any graphic is with a grid system and information graphics are no exception. In fact as most are designed for print or websites 
based on columns and rows then arranging the visual data in this format is only logical. 
 
In the stroke mortality rate infographic below it is easy to see the grid layout as it has been utilised to 
divide the information into four segments each with ten rows. However the grid beneath the Olympic 
pole vaulting information poster is not so easy to see until we overlay it with one.                                         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I developed the ‘Infomania’ info-graphic above using Photoshop techniques 
and images sourced from the internet. If you look carefully you can see that 
it has three columns and ten rows. It is very symmetrical compared to the 
Olympic info-graphic however because of the grid layout the Olympic one 
has balance and a strong visual flow around the pole vaulter which is the 
focal point of the whole info-graphic 
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Histograms and Pie Charts 
Bar charts or ‘histograms’ are a good way to display data that can be quantified. 
Nevertheless they do not need to be boring bar graphs, take for instance the histogram 
on the right of coffee and calories. Using x and y co-ordinates the bar chart data of the 
buzz vs. the bulge has been displayed in a very unique and easy to interpret infographic.  
 

Using pie charts in infographics doesn’t have 
to be mind-numbing either. The farm chart 
has been cleverly produced by filling in the 
pie segments with textures and images.  
 
Below I have produced a pie chart on the cost 
of a free coffee with a loyalty card, using a 
cup vector graphic and the image of a pie 
chart produced in excel and then edited in 
Photoshop.  

 
 
 

Regular histograms can be fun too; the 
one here was produced in illustrator with 
a vector graphic of a coffee cup stretched 
and shrunk to represent the number of 
cups drunk. 
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Silhouettes 
 
 
Sometimes it is not what you see but 
what you cannot see that makes a 
graphic visually effective.  
This example showing the depletion of 
fish in the oceans uses silhouettes of 
the fish shapes rather than actual 
photos or life like drawings. This allows 
you to concentrate on the information 
without being distracted by the images 
of the fish. It also allows the designer to 
use colour shading to show which fish 
are the most vulnerable. 
 
Some images are so recognisable by 
their silhouettes that they do not need 
to be shown in detail. Illustrator has a 
trace tool that will create an outline of 
most objects however with a steady 
hand you can use the line graphic tools 
to produce silhouette shapes quiet 
easily.   
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Pop outs 
Sometimes within an infographic you find the necessity to enlarge or reveal more 
detail from a segment of a diagram. This is conventionally done by using a ‘pop 
out’ window as demonstrated in the London gondola graphic.  The balloon 
graphic has used ‘pop outs’ however they have ben stylised in the shape of the 
capsules to show the different layouts.   
 
In both cases the enlarged area is a diagram and could have been produced 
using a variety of drawing tools.    
 
In the graphic below showing the location of a property, I have used a ‘pop out’ in 
the shape of a house to enlarge the bird’s eye view of the address in more detail.  
I created the shape using the custom shape tools in Photoshop and a vector 
mask over a print screen image of the area zoomed in on the Google map.  
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Cutaways 
Cutaways to reveal the inner details of an image 
are normally used for buildings to show the floor 
layouts or something that has moving parts such 
as an engine which needs to be exposed so as to 
explain the inner workings.  
 
They can also be used for technical drawings and 
blueprints like the science fiction star ship. 
 
3D designs are normally created using specific 
software such as 3Ds Max, or free hand drawn and 
scanned into vector graphic software.  
 
I created the two coffee cups using illustrator.  
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Summery  
 
By combining a varity of infographic principles you can portray a wide range of information on a subject that is visually intelligible even when in a language that you 
don’t speak or read. Take for instance the visual commincation aspects of the infographic on the sinking of the Titanic below.  
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Summery  
 
I have by no means covered every visual communcation principle in the essay, however you may now have a better grasp the thought  that goes into making the 
infographics you see in newpapers, magsazines and websites.  And next time you see one, even if its not on a subject that your interested, in you might take time to 
appreciate the design techniques that went into creating it.  
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