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10.

From the perspective of  a visual communication designer, the subject of  this 
volume points to a broad challenge that can be framed as a question: Have 
our standard alphanumeric characters outlived their usefulness as the primary 
means for rich communication of  texts, and, if  so, what should we do about 
this? Problematizing written communication, the bedrock symbolic system of  
visual language in our society, in this way invites the application of  a design 
thinking methodology. This essay undertakes an intriguing thought experiment: 
If  we could redesign how visual language is integrated into our lives, what 
might it look like? 

According to design experts Tom and Dave Kelley, ‘Design thinking 
has come to be defined as combining empathy for the context of  a problem, 
creativity in the generation of  insights and solutions, and rationality in 
analyzing and fitting various solutions to the problem context’.  To help us 
rethink visual language – the process and format of  writing in visual forms – it 
will help to filter the broad topic of  this book through a design thinking lens. By 
conceptualizing the topic as a problem, multiple, divergent solutions potentially 
can be identified with input from many kinds of  people. 

The problem:

How might we enable people to engage with visual language in more useful, personal 
or desirable ways?

— Aaron Ganci

Rethinking 
Visual Language 
in the Digital 
Future
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Notice that the question is purposefully broad at this point. The question is 
intended to expand – rather than restrict – the exploration of  possible solutions. 
The goal of  this chapter will be to dive a little deeper to understand some of  
the root problems around visual language and then begin to explore the next 
step: developing a divergent set of  creative solutions that utilize the creativity of  
design thinking along with the involvement of  numerous people. 

To start, we will explore why there is a problem within our current system 
of  communication via visual language. In the first section, I will illustrate a few 
societal trends that strengthen our understanding of  the problem. Next, I will 
start with an early exploration of  solution areas. This exploration will mainly 
revolve around the rapid growth in digital technology. I will look at new visual 
language options that are available, thanks to advancing technology. Lastly, I 
will look at the approach that will be needed to move toward relevant ways to 
visually communicate in the future. This last section will primarily illustrate the 
importance of  adopting a people-centered approach while developing solutions 
for visual language.

Exploring the problem further: The desire to customize

Before we can start rethinking visual language, we need to understand a little 
more about our audience. A deeper investigation into the needs and goals of  
the people we are designing for will help reveal the root cause of  the problem. 
By surveying the ways in which people utilize visual language today, a trend 
begins to emerge. The trend shows that people are eager – and increasingly 
able – to customize their visual language. An exploration of  this trend will shed 
some more light on our audience.

People have always enjoyed customizing their surroundings. We love to 
personalize the objects and spaces around us. Today, more aspects of  our lives 
can be customized than ever before. We can make the design of  our Twitter 
profile page fit our personality. We can have a one-of-a-kind soda from a 
Coca-Cola Freestyle vending machine. We can even design a new car – down 
to the specific type of  wood grain on the dashboard – with any automaker’s 
website. Wanting to customize is not a new phenomenon, but in our current 
technological and industrial state, we feel empowered and prefer to have the 
ability to customize.  

To illustrate how customization has grown over time, let us examine the 
experience of  clothing ourselves. As recently as the nineteenth century, we 
could only wear the clothes that we personally made or that were available 
locally. Customization was not an issue because clothes were, on a whole, 
utilitarian and, for most people, were worn until threadbare. As transportation, 
trade, and factory manufacture of  clothes flourished, clothing options expanded 
and we suddenly had many more options. Not coincidentally the word ‘mode’ 

Figure 1. Nike’s NikeID portal allows 
users to fully customize their shoes
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(meaning ‘fashion’) and ‘modern’ derive from the same root; now viewed as 
potential consumers of  many outfits during their lifetime, ordinary people 
had to be convinced to discard clothes because they were unfashionable, not 
because they were worn out. However, more options did not necessarily mean 
easier customization. Early options to customization involved pairing different 
existing clothes in multiple ways. As we moved forward, for the general 
public, clothing became a form of  expression, of  which customization was an 
extension.  Clothes could be combined or altered in unique ways to suit the 
desire of  the wearer. Today, we go another step further, thanks to the Internet. 
Many clothing companies offer customization tools on their website. These 
tools make it possible to order an item in any color, size, and specification, 
and in some cases allow the purchaser to fully design the item, with some 
constraints (Figure 1). Some estimates show that up to 40% of  all users are 
customizing their products today.  

Soon, thanks to advances in production technology, we will be able to go 
yet another step further to design and produce clothing at any moment and 
with great ease. This new reality will be possible, in part, as a result of  the 
emergence of  3D printing. 3D printing is a generative production technique 
that forms objects through an additive process. Layers of  material are printed 
on top of  one another based on a 3D computer model. Still in its early phases, 
3D printing technology is primarily being used as a prototype or model builder, 
although it is starting to have broader applications. As the technology matures, 
we will be able to print everything from clothes (Figure 2) to toys  to food.  
The flexibility that 3D printing provides will allow richer and more complex 
customization of  many – if  not all – of  our future possessions.

To bring the discussion back into the realm of  visual language, it is helpful 
to examine the history of  text communication (‘texting’) on cell phones. Text 
messaging introduced a new way to communicate with our contacts that was 
fast and that freed users from having to make a voice call. Relevant to this 
discussion, the history of  texting illustrates a common desire to customize the 
way we use visual language with one another. Our desire to customize is not 
just limited to the clothes we wear or the furniture we buy but the way we use 
written language.

When the infrastructure that enabled texting – the Short Messaging Service 
(SMS) – was new in the 1990s, people used it in simple and practical ways. 
Short texts that communicated only the essential message were commonplace. 
There were several factors that limited the scope of  this communication. For 
one, the concept of  using your cell phone as a text communicator was foreign 
to people. This unease was coupled with the fact that typing a text message 
on a numeric keypad was cumbersome and time consuming. Perhaps more 
importantly, it was costly: consumers were charged for every message sent or 
received. Moreover, there were limitations on how many characters you could 

Figure 2. Myth by Continuum Fashion 
[3D Printed shoe] (http://www.
continuumfashion.com/3D-printed-
shoes-2014.php)
Found at: http://www.theguardian.
com/artanddesign/gallery/2014/
jul/03/worlds-first-3d-printed-shoe-
collection-continuum-fashion-in-
pictures
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send in one message.
The constraints of  this system paired with the informality of  the 

interaction led people to communicate in interesting new ways. People started 
taking liberties with how they constructed words. To save characters, words 
and phrases started to become abbreviated by combining alpha characters and 
numerals together to spell words phonetically. Figure 3 is an excellent example 
of  this new hybrid language. This was an early sign that we were eager to 
customize visual language to suit our needs.

As cell phone technology improved, phones acquired the ability to send 
visual communication through additional modes including image, sound, and 
video. Screen dimensions also started expanding, making it possible to have 
full-size digital keyboards. With these new abilities, customization could be 
formalized in richer ways. For instance, when the keyboard moved into the 
digital realm, it was free from the restrictions of  physical keyboards. Namely, 
each key can now change to our liking; we can change what that key looks 
like and what it represents. In the beginning, this ability was realized in the 
form of  translating the keyboard into different languages – for example, 
changing keys from a U.S. English character set into Japanese kanji – a feat 
that was unthinkable with a physical keyboard. This also enabled the use and 
popularization of  emoji characters – a further customization of  language 
where alphanumeric characters are completely removed. While powerful, this 
flexibility is only starting to be explored. Modern cell phone operating systems 
now give us the ability to install any keyboard with any configuration. The 
possibilities of  this kind of  interaction are breathtaking. Figure 6 shows an 
example of  one of  these new keyboards that completely removes the idea of  
letterforms and replaces them with animated images.

The history of  texting illustrates that people seek customization and have 
already adopted methods to apply that desire to visual language. This example 
– coupled with the broader trend of  customization – reveals that a need that
our audience has regarding visual language is not currently being met. This 
deeper understanding points to a design criterion for how we might reform 
the ways people can visually communicate: a visual language system must 
enable personalization or customization. The concepts in this book pair nicely 
with this idea. Moving forward, we know that we should empower people to 
customize their visual language but we know that this is not the only design 
criterion. Much more work is needed to identify other potential problem areas.

Diverging on solutions: The rise of smart technology

Now that we have a better grasp on the problem at hand, we can start to 
diverge on potential solution spaces. In this section, I am not going to develop 
a complete solution but rather point to examples of  technology that could be 

Figure 3. Early text messaging was crude 
but showed beginning signs of  people 
altering conventional text communication 
to suit their needs. Image by Neil Turner. 
Creative Commons Attribution-
ShareAlikie 2.0 (https://flic.kr/p/
x9TV)

Figure 4. Bigger screens with full 
keyboards allowed for more meaningful 
conversations in this medium. Image by 
Benjamin Chun. Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlikie 2.0 (https://
flic.kr/p/7B8Lrn)
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Figure 5. Telling stories through emojis has 
become a popular phenomenon. Image by 
Benjamin Chun. Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlikie 2.0 (https://
flic.kr/p/7YEbNc)

Figure 6. Modern operating systems 
allow users to customize every aspect of  
their keyboard. Users can now even replace 
the conventional letterforms with images. 
Image: http://popkey.co/

integrated into a future solution. Knowing that these technologies exist may 
help us envision a more integrated solution. The goal here is to expand the 
thinking on the vast array of  approaches that could address the problems with 
today’s use of  visual language.

We are ready to customize everything around us. Now, we need 
technological support to achieve that reality. Luckily, technology is advancing 
in such a way that we will soon be able to customize more than ever before. 
Advanced production methods, readily available sensors, and ever-shrinking 
computer components are being developed quickly and are culminating in a 
reality where infinite numbers of  objects can be produced instantly and on-
demand. 3D printing is an amazing tool that is becoming a well-established 
method of  customization, but it is not the only type of  technology that is going 
to impact our world moving forward.

The development of  the Internet and World Wide Web platform has 
revolutionized the way people communicate and interact. Entire industries 
have been built around the sense of  connectivity that this platform provides. 
However, so far the connectivity has been restricted by our need to use various 
‘smart devices’ (computers, tablets, smartphones, touch monitors, etc.) as a 
conduit for these interactions. While this environment provides interesting 
modes of  communication, the applications are ultimately limited.

The next wave of  technology will allow us to go beyond these restrictive 
devices to enable communication – including visual communication – in new 
ways. We will do this by utilizing and interacting with ‘smart’ objects,  ‘smart’ 
environments,  and even ‘smart’ cities.  What makes these items so ‘smart’? 
Their intelligence comes from ubiquitous, invisible connectivity. In this new 
‘smart’ reality, nearly every object will have embedded sensors that will evaluate 
information about contextual surroundings and communicate gathered data 
about itself  to the broader network. Once objects and spaces are linked in this 
way, they form a much larger concept called the ‘Internet of  Things’. The 
Internet of  Things (IoT) promises a different future: one where we interact with 
each other and our surroundings in a more connected way. However, better 
connectivity does not lead to a dystopian technological future where everyone 
has a screen in front of  them at all times. With IoT, interactions between 
people, spaces, and objects will happen naturally, without having to use a device 
as an intermediary. 

For a basic example, envision an empty room with a single chair in it. This 
room is a ‘smart’ environment and the chair is a ‘smart’ object. Because they 
are connected to one another, we can now start gathering data about how the 
chair and the room interact with one another (Figure 7). We can know where 
exactly the chair is inside the room, how long it was positioned there, how often 
it was moved, or virtually any other observable piece of  data about the chair’s 
interaction with the room. 
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On the surface, this is a simplistic example with very few usable 
implications. Why would you want to chart a chair’s location in the room? This 
situation becomes much more interesting when you start integrating multiple 
data points. For instance, since the chair is ‘smart’, it can recognize when 
someone is sitting on it. With that information, we can make new observations 
that we otherwise could not make. We can track, for example, how likely 
someone is to sit in the chair when it is located in different parts of  the room 
(Figure 8). This is a simple example but it starts to reveal the power of  a ‘smart’ 
world. We will return to our room for another example shortly.

Until now, we have only seen little glimpses of  a connected world. In 
2015, these examples are still disparate and isolated but we are starting to see 
an increase in ‘smart’ activity. Collecting data about every possible aspect of  
our lives and surroundings is still foreign – and scary – to the general public. 
And so far the current examples of  smart technology provide only superficial 
benefit to our lives, such as thermometers that know when you are not in your 
house and adjust their temperature accordingly, a garden sensor that evaluates 
the soil and alerts you when your plants need water or other assistance, and 
even cups that track what type and how much liquid you drink throughout the 
day. Even though these current examples are very shallow, as people get more 
comfortable with a connected world, the capabilities will become powerful and 
the possibilities endless.

The smart signpost Points – developed by the design group Breakfast in 
New York City – provides an example of  how current smart objects could 
potentially go further to improve our lives via their connectivity. Points 
reimagines the classic multidirectional signpost by making it aware of  its 
surroundings. It can change what it is pointing to based on a number of  
factors such as time of  day or social media activity. For instance, because it is 
connected to Twitter, if  it picks up that karaoke is happening nearby from 8 to 
10 pm, it will point people toward the direction of  the event until it ends and 
then change to another event afterwards. Right now, this interaction requires 
manual input from a user. Someone must select what they are looking for 
(a restaurant, a place to shop, tourist sites, and so on) in order for a device 
to customize its display. Where Points could become even more powerful is 
if  it were able quietly to access data about each passing person and respond 
accordingly. For example, say a person is going to a meeting in a new part of  
town. If  that person has the meeting in their online calendar, when they pass a 
Points signpost, the calendar information would be transferred and the signpost 
would point them in the right direction. Many questions remain about how this 
could happen while maintaining privacy and security, but the example stands to 
show the power and potential of  this type of  connectivity.

Now, let us return to our smart room and examine how ubiquitous 
connectivity could affect visual language. In this example, the room has lost its 

Figure 7. Our ‘smart’ chair inside the 
‘smart’ room, communicating with one 
another.

Figure 8. Tracking the chair’s location 
in the room could lead to heat map style 
visualizations that illustrate where a person 
is most likely to sit in the room.

Figure 9. Points by BREAKFAST 
(http://breakfastny.com/what-we-do/) 
http://pointssign.com/
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chair but gained a large monitor on one wall (Figure 10). The monitor displays 
an alphabetic rendition of  a poem. There is also a person – we will call her Beth 
– in the room who is wearing a ‘smart’ bracelet (Figure 11). In this example, we
are going to examine how we could leverage a smart environment to translate 
text – in this case the displayed poem – using the type of  customized alphabet 
described in earlier chapters of  this book.

Beth’s bracelet has embedded information about her stored on it. Before 
entering the room, Beth pre-translated a custom alphabet, taking alphanumeric 
characters and converting them into images. In Beth’s case, she prefers to 
communicate through highly stylized graffiti. She has previously generated 
a new alphabet using this aesthetic. Because the room and bracelet are both 
‘smart’, they can communicate with one another. This makes it possible for 
the room to know that Beth is present, what her alphabet looks like, and where 
exactly she is located. Because the room knows this information, it can take 
her customized alphabet and use it to reflow the displayed poem, in essence, 
customizing the communication experience to her preferences.

What happens to this scenario if  multiple people enter the room? For 
purposes of  illustration, let us say that the poem will only translate to a custom 
alphabet if  someone is standing in a defined section at the center of  the room. 
When someone enters that section, the poem will reformat using his or her 
alphabet. If  no one is in the section, everyone sees the default alphanumeric 
poem.

This scenario becomes more intriguing when you start to think about how 
the text translation could morph once the people in the room interact with one 
another. If  Beth and her friend are both in the defined section, a new, third 
translation of  the poem can be projected by combining both personal alphabets. 
This is a completely new mode of  communication via visual language than was 
previously possible. We are entering an era where our visual language can be 
flexible and adaptable. This type of  environment can enable exciting new tools 
for people to tailor their visual language to more exactly communicate their 
message. 

Our smart room provides a very basic example of  how objects and spaces 
could impact visual language, and suggests the vast possibilities. Once an object 
can identify the person who is reading it, the possibilities for customization are 
endless and primed for exploration. Imagine books that reformat text based on 
personal preferences or sketchbooks where you can draw expressively and then 
have it translate those drawings into text. 

There is little doubt that the ‘smart’ revolution is coming. Ambient, aware 
environments are not the only form of  technology that can improve our ability 
to make visual language more useful or personal; other potential technologies 
should be investigated. Regardless, this example provides a nice starting point 
to imagine new possibilities. 

Figure 10. The ‘smart’ room with people 
and a monitor in it.

Figure 11. Beth’s smart bracelet has 
her customized alphabet stored on it and 
communicates that information to the room.

Figure 11. Beth’s smart bracelet has 
her customized alphabet stored on it and 
communicates that information to the room.
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Where to go next: The importance of people-centeredness

So far we have seen an example of  how to look for root problems associated 
with visual language and started exploring some ways to alter the experience 
through technology. Now I will discuss the approach I believe we should take 
to create better channels of  visual communication. To do this well, we must 
use people-centered design, involving real people in the development process. 
People know exactly how they want to communicate with each other. We have 
seen examples of  this knowledge in the customization seen in text messaging. 
We should be tapping into their knowledge to develop new solutions. 

People seek objects or experiences that help them satisfy a need or achieve 
a goal. In the past, designers would try to generalize identified needs into a 
more broad societal need. The goal was to define a need that could be satisfied 
by one new product in the marketplace. This logic is flawed; it does not take 
into account the full scope of  each person’s needs. Solutions developed with 
this approach only solve for ‘what’ needs to be done not ‘why’ the need exists. 
This lack of  understanding of  the audience forces people to customize objects 
or experiences out of  necessity. With this in mind, I will say that there is no 
‘right’ answer to the question I posed earlier in this chapter. New ways to 
communicate visually will be varied and based on the context of  each audience. 
This book hints at a few ways that people might personalize their visual 
language but they are not the only or definitive solutions.

As an example, we can look at a need that many people have: the ability 
to communicate with loved ones over long distances. Following the old logic 
described above, the creation of  a landline telephone should satisfy that 
need. However, when you take a deeper look at the audience, you will see 
significant variations in why their needs exist. In this case, why do they need 
to communicate with loved ones? Some people may be trying to communicate 
with small children who cannot speak yet. Their need involves seeing the 
family members rather than just speaking to them (video conferencing). Some 
may live in remote regions, incapable of  having a landline in their home. Their 
need involves alternate forms of  technology (satellite VoIP). Still others may 
want to communicate through the asynchronous sharing of  photos, videos, or 
other artistic means. Their needs involve the ability to communicate in multiple 
formats outside of  real time (e-mail). We can only reveal these needs – and 
subsequently make truly useful products – by involving our audience in the 
design processes. By using a people-centered approach, we are allowing people 
to customize their surroundings in a more efficient way. They no longer have 
to adapt an existing poor design to suit their needs but can now be involved in 
the initial design process. In other words, as Eric von Hippel put it, ‘users that 
[directly] innovate can develop exactly what they want, rather than relying on 
manufacturers to act as their (often very imperfect) agents’.  

Figure 13. When Beth and her friend 
stand in the section together, a new alphabet 
appears that combines both individuals’ 
colors and symbols.
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People-centered design has many manifestations – participatory design, 
action research, co-creation, and user-centered design, to name a few – and is 
a relatively new way of  thinking about product development. Many of  these 
methods originated during the mid-to-late twentieth century when ‘people 
in many western societies demanded an increased say in decision-making 
about different aspects of  their lives’.  Over the past several decades, people-
centered methodologies have been applied to numerous contexts ranging 
from computer software to the layout of  hospitals to organizational workflow 
inside companies. In all, ‘people are also more likely to gain satisfaction from 
a customized product if  they are able to express their preferences and have 
greater involvement in the process’. 

By approaching visual language through a people-centered lens, you can 
start to see that standardized forms of  visual communication may no longer 
be relevant for the diversity of  our audience. To date, there have been a few 
manifestations in this area but it is primed for further investigation. Using 
people-centered design, research methods could reveal many instances where a 
customized visual language is highly desirable and would give us deeper insight 
into how the solution might work.

Conclusion: A charge to explore

Traditional alphanumeric text as a form of  visual language is not dead. 
Communicating in that way still has countless relevant applications in our 
daily lives. However, the mechanisms through which we visually communicate 
with one another are in need of  an update. Supplementary channels of  
communication would allow people to express themselves in much more 
relevant or appropriate ways. This chapter has highlighted a few ideas – 
primarily, dynamic customization and the utilization of  smart environments – 
that start the conversation about ways that we could improve visual language.

The ideas that I have outlined above are not an inclusive list of  options. In 
fact, they only begin to scratch the surface of  this topic. Design thinking has 
provided us with a useful framework to start reimagining how visual language 
could change in the future. As I have stated, each person will have slightly 
different problems associated with our current channels of  visual language. 
With this in mind, a potentially endless number of  problems and solutions can 
be derived from this area. We are entering a technological era that will enable 
us to completely reinvent certain aspects of  our lives. Visual language is one of  
these aspects and it is exciting to think about the possibilities. Now, let’s start 
exploring.
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