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Abstract

By exploring the potential effects of  digitisation on graphic design methods, this 
thesis aims to highlight some of  the tacit knowledge possessed by graphic design-
ers and to show that this knowledge can both be externalised and made commu-
nicable. Beginning with an interview study where professional designers’ views 
were gathered and analysed, the work continued through a participatory study 
where designers’ knowledge was highlighted in a documented design project. 
Finally, alternative ways of  externalising knowledge were employed in an exhibi-
tion, displaying the creative outcomes of  this thesis. The work shows that the hith-
erto largely hidden knowledge of  graphic designers can be uncovered and made 
more communicable, strengthening designers’ professional identity and making 
the field more accessible to students. Furthermore, using versatile approaches in 
a design project can encourage conceptual development and even professional 
enjoyment, as well as increasing historical awareness.   

The thesis uses an experimental approach to research method design and thus 
contributes to the development of  graphic design research methodology. As such, 
in addition to expanding our understanding of  graphic design knowledge, this 
work will enable a deeper exploration of  methods, identity, and the definition of  
the profession’s taxonomy.



Human beings are the only creatures who are allowed to fail.

Madeleine L’Engle (in Csíkszentmihályi, 2015)
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Introduction

When I began my PhD studies in the autumn of  2016, the initial challenge was 
to come up with a research topic, something which proved to be onerous in many 
ways. After an 18-year career in marketing and advertising, I had become ac-
customed to short term projects, impossible deadlines, and always aiming for a 
solution to a problem – specifically, a problem of  communication since I am a 
graphic designer. My first attempts at choosing a research topic were therefore 
strongly focused on problem solving rather than exploring a question that would 
in turn lead to other questions to follow up on. It took me months to settle into 
this new way of  thinking, to reason in longer terms, and to abandon the notion 
of  solving an issue once and for all through my research. Ultimately, the thoughts 
that led me to my research project were inspired by my first contact with graphic 
design students. 

I began my studies in graphic design after learning about the profession in the 
mid-1990s. At that point, the field had almost completely transitioned from be-
ing craft-based to being a profession wholly dependent on computer software, a 
transition that marked the beginning of  so-called desktop publishing (henceforth 
referred to as DTP). At that time, computers had become ubiquitous tools in 
homes and workplaces, the world wide web was gaining popular attention, and 
interest in the possibilities offered by DTP spread like wildfire among professional 
graphic designers and students alike. The future was in software, and our inter-
ests as students were very much oriented towards exploring, learning, and using 
our newfound skills, much to the dismay of  some older teachers who wanted us 
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to focus more on developing our skills in sketching, hand lettering, and cutting 
and pasting. I greatly enjoyed courses that focused on working by hand, and they 
opened my eyes to techniques and methods I had not previously encountered, 
but when I started working as a graphic designer it quickly became apparent that 
my work would be primarily, if  not completely, digital. Throughout my career I 
have almost exclusively been employed in advertising agencies, where the focus 
is usually on efficiency, sometimes at the cost of  creativity in day to day projects. 
Digital tools undeniably provide a much greater speed of  execution than work-
ing by hand, so it is unsurprising that the latter is uncommon in the fast-moving 
world of  advertising. However, over the years I started to sense that I was missing 
something. The results of  my digital work were often printed or produced in 
some physical form, but I rarely interacted physically with those results myself. 
These physical products were frequently released in markets I could not access 
and many of  them were short-lived, so I was usually unable to hold the imple-
mentations of  my designs in my hand. I came to experience this as a hole in my 
heart, a sense that all my work never really materialised – that it was not really 
real. Doing things in my spare time that produced tangible outcomes became 
a way to compensate for this, and when I discussed this feeling with colleagues, 
many expressed similar sentiments. What was missing? Was it the fact that we 
weren’t using our hands to create our work, or did the lack of  interaction with 
the finished outcome of  our designs contribute to this sense that something was 
missing? Or was it something more than that? 

These thoughts returned to me when I started teaching graphic design students. 
Over 20 years after beginning my own education, I was surprised to witness my 
own students’ eagerness to become proficient with the software most commonly 
used in our profession. The allure of  the computer seemed to be just as strong as 
it had been back in the mid-1990s. I found this surprising because I had some-
how imagined that computers had become so integral to modern life that they 
would not hold the same attraction as they did during those first years of  DTP. 
My inexperience as a teacher had led me to think that my students had chosen 
the graphic design program because they were drawn to graphic design itself  
and wanted to understand typography, page layouts, composition and colour. 
However, it was clear that  many primarily wanted to learn how to use the Adobe 
Creative Suite. 

While some graphic design education programs rely exclusively on software, 
many schools still place great importance on working by hand. This might only 
involve sketching by hand, but more extensive work such as screen printing, 
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typesetting with physical type, and drawing is also common. In any case, I found 
that the general sentiment within the profession was that it was beneficial for 
students of  graphic design to learn to work by hand, that knowing how to sketch 
was an essential skill, and that it should still be taught despite the ubiquity and 
power of  digital tools. So the question arose: is this really true? If  we believe it 
to be so important to work by hand, why do we not do more of  it in our pro-
fessional work? We may blame our customers or our lack of  time or facilities, 
but no matter what or who we blame, the fact remains that we are still able to 
do our work. In my own professional practice, more or less everything I have 
designed has been done on a computer, with only a little bit of  hand sketching 
in the initial stages of  some projects. So why do we, the graphic design commu-
nity, continue to praise the virtues of  the handmade? Why should we expend so 
much effort on teaching ways of  working that could essentially be considered out 
of  date? While considering these questions, I was again reminded of  the “hole 
in my heart“, which I had attributed to the fact that I was not working with my 
hands – where had that feeling come from? Was it brought on by a sense of  duty, 
a sense that told me that I should be working more by hand, because that was in 
some way better than working digitally? Was it a sense of  nostalgia, a sense that 
a computer could not possibly replace the whole arsenal of  tools and methods 
previously privy only to graphic designers? Or was the problem possibly that 
the digitisation of  my profession had in some way contributed to my own lack 
of  understanding of  my professional knowledge and my inability to express and 
share that knowledge? 

Delving deeper into these questions got me thinking about what I had done in 
my spare time to compensate for the purely digital nature of  my professional 
life. Projects around the house had provided some solace and yielded outcomes 
I could see and touch, but music was my primary means of  satisfying the desire 
to see (or rather, to hear) the results of  my work, to interact physically with a 
tool, and to activate my senses in a way that occupied my mind enough to briefly 
forget everyday worries. I am a trombone player and have been since I was nine 
years old. I mostly play classical music in larger orchestras, and when sitting in a 
symphony orchestra one is surrounded by people playing analogue instruments. 
Each of  those instruments can be picked up and played (if  you know how) with-
out needing electricity, an internet connection, or any external resource beyond 
the musician’s physical ability. The power could go out and the orchestra would 
be able to keep playing. The outside world tends to disappear when you are 
engaged in performing music and to me this provides relief  from the uplinked, 
updated, and ceaselessly changing environment of  modern life. Just knowing 
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that my instrument hasn’t changed or needed to change over my three decades 
of  ownership is comforting. It could sit on its stand for 10 years and it would still 
be ready to be used at any given moment after a bit of  dusting off, much like a 
pencil. 

The joy of  playing an instrument cannot simply be explained by a love for mu-
sic; I certainly do love music, but the music I like to listen to and the music I like 
to play are not always the same. Learning to play an instrument is so much more 
than just a longing to perform; it involves overcoming difficulties, mastering new 
techniques, studying difficult parts you haven’t played before, and the never-end-
ing development of  your skills. However, all these processes depend only on the 
dynamic relationship between the musician and the instrument. I have played 
the trombone for more than 40 years now and over that period I feel I can say 
that I’ve developed a relationship with trombones in general and my own horn 
in particular. I know every nook and cranny of  its shape, I know how it smells 
and how it feels in my hands, I can imagine the sensation of  the cold metal of  
the mouthpiece when I place it against my lips after removing the instrument 
from its case and assembling it. Our relationship is obviously one-directional - 
my instrument is not a living thing and it cannot contribute in any way other 
than simply by having been made. Nevertheless, in my mind we have a dynamic 
relationship. Some days I’m out of  shape, tired, and not really in the mood to 
play; other times I am well prepared, psyched up, and ready to tackle a difficult 
piece of  music. The outcome of  our relationship depends only on the two of  us: 
me and my trombone. No one else can contribute to the success or failure of  our 
cooperation, we are not dependent on the skills of  a third party, accessory, in-
strument, gadget, or software package. My current main instrument has been in 
my possession for over 30 years; there are few other objects that I’ve owned for so 
long, and I’ve spent more time with my instrument than with many of  the people 
I’ve known. An instrument is a tool, but a very personal one and musicians tend 
to have a somewhat private relationship with their instrument: they don’t like to 
be separated from it when travelling, and even though many have several instru-
ments at their disposal it is not unusual to have a favourite – the one they would 
like to keep with them no matter what. A musical instrument also becomes a part 
of  your identity. Is it large and heavy? Does it sound loud or soft? Is it primarily 
a solo instrument or one that belongs in an orchestra? It is hard to say whether 
a musician’s choice of  instrument forms their identity or whether the character 
of  the individual somehow leads him or her to a certain kind of  instrument. 
Regardless, the instrument becomes a part of  who you are and takes you to spe-
cific parts of  the world of  music; some instruments are highly specialised, while 
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others are more versatile and can be played in various settings and styles. All of  
these factors influence how the musician is perceived and will therefore probably 
also affect his or her identity. 

But why am I talking about musical instruments if  my topic here is the methods 
and knowledge of  graphic designers? The reason is the commonality between 
my experiences of  being a musician and being a graphic designer and how those 
experiences inspired me to choose a research topic. When a stroke of  chance first 
made me aware of  graphic design, I discovered that its joys are very similar to 
those of  music. Designers and musicians both deal with highly ambiguous tasks, 
start work on new projects without really knowing their outcomes, and tackle 
problems in isolation (as individuals) but solve them in cooperation with others 
or with the aim of  satisfying the demands of  an audience or client. In addition, 
I have found that both professions offer the joy of  the unexpected – surprising 
results and outcomes that cannot be anticipated. A third common aspect is that 
both professions depend on specific tools (like many others) but have seen a re-
markable transition from purely analogue tools to digital ones in recent decades. 
However, whereas analogue musical instruments have survived this transition 
and coexist comfortably with their digital counterparts, graphic designers have 
all but abandoned their old tools in favour of  software. 

I believe that the choice and use of  tools contributes to the perceived identity 
(and perhaps even joy) of  the musician and designer, something which is obvi-
ously highly subjective but nevertheless worth considering. However, the biggest 
commonality between the fields is perhaps the fact that the knowledge of  both the 
musician and the graphic designer is largely invisible to others. When people out-
side the field asked me what being a graphic designer involved, I often found it so 
hard to explain that I would simply say “we design logos”. This inability to effec-
tively express myself  about my vocation reduced my work to a very specific and 
limited task, and thereby diminished its value. In hindsight I think that downplay-
ing the worth of  my work in this way may even have affected my perception of  
my own value as a specialist as well as limiting other people’s perspectives. I have 
also found that discussions about how we make music occur much more openly 
than discussions on how we design. Here I am not referring to instructions for 
playing a particular instrument but the discussions about playing a certain piece 
of  music and the outcome of  the collective effort that happens within any kind 
of  musical ensemble, as well as the ensuing discussions among the audience and 
critics and so on. As both a musician and a designer, I find it much more common 
for musicians to talk constructively about music than for graphic designers to do 
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so. Could it be that musicians in general are more used to expressing themselves 
about what they do? More at ease with externalising their knowledge? Whatever 
it was, it dawned on me that I had found a topic worthy of  further research.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In the following pages I describe my attempts to study some of  the effects that the 
almost complete abandonment of  analogue tools may have had on graphic design 
knowledge. These investigations were inspired by my interactions with students 
and based on the similarities and differences that I perceived between design and 
music as well as my personal experiences of  playing analogue musical instruments 
and working as a professional graphic designer. For the sake of  clarity, the terms 
“by hand“,  “handmade” and “analogue“ are used interchangeably in the thesis; 
in all cases, they refer to design methods that do not rely on digital tools.

My research was therefore guided by two main questions. First: How can tacit 
graphic design knowledge be made communicable? And second: What 
is the role of  different design methods in that process? 

In this thesis I endeavour to answer these questions on the basis of  three studies 
in which I explored practice-based design knowledge. These studies were initially 
intended to be reported in separate articles, but they became more intertwined 
than was initially anticipated so I decided that their results would be better 
presented in the form of  a monograph. The thesis nevertheless builds on papers 
presented at conferences and an article published in the Journal of  Design 
Research (see Appendix IV). The research was designed as a coherent project, with 
a common research approach between the studies. Study I was an interview study 
performed in 2018 that aimed to clarify how practice-based design knowledge is 
understood and expressed by professional graphic designers today. Building on 
the results of  Study I, Study II was a participatory study conducted during 2019 
in which graphic designers worked on a design task while documenting their own 
processes. Its objective was to determine how the use of  different design methods 
can make graphic design knowledge more communicable. As the final part of  
my research, Study III develops the creative and research outcomes of  this work 
in an alternative manner: it is an exhibition study that forms a part of  my thesis 
defence whose purpose is to explore how graphic design knowledge can be made 
accessible to individuals within and outside the field who would not otherwise be 
exposed to it. 
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Background 

Before going any further, we must define the term “graphic design”. It was coined 
by W.A. Dwiggins in 1922 in an effort to distinguish the profession as one with 
skills of  its own (Heller, 2006), at a time when the creative work of  printers, plate-
makers, and illustrators was becoming increasingly identifiable as a field unto 
itself. Barnard’s (2005) etymological exploration of  the term concludes that the 
word “graphic” originates from the Greek “graphein”, meaning “mark-making”, 
and that “design” stems from “dessiner”, the French word for drawing. Even 
though Dwiggins first used the words “graphic design” a mere century ago, it is 
easy to argue that the profession’s history goes back much further than that. Ever 
since the invention of  the printing press in the 15th century (Meggs & Purvis, 
2016) the creative work of  those involved in making printed material was closely 
related to the work of  modern graphic designers. Some would even say that the 
origins of  graphic design (making marks) are the signs and drawings made by 
cave dwelling people over 30,000 years ago.  

Heller’s (2006) definition states that the aim of  graphic design as a profession is 
to develop its practical theories, such as those of  colour and symbolism, alongside 
its purely conceptual theories such as deconstruction or semiotics. However, over 
the profession’s history, ephemeral or “trendy” styles have repeatedly brought 
about a perception that graphic design is “based more on style than substance” 
(Heller, 2006 p.10). It is therefore challenging to come up with a single simple 
definition of  what graphic design is, even though we can define the more materi-
al aspects of  graphic designers’ work. As graphic designers we are always dealing 
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with problems of  communication: a client wants to say something to someone 
and it is our job to find an effective way of  communicating that message. What-
ever the nature of  the message – a letter of  indulgence issued by the Catholic 
Church in the 15th century, a Toulouse-Lautrec poster from 19th century Paris, 
or the interface of  your favourite app, for example – its purpose is to convey in-
formation to an intended recipient. Moreover, the building blocks of  the message 
are the same in all cases: forms, colours, typefaces, and images.

The introduction of  the Gutenberg printing press in the mid-15th century revo-
lutionised the distribution of  ideas and thoughts, inducing a veritable explosion 
in publications and a subsequent rising interest in reading and writing, albeit 
primarily within the upper ranks of  society (Heller, 2006). Ever since then, new 
technology, new media, and advancements in the production of  those media 
have continued to open up new possibilities for graphic designers; lithographs, 
photographs, 4-colour printing, Linotype machines, and Adobe InDesign are all 
tools that have provided both inspiration and challenges. Some of  these chang-
es happened gradually but others were more sudden and had a greater impact 
on the profession. The Linotype and Monotype machines of  the 19th century 
revolutionised typesetting by allowing type to be set mechanically rather than by 
hand (Meggs & Purvis, 2016). This sped up the printing process and widened 
the market, opening up a broader customer base and thus creating a demand 
for more designed material. Inventions like these have more often than not been 
made as part of  (or resulted from) societal changes that have also affected the 
profession. For example, the increased standard of  living brought about by the 
industrial revolution led to increased consumption and a higher demand for ad-
vertising material (Drucker & McVarish, 2013).

In modern societies, graphic design is all around us but is strangely inconspicuous 
to many. Even though we encounter many examples of  graphic design work ev-
ery day, most of  us do not necessarily reflect upon them as such (Barnard, 2005). 
This might be because we mainly focus on the content of  the designs rather than 
their different elements, and pay even less attention to the reasons behind the 
choices made in the design process. In my experience, many graphic designers 
find it difficult to explain their design process and some even find it pointless to 
try. Heller’s (2006) way of  explaining such “black-box” approaches to design 
is that “designers [are] expanding their influence as creators, rather than mere 
packagers of  content” (p.11). Bierut offers a somewhat different explanation: “It 
follows that every design presentation is inevitably, at least in part, an exercise in 
bullshit. The design process always combines the pursuit of  functional goals with 
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countless intuitive, even irrational decisions. The functional requirements … are 
concrete and often measurable. The intuitive decisions, on the other hand, are 
more or less beyond honest explanation” (Bierut, May 9 2005). I certainly rec-
ognise that the use of  “bullshit” is widespread within our profession, but such a 
description of  the graphic design process can unfortunately reinforce the idea 
that our work relies only on intuition rather than communicable knowledge.

Recent years have seen an increased interest in understanding the working pro-
cesses of  graphic design, as exemplified by Klein’s (2000) analysis of  logo and 
brand design as meaning-making. In Klein’s view, if  branding can be seen as 
“meaning-making” and brands are considered the core meaning of  corporations, 
the actual process of  brand design can be seen as “meaning-seeking”. This pres-
ents a way to redirect our interest in the design process away from the outcome or 
the object itself, and more towards “the conceptual characteristics these objects 
embody as means of  communication” (Kazmierczak, 2003 p.45). That is to say, 
we are less interested in the content of  a designed object than in “what the graph-
ics are doing or saying” (Storkerson, 1996). This is undoubtedly consistent with 
the sentiment of  most graphic designers, i.e. that their role extends beyond the 
mere shaping of  content, but many seem to lack the theoretical background and 
vocabulary to describe such broader skill sets (Kazmierczak, 2003). Kazmierczak 
argues that semiotics can aid in the understanding of  graphic design because it 
deals with problems of  communication and can thus bridge the divide between 
form-giving and meaning-making. Simply put, semiotics are preferences to de-
fine communication (Lanigan, 1988). For example, graphic forms express mental 
models that “reflect knowledge at a given point in time and space” (Saint-Martin, 
1987 p.111), and the design processes can be described as “a process of  repre-
senting conceptual relations by spatial means in a graphic or other medium” (Ka-
zmierczak, 2003 p.51). The role of  the graphic designer is therefore, according to 
Kazmierczak, not the designing of  artefacts but of  thoughts. Consequently, the 
graphic designer’s challenge is to create a contextual frame that fits the receiver 
in order to aid his or her own meaning-making process. A similar argument high-
lighting the social responsibilities of  the graphic designer was proposed by Downs 
(2012), who stated that regardless of  media or method it is up to the graphic de-
signer to act as a mediator between “those who need to send a message (but can’t) 
and those who need to hear a message (but aren’t)”.

Throughout most of  the 20th century, graphic designers performed their “mean-
ing-seeking” by hand, with analogue tools. Since the 1990s however, the practice 
of  graphic design has undergone a digital revolution driven by the introduction 
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of  new methods, tools, and media (Cramsie, 2010). None of  the technological 
innovations that have affected the graphic design profession since its inception 
did so as drastically as the introduction of  DTP, the software and hardware 
that made it possible for designers to manage layouts, shapes, and typography 
using only a computer (Meggs, 2016). Not only were multiple tools consolidat-
ed into a single machine, but work that had previously required the efforts and 
knowledge of  several people could now be done by just one. This increased 
efficiency because reducing the number of  individuals involved in the process 
led to faster production. Recognizing this change, customers demanded quick-
er output, putting pressure on graphic designers to produce their work faster. 
In addition, like all new methods and processes, DTP introduced new creative 
paths. The world wide web and the introduction of  graphic interfaces, handheld 
devices, and subsequently smartphones opened up a whole new world to graphic 
designers, creating new and inevitable demands to keep up with technological 
innovations and updates. This paradigm shift has made the role of  the graphic 
designer even harder to decipher, amplifying the previously discussed difficulties 
of  verbalising and theorising about graphic design. As a result, new challenges 
for graphic designers have emerged: learning new ways of  working, facing a 
new group of  people who claim to be designers simply because they possess soft-
ware skills, and meeting the demands of  clients who want “a graphic designer” 
but have no preconceptions about or understanding of  the profession (Yi Lai, 
Nov 5 2011). Simon’s (1969) definition of  the designer as someone who “devis-
es courses of  action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones” 
places great emphasis on the creative and cognitive aspect of  the design process. 
The profession’s digitisation has given everyone easy access to design software, 
but the differences between professionals and amateurs are obvious: “Without 
formal study of  design principles one might be able to create something that is 
aesthetically pleasing however lacks any sense of  usability or ability to convey a 
clear and effective message to the end consumer” (Yi Lai, Nov 5 2011). To sum 
up, challenges both old and new call for theorisation and verbalisation of  the 
knowledge and skills of  a graphic designer.

The constant evolution of  the graphic design profession has been reflected in fre-
quent changes of  its name, or at least of  the job titles held by graphic designers. 
This may be partly due to the emergence of  new media and methods, but it is 
undoubtedly also a result of  practitioners wanting to create niches for themselves 
in a competitive market. What is the difference between a UX designer, commu-
nication designer, visual designer, and a web designer? Why are they not graphic 
designers who focus on different kinds of  visual communication projects? The 
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term “visual communication design” is sometimes used in reference to a field that 
supposedly engages with a more varied set of  tools, media, and methods than 
“graphic design”, but my personal experience is that the difference between the 
two fields is at best very unclear. As noted by Davis & Hunt (2017), visual commu-
nication has become more complex and diversified in recent decades, but wheth-
er or not there is any need for constant redefinition of  the graphic designer’s role 
is another matter altogether. For the purpose of  this work, a “graphic designer” 
will therefore be considered anyone dealing with problems of  communication 
that they solve using various tools and methods but fundamentally by working 
with type, imagery, colour, and form. 

METHODS IN GRAPHIC DESIGN

As shown by the preceding discussion, dramatic shifts in the methods and pro-
cesses of  graphic design over the last decade of  the 20th century transformed 
the profession from a craft-based one to a digital one (Cramsie, 2010). In the 
subsequent years, the processes and to a large extent also the media that graphic 
designers work with have become more and more reliant on computers. Conse-
quently, it is not surprising that working by hand has become increasingly rare in 
graphic design projects. Studies have shown that drawing is considered to play 
a less important role today than it did some 30 years ago (Schenk, 2005), and 
that those who still do some work by hand only do so in their earliest sketches. 
Moreover, it has been noted that design students tend to stop sketching very early 
in their projects and seek to convert their designs into digital forms as quickly as 
possible, creating a risk that the creative input of  their work will be compromised 
(Leblanc, 2015). Interviews with professional designers suggest that design stu-
dents consider the aesthetic qualities of  their sketches to be poor and therefore 
lack the confidence to show them (Thurlow & Ford, 2017). In addition to exac-
erbating their lack of  sketching experience, this shows that the students do not 
realise that a sketch is a tool for concept development rather than a design arte-
fact in and of  itself. It has also been argued that such attitudes are detrimental 
to the design process and indicative of  a shift in focus to the aesthetic values of  
a design project rather than the problem-solving and innovative aspects of  the 
graphic designer’s work (Leblanc, 2015). As such, the decline of  sketching may 
enhance the perception that the graphic design profession is largely superficial 
and its creations mainly ephemeral. 

Despite the above, it seems that professionals in the graphic design community 
value the role of  sketching and frequently choose to do it by hand. In 2018, I 
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interviewed several professional graphic designers in Sweden as part of  an inter-
view study (see Study I, p.48). It was the almost unanimous opinion of  the inter-
viewees that knowing how to draw and sketch is an important skill for a graphic 
designer. The benefits of  sketching have been widely studied and analysed; no-
tably, Goldschmidt interpreted the sketch as something that enables conceptual 
development through the process of  seeing as and seeing that (Goldschmidt, 1991), 
while Schön regarded the sketchpad as “the medium of  reflection-in-action” 
(Schön, 1983), which is a perspective that most professional designers seem to 
share. The developmental power of  the sketch was also described by Goel, who 
argued that ideas give rise to new ideas in a lateral way but the development of  
an idea happens in a vertical way, and that the conceptual phase of  design work 
is driven by the constant reinterpretation of  what is seen in a sketch (Goel, 1995). 
In addition, there is evidence that sketching has cognitive benefits in that it can 
help circumvent the limitations of  our working memory, making it easier to har-
ness and develop ideas (Bilda & Gero, 2007). This conclusion is based on Miller’s 
finding that the human memory can only process seven items of  information at 
any given moment (Miller, 1994). 

Because modern graphic designers work almost exclusively with digital tools, tra-
ditional manual methods are being forgotten. These methods required a certain 
kind of  knowledge that was communicable among practitioners and proprietary 
to the profession. It is therefore worth considering what these manual graphic 
design methods contributed in order to better characterize the knowledge need-
ed to perform graphic design. Another significant issue is the challenge posed 
by software that, with just a few clicks of  a button, allows people with no prior 
education to enter the field and start producing forms of  graphic design. This 
raises some important questions – first, aside from knowledge of  the software 
used within the profession, what are the skills and knowledge possessed by graph-
ic designers that make their work worthwhile? Second, how do graphic designers 
describe their skills and knowledge? The answers to these questions may also be 
of  interest in other design fields and in otherwise unrelated fields that deal with 
uncertain situations using knowledge that has not previously been externalised.  

It is therefore interesting to explore what kind of  knowledge is needed to solve 
problems in graphic design and the degree to which this knowledge is under-
stood and expressed by designers. What do the designers think themselves? 
Apart from the commonly accepted understanding of  form, colour and typog-
raphy, is it possible to delineate more clearly the different aspects of  graphic 
design knowledge?   
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KNOWLEDGE IN DESIGN

To start answering the above questions, we must first define “knowledge”. Ac-
cording to the dictionary, knowledge is the fact or condition of  being aware of  
something, or the range of  one’s information or understanding (Webster, 2020). 
But what about design knowledge? Friedman (2000) states that on one hand, 
design is a strange territory, anchored in a range of  skills, professions and crafts 
that have never been defined, and which is based on unspoken assumptions and 
inarticulate practices rooted in human development. This paints a picture of  
the design landscape in which the prerequisites and skills needed to become a 
designer are highly ambiguous. However, Friedman also argues that because 
design professions and research exist and grow, we must explore the nature of  
design knowledge. Lawson (1997) frames design itself  and design research, prac-
tices, and education as being quite different from many other disciplines in that 
design can be practiced but is not anchored to any one theory or knowledge 
domain. Dorst (1997) defines two types of  design knowledge: 1) understandings 
of  the basic design principles and structures, and 2) knowledge of  actual settings 
and practices. Hoadley and Cox (2009) propose that design knowledge is me-
ta-knowledge, i.e., knowledge of  an open-ended process and methods leading 
to answers rather than knowledge of  answers per se. They also recognize that 
designers know things but seem to have great difficulty in articulating this knowl-
edge, and note that specialists are unique in that “they don’t know the same 
things in the same way” (p.19). This inability to express design knowledge is 
reflected in the apparent difficulty of  defining what it is that designers know and 
how they act based on that knowledge. For example, some design knowledge is 
described as “know-how” (e.g. Wong & Radcliffe, 2000), which is itself  a poorly 
articulated concept. In this view, many of  the explorations performed during a 
design process may be based on explicit and proven theories, but they also often 
involve some kinds of  choices or estimations that are difficult to define in words. 
Since design knowledge seems to be difficult both to pin down and to generalise 
about, the fact that it is very personal to each designer should make its external-
isation even more important because it would let designers access each others’ 
perspectives and thereby grow and develop their own practices. The question 
remains, though: how can we best externalize design knowledge to make it un-
derstandable to others? 

Ever since the Renaissance until the 1950s, designing was usually performed by 
an individual working on a solution to a problem based on a given “brief ”. How 
aware were these designers of  their own knowledge? They probably adopted what 
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is now sometimes referred to as a “black-box“ approach (Jones, 1992) in which 
either nobody ever requested an articulation of  what had been done and on what 
grounds, or the designer was unable or unwilling to provide such an articulation. 
The reliance on such unarticulated or inarticulable knowledge makes it hard to 
describe what design is and how designing happens, whether to other profession-
als, to users, or to clients. The obscure nature of  the black-box approach even-
tually motivated efforts to rationalize and structuralize design (Alexander, 1964; 
Jones, 1992). However, the resulting rational design models were later criticised 
on the grounds that designing could not be formalized in such ways. As an alter-
native and in an effort to address some of  the field’s unarticulated aspects, Schön 
(1983) proposed that design could be defined as a reflective practice that involves 
reflecting on the values and theories that inform designers’ everyday actions, in 
what could be framed as a knowledge-building process. 

A common view on knowledge within design is that decisions in the design pro-
cess are largely intuitive and not based on evidence (Cross, 2004). Whereas evi-
dence-based design has recently gained acceptance in architecture (Stichler et al, 
2008), it remains practically unheard of  within the graphic design community. 
Consequently, the knowledge-in-action within the design process appears to be 
purely intuitive. In the spheres of  both design and fine art, knowledge has gener-
ally been defined by classifying it as “tacit” or “experiential”, meaning that it is 
born out of  experience and in many cases not communicable to others. “Tacit” 
means “implied or indicated but not actually expressed” (Webster, 2020), so tac-
it knowledge consists of  theories-in-use or knowledge-in-action, i.e., knowledge 
that cannot be learned simply by asking about it but must instead be acquired 
through observation of  or self-reflection upon actions and behaviours (Argyris & 
Schön, 1974). In the case of  graphic design, these actions and behaviours are the 
acts and decisions that the designer performs and makes during the design pro-
cess but cannot explain verbally. Cross notes that skilled, successful designers of-
ten discuss their design outcomes (i.e., the artefacts they produce) but rarely talk 
about how they arrived at those outcomes (Cross, 2011). This is clearly evident in 
the way design is represented in publications, in which the final results of  design 
projects are presented but the painstaking processes that led to those results are 
neglected, concealing all the mistakes and failed attempts that made the design 
outcome possible. The challenge of  communicating the tacit knowledge involved 
in the design process is undoubtedly why it gets left out of  such publications. A 
common view is that it is “knowledge which is, or could be, available to conscious 
awareness and yet typically remains unarticulated, at least in any formal sense” 
(Myers & Davis, 1993, p.122). However, such a clear-cut distinction between 
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communicable and tacit knowledge may be too simple; Leonard and Sensiper 
(1998) suggest instead that knowledge exists on a continuum, with purely tacit 
and purely explicit knowledge at opposite extremes. What if  this were the case 
for graphic design knowledge? 

It has been argued that graphic design research should move beyond aesthetic 
concerns and focus more on understanding graphic design practices based on 
culture and communication (Smith, 1994; Kazmierczak, 2003), aiming to ob-
tain deeper insights into how objects are designed and understood than can be 
accessed using only simplified models of  communication. These efforts can be 
related to the concept of  a designed artefact’s “script”, which is a metaphor for 
the guidelines that a designer inscribes into an artefact to convey its intended 
use and meaning (Akrich, 1992). In this view, the designer materializes more 
or less informed scenarios that build on a well- or ill-informed interest in, and 
understanding of, the use or meaning an artefact induces. This is referred to 
as an I-methodology, and sheds light on the importance of  the designer’s un-
derstanding of  the artefact’s intended use and how users will perceive it. Given 
these considerations, it is interesting to compare the attention paid to what goes 
on in the graphic design production sphere (the design process) and the graphic 
design consumption sphere (the users’ interactions with the artefact) because it 
says something about the assumptions and knowledge that the practice of  design 
itself  builds upon.

When practitioners master a skill, certain aspects of  the associated process may 
be performed using subsidiary rather than focal awareness, as illustrated by Po-
lanyi’s (1962, p.56) example, which I recognise well from my own experience as 
a musician: “If  a pianist shifts his attention from the piece he is playing to the 
observation of  what he is doing with his fingers while playing it, he gets confused 
and may have to stop.” The problem here has to do with self-consciousness and 
may partly explain why skilled designers find it hard to explain their processes or 
how they interact with a specific medium. This situation imposes a dilemma if  
one wishes to understand how things work, and also makes it harder to express 
what the practitioner is actually doing or to present a rationale for the process 
leading to a final concept, design, or solution. It also presents a challenge when 
seeking to make the knowledge of  a graphic designer explicit. Tacit knowledge 
requires and is generated by experience, so it can only be transferred through 
shared experiences (Lam, 2000). To better understand how this knowledge 
is created in design, it is necessary to further reflect upon and explore design 
knowledge.
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According to Friedman’s (2000) proposed taxonomy, four distinct categories of  
design knowledge exist. The first comprises skills for learning and leading, in 
the form of  knowledge of  problem solving, mind mapping, coaching, analysis, 
and so on. The second comprises knowledge of  the human world, which means 
understanding (i) the human being and her behaviour, (ii) the company, society, 
and world, and (iii) the basic principles of  theory. The third category comprises 
knowledge of  the artefact, which includes knowledge of  methodology (of  design, 
graphic design, and behavioural design) as well as technology and process man-
agement. The fourth and highest design knowledge domain is knowledge of  the 
environment, which includes understanding of  environmental impact, economy, 
usage, and installation based on a philosophy of  space, culture theory, and princi-
ples of  art. The relevance of  this taxonomy may of  course differ between design 
disciplines, but it provides some interesting ideas concerning design knowledge. 
Focusing more on the field of  graphic design but without the objective of  pre-
senting a taxonomy of  design knowledge, Lupton (2018) speaks of  four different 
realms within the field today that differ in some ways from the period when she 
received her education. These are 1) basic design, which consists of  knowledge 
of  typography, colour, forms, modularity, and so on; 2) design thinking, con-
sisting of  design thinking, problem definition, user-centred design and ideation; 
3) user experience, which includes knowledge of  the user journey, integrated 
design, systems and services; and finally, 4) design culture, which encompasses 
knowledge of  history, theory, ethics, sustainability, and inclusion. 

A number of  other notable analyses of  design knowledge have been put forward 
by various authors. For example, Armstrong (2009) states that the technologies 
through which designers create and communicate encourage universality: “soft-
ware applications mould individual creative quirks into standardized tools and 
palettes” (p.11). This means that the use of  shared methods and technologies 
within a design profession may influence design outcomes but also suggests that 
such sharing and the effective standardization it creates may facilitate the use 
of  design tools by people outside the design domain. In addition, Lupton and 
Lupton (2007) have described a new visual language that is being stretched and 
tested by a wide range of  people to create a new graphic design commonality. 
This process is facilitated by easy access to the tools of  the trade through DTP 
and its results can be framed as a form of  design knowledge relating to shared 
features or attributes that form a culture within graphic design. Another view 
is based on individuality, or what Rock (1996) describes as the “author” per-
spective on the created work: “While some claims for authorship may be simply 
an indication of  a renewed sense of  responsibility, at times they seem ploys to 
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gain proper rights, attempts to exercise some kind of  agency where there has 
traditionally been none.” This implies that despite the apparent emergence of  
a more universal approach to design, the increased ease of  access to the design 
profession and its tools may foster a stronger desire to develop individuality in an 
overcrowded market. 

Unlike professions that primarily rely on factual, theoretical knowledge, knowl-
edge in practice-based fields like graphic design is built largely through hands-on 
experience. Returning to analogies with the world of  music, it is obvious that to 
become a piano player, one will have to sit at the piano and practice; reading 
a book about it will not get one very far. The same goes for design: we will not 
build our skills as designers if  all we do is read about the tools and history of  
design or look at other people’s work; we must have a go at it ourselves. The re-
sulting journeys of  practice, repetition, failure, and success will inevitably cause 
knowledge to be gathered in a very personal but perhaps not always conscious 
manner. In that respect it can be interesting to consider work that has been done 
with the objective of  building a methodology for a design process. Seeking to 
establish a stronger framework for both quality assurance and clarity of  process, 
Cooke (2017) presents a model that is intended to ensure that the outcomes and 
objectives of  a design project meet the requirements of  an intended audience. 
Building on existing theories, he presents a methodology split into four stages: 
definition, divergence, transformation, and convergence. Cooke argues that this 
model enables clearer communication with the client and a more efficient design 
process while also facilitating creativity. Whatever the truth of  these claims, the 
model represents an interesting exploration of  the opportunities created by open-
ing up the design process while maintaining a creative focus. 

GRAPHIC DESIGN AND THE REFLECTIVE PRACTITIONER

The concept of  the “reflective practitioner” and terms such as “reflection in ac-
tion” are widely used when describing a professional’s mental process. Founded in 
the writings of  Dewey (1933), the idea of  reflective practice has been embraced 
by the design community. However, as noted by Hébert (2015), what being “re-
flective” entails is not entirely clear. Dewey’s idea of  reflective thinking is “turning 
a subject over in the mind and giving it serious and consecutive consideration” 
(1933, p.3), but I am not sure many designers would necessarily describe their 
mental processes while working on a design task as being “serious and consecu-
tive”. In saying this I do not wish to imply that we do not take our work seriously 
but that in my experience much of  our reflection happens unconsciously, in the 
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back of  our minds, often while focusing on something completely different or 
simply not focusing on anything in particular. Is that a serious and consecutive 
process? And if  it isn’t, does that mean that it is not a reflective process? I would 
very much say that even though we do not necessarily focus specifically on a given 
idea, the mental processes that eventually lead to new ideas are still very much 
reflective. We’re constantly skimming over previous experiences, remembering 
inspiration from different sources, and milling away while doing other things 
such as watching a movie or even falling asleep. Dewey’s definition of  reflec-
tive practice is very much born out of  the world of  empirical evidence, scientific 
proof, and logic (Van Manen, 1995). In an effort to develop on these ideas while 
moving away from the underlying technicist models, Donald Schön conducted a 
philosophical analysis of  the reflective practitioner that led him to an alternative 
epistemology focused on the often uncommunicable professional knowledge of  
experts that is gathered through experience and practice (Schön, 1983). Although 
Schön’s work largely departed from the world of  pedagogy, it has been embraced 
by the field of  design, not least due to his efforts to understand the design process 
and his ideas on “conversation with the situation”. According to Schön, the men-
tal processes of  experts as they work constitute a form of  “reflection in action” in 
which decisions are made while working, usually intuitively, leading to surprising 
and pleasing results (1983). In this way, Schön attempts to explain and even el-
evate the tacit knowledge of  the practitioner, the uncommunicable but essential 
knowledge gathered through years of  practice. This stands in contrast to Dewey’s 
more rationalist ideas of  reflective practice, in which reflection and action are 
assumed to happen at separate times and to be driven by one-another. Schön 
described reflection in action as an “epistemology of  practice” (Schön, 1983), but 
this position has been challenged by others who argue that it is not really an epis-
temology but a “process of  knowledge production” (Eraut, 2006). Regardless of  
their definition, I find it very logical that the ideas of  Schön have gained foothold 
within the field of  design because his description of  the processes at play during 
a design project resonate well with my experiences both of  working as a designer 
and of  being a musician. The often unexpected decisions made in a design pro-
cess, the reflexive responses to sudden changes or ideas, and the frequent surpris-
ing outcomes all make sense when seen as the results of  “reflection in action”, a 
process based on intuitive but intelligent decisions.

Taking a pedagogical perspective while drawing inspiration from and building 
on Schön’s ideas, Jackson (2008) challenges the use of  behaviouristic models of  
teaching and proposes an approach based on gestalt theory. Using Schön’s ideas 
of  “reflection in action” and “reflection on action” as points of  departure, Jack-
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son argues that the complexity of  graphic design projects calls for a kind of  ped-
agogy that cannot be supported using behaviouristic models of  teaching because 
of  their focus on linear and quantifiable learning. More specifically, he claims 
that the need for a holistic understanding of  a project based on the interaction 
between the different elements of  the graphic design process calls for a pedagogy 
that allows for a non-linear and reflective method of  learning. Jackson therefore 
proposes a model where learning happens “by, through and from experience” 
and proposes that gestalt theory can facilitate the development of  such a learn-
ing environment (Jackson, 2008). Learning by experience means entails the use 
of  cognitive reflection to gain a deeper understanding of  what is being done. 
Learning through experience is the process of  gaining an overview of  the task’s 
objective and understanding why it is being undertaken. Learning from is the 
final stage in which the project is considered in retrospect to understand the ex-
periences gained from the process as a whole. The teacher’s role in this view is to 
support the student through the different stages, asking questions and facilitating 
feedback between students. Jackson’s article touches upon an issue that lies close 
to my heart, namely that current design education often does a poor job of  link-
ing the studied subjects to the bigger picture and explaining their context from a 
broader perspective. 

Considering the obscure nature of  design and its processes, it should not come as 
a surprise that designers have a hard time explicating their work and consequently 
that their knowledge remains tacit. This is problematic in several ways. A profes-
sion that primarily relies on knowledge that is not communicable will surely be 
more vulnerable to criticism and have more difficulty in upholding its standing as 
a valuable service that deserves respect based on the knowledge possessed by its 
practitioners. The dissemination of  knowledge is also affected, for how can we 
discuss and pass on what we know as professionals if  our expertise remains largely 
uncommunicable? If  we cannot explain the knowledge of  graphic design, is that 
not detrimental to the identity of  the profession? As pointed out by Niedderer 
(2010), there is a need to integrate experiential, tacit knowledge into research 
models. The sharing of  such knowledge through description and documentation 
will inspire discussion and improvement of  that knowledge. These considerations 
inspired me to contribute in some small way to research in this area using a meth-
odological approach that is outlined in the next chapter. 
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Methodological approach 

“Research” or the practice of  reflecting on one’s processes and methods has 
historically been an integral part of  the work of  artists and later designers, as 
pointed out by Frayling (1993). Studying references, raw materials, processes, and 
methods has always played a key role in visual arts; artefacts do not just turn up 
out of  the blue. The last three decades or so have seen a rising interest in academ-
ic design research, but the bulk of  that work has been focused on areas other than 
graphic design, such as architecture and industrial design. Academic research on 
graphic design is therefore very much in its infancy; while the number of  uni-
versities offering doctoral programmes in graphic design has increased in recent 
years, they remain few and far between. This obviously means that there are 
very few people doing academic research on matters related to graphic design, so 
relatively little has been written and published within the field. Moreover, there is 
currently no consensus on research methods, a philosophy of  science for graphic 
design, or even where to publish articles, so it is safe to say that the whole field is 
still very much in development. While a great deal of  the research done in other 
design fields is relevant to my work, much remains to be done to improve our 
understanding of  graphic design knowledge specifically.    

As we have already seen, graphic design is a creative discipline of  visual art that 
originates from the craft of  the sign painters, typographers, and lithographers of  
the early 20th century (Cramsie, 2010). As such, the subject has traditionally had 
a stronger focus on practical and commercial methods than other forms of  visual 
art such as painting or sculpturing. In many ways it has always existed on the 
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border between marketing, advertising, and propaganda on one side and pure 
artistic expression on the other. Because it stems from craft rather than science it 
was not initially an academic subject, but since moving into universities graphic 
design education has adapted to the rigours of  the academic world. An inevita-
ble consequence is that some members of  the graphic design community have 
become interested in performing academic research on their subject, although 
these efforts are in their initial stages. 

ON DESIGN RESEARCH AND SCIENCE

The quote “writing about music is like dancing about architecture”* seems to 
accurately describe how many designers feel about writing and design, and il-
lustrates the difficulty of  putting the tacit (experiential)  knowledge of  a designer 
into words. Much of  Polanyi’s writing about skills, tradition, and connoisseurship 
(Polanyi, 1962) similarly argues that a great deal of  an artist’s knowledge can 
neither be explained nor passed on in words. If  this is true, what does it imply 
about the possibility of  performing design research? Can such work be called 
scientific? If  not, will design research be considered less valuable? It is certainly 
possible that Karl Popper would have thought so, given his views on the impor-
tance of  being able to falsify scientific work (Popper, 2009). The traditional Car-
tesian approach to research as being based on “scientific knowledge” has led to 
a lack of  trust in sensory, personal experience (Newman, 2010). Research within 
the field of  design will however rarely aim to generate testable theories; the focus 
will usually be on widening the subject’s knowledge base and offering accounts 
of  processes, results, and findings to other members of  the design community. 
Buchanan (2001) states that design results are “situated in the lives of  individuals 
and in society and in culture” (p.14), which implies that it is important for design 
research to adopt an internal rather than an external perspective in order to 
enhance our understanding of  the usefulness and usability of  design. In this re-
spect it is worth noting that the ideation and design processes, which are the basis 
of  every designer’s work, are based on critically evaluating existing ideas and 
forms to come up with a better solution to a common problem. As pointed out 
by Redström (2017), design theories differ from scientific theories in that instead 
of  looking for patterns and regularities, they must account for the non-regular-
ity of  design – its quest for the new and unusual. It could therefore be said that 
Popper’s ideas actually resonate quite nicely with the way a designer works and 

* Uncertain origins, the quote has been attributed to several artists, such as Frank Zappa and Elvis Costello 

(“Writing About Music is Like Dancing About Architecture”, (2018)).
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thinks; testing, verifying, and rethinking are after all a designer’s developmental 
methods. Feyerabend’s idea that there is no one “true” method of  science might 
conversely also be relevant to design research (Chalmers, 2013, p.139). The main 
reason Feyerabend’s ideas may appeal to a designer is that when discussing meth-
ods of  design, designers often say that there is no universal method of  designing. 
One might of  course argue that not having a structured and fully transparent 
method is in itself  a method because it necessitates a conscious mindset in which 
the ultimate goal is to work independently of  prior work and the restraints of  
tradition. However, such “non-methods” will lead each designer to develop his 
or her own ways of  working and even though it might be possible to detect sim-
ilarities between two different methods it would be all but impossible to describe 
them to a would-be designer. 

Reflection is undoubtedly central to the work of  any designer. According to Dew-
ey (1909), reflection starts with a demand for a solution to a problem and leads 
to the induction of  facts based on the observation of  other facts (truths). Dewey 
also discusses the human ability to infer thoughts from experience, stating that 
“given things are significant of  absent things” (Dewey, 1909, p.15). In the case of  
the designer, this means that one can study existing ideas and forms in order to 
find a solution to a problem at hand. It is notable that Dewey stressed the need 
to train and teach reflective thought, seeing it both as a tool that defines us as 
human beings and something that gets us into trouble that other species would 
avoid. He therefore considered it important for educators to keep their students’ 
natural curiosity alive and to give them tools to develop their intellectual, logical 
thinking (i.e., their capacity for reflective thought). These ideas and theories are 
interesting in both scientific and practical terms when considered from the per-
spective of  a professional designer for two reasons: first because the how and why 
of  design are important questions given our profession’s practical focus, and sec-
ond because of  their potential to facilitate the development of  our own research 
and epistemology. 

THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS OF DESIGN RESEARCH 

So what kinds of  research are done within the field of  graphic design and does 
it have its own taxonomy? Obviously, given that the field is relatively new, its 
research areas are rather loosely defined at present. While some attempts have 
been made to categorise or define the different kinds of  design research that 
exist and should be performed, these definitions are mainly based on research 
within the design field as a whole rather than being specifically oriented towards 
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graphic design. According to Cross (2006), most design research falls into one of  
three categories: 

design epistemology, which studies “designerly ways of  knowing” i.e. 
how people design and how the ability to design is learned and developed.  

design praxiology, which is the study of  the practices and processes 
of  design. A great deal of  a designer’s work is coming up with suitable 
processes for idea generation, choosing production models, and problem 
solving. 

design phenomenology, which is the study of  the form and configura-
tion of  artefacts. This means studying the why and how of  the results of  
a designer’s work, i.e., learning from others. 

Frayling (1993) similarly suggests that there are three categories of  art and design 
studies:

research into (art and) design, such as historical, aesthetic and theo-
retical research. 

research through (art and) design, which can be material research, 
developmental work or practical experiments. 

research for (art and) design, where the end product is an artefact. 

When comparing the taxonomies of  Cross and Frayling, it is notable that they 
agree that design research will deal with the theory, practice, and results of  de-
signing. All of  these subjects relate to works and knowledge of  design, but much 
of  the graphic design research that has been published to date has been con-
ducted by researchers from outside the field. For example, linguists have studied 
the semiotics of  typography (Stöckl, 2005) and cartographers have researched 
graphic design in mobile map applications (Horbiński et al, 2020). Consequent-
ly, graphic design research has largely been conducted using methodologies and 
theories drawn from other fields, when what is needed is to establish methods 
and theories that belong to the field of  graphic design itself. I therefore hope that 
positioning my own research within the framework of  the philosophy of  science 
will contribute in some small way to the construction of  the future methodology 
of  graphic design research.
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Research never happens in a vacuum and cannot be free from the influence of  
the researchers’ experiences and background. Given my own experience as a 
graphic designer and its potential effects on my research, I have made efforts to 
carefully consider the role of  objectivity in graphic design research, its relevance 
to my own work, and ways of  addressing issues of  bias and objectivity.   

Objectivity and my own work
When considering the role of  objectivity in the type of  research that I am doing, 
ideas originating from the social sciences seem more relevant than those applied 
in the natural sciences. This may be due to my background in the arts and hu-
manistic subjects such as music, language, and literature, but it seems to me that 
the ideas of  philosophers such as Kuhn, Popper, and Lakatos have little to do 
with design research. Questions of  knowledge progression, the development of  
theories, and so on are not of  the essence at this stage of  my work because I am 
not trying to prove or falsify any existing theories or ideas. It is nevertheless in-
teresting to consider Popper’s ideas about knowledge because he emphasises the 
fact that we can never really be sure that we have discovered any general truths 
about the world, which makes falsification the only real test of  a theory’s worth 
(Popper, 2009). His ideas align well with many aspects of  the way a designer 
works, constantly considering alternative ways to solve a problem that has al-
ready been solved many times. However, I feel that because my research does not 
focus on falsifying or supporting an existing theory, Sandra Harding’s writings 
on standpoint theory are more relevant to my work (Harding, 1996). Standpoint 
theory favours the use of  naturalistic, experiential epistemology when studying a 
group’s knowledge on the grounds that the views and experiences of  individuals 
in certain environments may be better explicated and externalised by a research-
er within those environments than by outside observers. 

Harding’s work is not specifically related to design – it arises from and focuses 
on theoretical aspects of  feminist research. Nevertheless, her ideas fit nicely with 
a practice-led research project. My research involves monitoring, studying, and 
documenting my own design processes and those of  others, and to a lesser de-
gree experimenting with new methods of  working. It could therefore be argued 
that my work will be viewed from the standpoint of  the object, making me both 
the subject and the object of  knowledge to at least some extent. Seen in this way, 
the similarity between the subject and object of  knowledge in this work is about 
as high as it can be, which is very consistent with Harding’s ideas (Harding, 
1996, p.243). However, I actually see myself  occupying the central position in 
her theory – that of  the standpoint itself.
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Whereas Harding focuses on studying groups, classes, and races (particularly 
those that are marginalised), my work involves observing myself. It is therefore 
important to consider how standpoint theory might help me maintain objectiv-
ity. In classical empiricism, the researcher aims to rid him or herself  of  politics 
and presuppositions. Standpoint theory has the opposite aim: it acknowledges 
the observer’s standpoint and seeks to include his or her politics, bias, and pre-
suppositions (Harding, 1996, p.241). Since I have been a graphic designer for 
more than 20 years and have worked on a wide variety of  commercial projects, I 
consider it important to provide a clear picture of  my own position as a designer. 
Other aspects of  my background are also important, including my education, 
worldview, and mental models of  relevant subjects. These factors define my cur-
rent standpoint and must be taken into account when evaluating my views and 
potential bias. For similar reasons, it is important to be aware of  the background 
and preferences of  an art critic; reading a criticism without knowing the critic’s 
standpoint is futile, because the frame of  reference is paramount. “Strong reflex-
ivity” (Harding, 1996, p. 244) has therefore been an important tool in my efforts 
to be objective, to be aware of  my own standpoint, bias, and presuppositions, to 
reflect upon them, and to take them into consideration when studying my own 
work and design process. Because of  these considerations, I have tried to embed 
accounts of  my own experiences into this work and adopted a style of  writing that 
I hope will help make my experience and background (and thus, my standpoint) 
clear to the reader from the start. 

THE (PERCEIVED) DUALISM OF THE HANDMADE AND THE DIGITAL

My work’s point of  departure is the shift in the methods of  graphic design that 
accompanied the introduction of  DTP and the resulting effects on the field’s 
knowledge. In my experience, most professional designers and teachers of  design 
believe that designers benefit from learning to do analogue work even if  they 
choose to work exclusively with digital tools in their careers. The idea seems to be 
that using analogue processes introduces design students to alternative ways of  
thinking and that working by hand with different materials (be they inks, paper, 
or physical tools) will not only introduce them to the profession’s history but also 
give them more varied opportunities to build their own style and ways of  work-
ing. Hoadley & Cox (2009) have expressed similar sentiments, advocating for a 
varied approach when introducing different design methods in education: “Thus, 
our primary motive as teachers of  design should be to give our students as much 
experience as possible and as many kinds of  experiences as possible, including 
vicarious ones via storytelling and observation” (p.31). 
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These methods in design have sometimes been presented in an “either/or” man-
ner, resulting in a perceived dualism between the digital and the handmade. To 
better understand this phenomenon, we can perhaps seek inspiration in the way 
Donna Haraway considered the problematic world views of  traditions such as 
patriarchy or naturalism. According to her, such dualistic theories cause us to set 
up systems of  “us and them”, taking a black and white view of  human society and 
nature in general, which in turn has facilitated oppression of  and discrimination 
between sexes, races, and species (Haraway, 1997). One of  her criticisms has to 
do with communication between opposing ideologies, which she argues is failing 
because of  segregation and because the language of  politics is exclusive and dom-
inating rather than inclusive and inviting, which hinders discourse. It is tempting 
to consider our views on new technology in a similar way, and particularly to 
reflect on how it can sometimes be seen as a “saviour” – a tool that will change 
our lives and ways of  working. There can be no doubt that such perceptions are 
partly due to marketing. For example, when the Macintosh computer was intro-
duced in 1984, it was presented as a way of  rebelling against social norms rather 
than just a digital tool (Meggs, 2016). This marketing strategy took advantage of  
the fact that users of  products in an inferior market position often fall prey to the 
underdog effect (Avery et al, 2010), resulting in a sense of  community whereby 
the users feel that they have teamed up against the top dog. A similar “us and 
them” sentiment was very prevalent among graphic designers during the 1990s 
as I recall it: the products of  Apple and Adobe became both tools and accessories 
used to communicate a sense of  rebellion against dominant forces such as the 
software company Microsoft. Could it be that the divisive stance adopted by the 
graphic design community in relation to their choice of  digital tools spilled over 
to their perceptions of  working by hand? The new vs the old? Such a view would 
inevitably encourage the exclusion of  different methods rather than enabling em-
bracive approaches in a design process. In any case, it is clear that the choice of  
computers was very much a part of  the construction of  a professional identity 
among graphic designers. Haraway’s concept of  the “cyborg”, the modern hu-
man living in symbiosis with various technological enhancements, can also be 
invoked when considering the relationship between graphic designers and digital 
tools (Haraway, 1991). However, rather than focusing on the synchronicity of  the 
two, we should perhaps consider Haraway’s ideas concerning shifts towards a 
unifying dialogue based on affinity rather than identity. I believe that these ideas 
can be applied to the way in which tools and methods are perceived in graphic 
design: we need not identify ourselves as designers based on our decisions to work 
digitally or by hand. Instead, we can focus on the goals of  creating, identifying 
problems, and coming up with designs that solve them. 



40 TACIT

Some will doubtless think that I have strayed somewhat from Haraway’s thinking, 
but her ideas nevertheless inspired me to adopt an inclusive perspective on the use 
of  methods in graphic design processes rather than adopting an “us and them” 
approach. Haraway has said that she prefers to “work inside the belly of  the mon-
ster”, in the sense that instead of  rejecting a current environment, she chooses to 
work within it to better understand it and subsequently gain influence and elicit 
change (Haraway, 1998). In keeping with Donna Harding’s work, I see this as a 
willingness to understand one’s viewpoints, biases and surroundings in order to 
be able to move forward based on that awareness while aiming to improve and 
develop both one’s own practice and also that of  the field itself. Personally, I find 
this perspective to be at least somewhat applicable to any situation.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A major early obstacle in my efforts to conduct research on graphic design meth-
ods and knowledge was the difficulty of  establishing an appropriate theoreti-
cal framework. I conducted a literature search to identify potentially relevant 
theories, but the vast majority of  the identified publications were written from 
a point of  view of  industrial design or architecture; only a handful had been 
written from a graphic design perspective. This is perhaps unsurprising given 
that research on industrial design and architecture is much more common than 
research on graphic design. By broadening the focus of  the literature search, a 
set of  studies adopting a more general design perspective was identified. Some 
of  these studies included graphic design practitioners and others did not. Several 
studies have examined aspects of  sketching including its role in the design pro-
cess, how digital tools have impacted it, and its nature in general. To develop a 
theoretical framework for my own research, I focused on those publications that 
dealt primarily with sketching and the design process. These publications and 
their data were evaluated in terms of  the provenance of  the information (i.e., its 
authenticity and quality) by comparing the information to the interview material 
and identifying common themes. The following section describes the outcomes 
of  the literature review. 

The review followed the procedure outlined by Milton and Rogers (2013), which 
involves outlining the problem or area of  interest before performing literature 
searches using relevant keywords. The keywords used in this case were design pro-
cesses, drawing, sketching, by hand, analogue, manual, digital, digital methods, 
ideation, conceptual design, design process, and design tools. In addition, graphic 
or graphic design were sometimes included to narrow the searches. The literature 
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search was performed using the search functions of  Luleå University of  Technol-
ogy’s library, which automatically searches a wide array of  databases including 
SCOPUS, the Arts & Humanities Citation Index, and EDS Publication Finder. 
Additional articles were found through Google Scholar and by studying the ref-
erence lists of  articles retrieved in the initial search. The aim of  the search was to 
get an overview of  what has been written previously about the role of  working by 
hand in the graphic design process (as opposed to working digitally), particularly 
from a perspective of  knowledge creation and development. 

Graphic design research is heavily rooted in the work of  Gabriela Goldschmidt 
and Pamela Schenk. In an effort to investigate the process of  sketching, Gold-
schmidt tries to describe what happens when designers (in this case architects, but 
her results seem relevant to graphic design as well) are active in the creative ide-
ation process (Goldschmidt, 1991). Her analysis indicates that unlike lay sketch-
ing, design sketching is not about creating representations of  images held in the 
mind but creating visual displays that help induce images (“interactive imagery”) 
of  the entity being designed. Starting with a blank canvas, sketches can allow 
the designer to discover something that isn’t actually there through reinterpre-
tation (lateral interpretation). Goldschmidt describes the sketching process as a 
dialogue between the designer and what is drawn, and calls this interaction “the 
dialectics of  sketching”, which she defines as a process characterised by “short 
sequences of  arguments which shift between ‘seeing as’ and ‘seeing that’ modali-
ties” (Goldschmidt, 1991, p.138). That is, the designer both discovers (sees as) and 
reinterprets his/her own sketching, reasoning forward to a new design variation 
and eventually arriving at a tenable solution to the design problem. She finally 
concludes that more experienced designers move more freely between these mo-
dalities because they are more fluent in the dialectics of  sketching and can thus 
reason about it in a more structured way. 

Whereas Goldschmidt’s work predates the advent of  DTP, that of  Pamela Schenk 
stretches over more than two decades and was summarised in 2014 (Schenk, 
2014). Based on a remarkable long-term study that began in the mid-1980s, 
Schenk asserts that designers continue to believe that drawing plays an important 
role in the design process. She considers the choice of  digital or analogue tools for 
sketching to be relatively unimportant and argues that the primary benefit comes 
from drawing by hand. Schenk writes that drawing today only happens during 
the stages of  ideation, at least among graphic designers. The benefits of  drawing 
are seen to be the advancement of  visual memory, understanding, remember-
ing, and judging visual information (through copying). The ambiguous nature 
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of  the sketch is considered to be useful in ideation, aiding in the development of  
the designer’s ability to re-read sketches to stimulate new ideas. Training visual 
literacy through the act of  sketching and drawing is therefore seen as something 
of  a competitive advantage: “..it does provide the perceptive instrument through 
which a designer can respond to visual sources, and the analytical device to inter-
rogate them” (Schenk 2014, p.55). 

Pan et al (2012) supports Schenk’s ideas, finding that sketching by hand generates 
many rough ideas quickly and allows for their rapid development. Computers on 
the other hand offer a faster way to realise ideas and visualize complex designs. 
They also make it easier to quickly test whether a variation of  an idea will work 
in real life. The main reason for choosing one method of  working over another 
comes down to proficiency: those at ease with working by hand will do so, while 
advanced users of  digital tools will preferentially use those instead. 

While much of  the literature highlights the benefits of  sketching, there has also 
been research into its role in conceptual work. In a paper from 2006, Bilda et al. 
question whether sketching is actually necessary for conceptual designing. These 
authors present a study in which 3 expert architects were given two similar tasks, 
one that was done blindfolded (using only words and reasoning in the mind) and 
one in which they were allowed to sketch (Bilda et al, 2006). It was found that the 
participants used the same cognitive processes in both cases and achieved similar 
results in terms of  creativity, inventiveness and practicality, with the blindfold-
ed solutions being of  somewhat higher quality according to external examiners. 
While this study is undoubtedly interesting, its implications for design in general 
are unclear. It does seem to show that sketching is not essential for experts in the 
conceptual stage of  their work; they can develop creative, inventive, and practi-
cal solutions without sketching. The question is whether this says anything other 
than that experts are so used to conceptual thinking that they don’t need to sketch 
physically. All of  the participants expressed frustration during the blindfolded 
stage, probably due to the increased cognitive load and the feeling of  not being 
able to assemble their partial ideas into a cohesive whole. This resonates with me: 
I often think a lot about the different aspects of  a project before actually starting 
to sketch, but at some point sketching becomes necessary both to remember the 
ideas I have come up with and to see whether or not the images in my mind can 
be made to work in reality. 

Therefore, while Bilda et al. certainly describe a very interesting experiment, it 
may have more to do with how our brains work than having much to say about 
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how we should practice or teach design. However, it does illustrate an important 
aspect of  the design process, namely that a great deal of  our conceptual work 
does not generate any physical representations. Once again we see a tacit process, 
a hidden kind of  knowledge that we should nevertheless strive to make commu-
nicable. The importance of  “mind sketching” was further confirmed by the some 
of  the participants in my own research (see Study I).  

The fact that sketching does not seem to be an essential part of  ideation is partly 
supported by a 2005 study that found sketching by hand to be in decline, espe-
cially among young graphic designers (Jonson, 2005). Through the use of  self-re-
porting by designers working on real-life projects, the author showed that ver-
balisation rather than sketching was the primary conceptual tool used by both 
students and practitioners, although some relied on verbalisation in conjunction 
with sketching or a digital tool. What does this mean? Like the findings of  Bilda, 
Gero & Purcell (2003), these results indicate that sketching by hand is not a nec-
essary or even important factor in conceptualisation. This was especially true for 
the graphic design students and practitioners who did not record a single instance 
of  using sketching in their conceptualisation phases. However, all of  the study’s 
participants expressed a desire to sketch more and stressed the importance of  
teaching drawing. This raises a question: why are these views so prominent even 
though graphic designers do not seem to work with their hands at all?

Taking a somewhat different approach to the potential benefits of  sketching, Leb-
lanc (2015) looked at the intellectual process behind designing by conducting an 
exercise designed to open design students’ eyes to the power of  sketching and 
sticking with an idea to develop it rather than abandoning it and jumping to 
the next one if  critiqued, or alternatively going directly to visualisation before 
arriving at a mature solution. The author states that a part of  the problem stems 
from the fact that students like the idea of  being able to finalise their ideas at the 
earliest possible stage and therefore tend to move too quickly into software. The 
author further argues that sketching with a digital tool is less likely than with pen 
and paper, especially because the latter permits easy side-by-side comparison and 
assessment of  ideas, which is less straightforward to do digitally. In my own expe-
rience, this is only partially true in graphic design: software like Adobe Illustrator 
actually makes it very easy to compare multiple ideas using art boards. But in 
initial sketching it is probably true that side by side comparison of  rough ideas 
is easier and happens more naturally on paper than on-screen, whether using a 
computer or tablet, and that this is likely to be beneficial in the assessment and 
development of  a concept.
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Another approach to sketching can be seen in a study by Stones and Cassidy 
(2010). Building on their own earlier work (2007) and studies reported by Goel 
(1995) and Won (2001), these authors sought to understand how novice designers 
can reinterpret preliminary work when sketching by hand and working with dig-
ital tools. Although their study examined only 10 students, its results suggest that 
while students can reinterpret their work both when done by hand and digitally, 
they seem more likely to generate new ideas based on these reinterpretations 
when working by hand. This is consistent with Goel’s findings but not with Won’s 
study, which featured only 2 participants and suggested that reinterpretation was 
more common when working digitally. The latter conclusion agrees better with 
my own personal experience, which is that frequent interchange between focus 
on the whole and the detail is more likely when working digitally than when 
sketching by hand. Based on the results presented in this article, the authors claim 
that although reinterpretation happens when working digitally, it leads to fewer 
new ideas because students judge their digital work more harshly, which restricts 
their ability to see new solutions. This may be related to the fact that digital tools 
generate more accurate depictions than manual sketches. The study’s main con-
clusion is that more work needs to be done on how students can be encouraged to 
develop their ideas, whether working by hand or digitally, perhaps by learning to 
suspend judgement or becoming more familiar with design software. 

The articles mentioned here are all in some way related to my own research. 
Schenk’s work spans a very long period of  time and while her respondents have 
embraced digital tools, they and the participants of  the other studies seem to 
largely agree on the importance of  working by hand in the design process. Her 
work and the other reviewed studies all provide substantial support for the value 
of  using diverse tools in the conceptual phase of  the design process. However, 
other work such as that of  Jonson suggests that designers are increasingly moving 
towards only using digital tools. This analysis of  the existing literature does there-
fore suggests that there is a research gap concerning graphic design methods in 
our time and the potential effects of  recent changes in design methods on graphic 
design knowledge. My initial study aimed to fill this gap to some small degree by 
assessing professional graphic designers’ views on this issue. 

MY OWN RESEARCH PROJECT

Having chosen a research topic I had to design my research approach and choose 
appropriate research methods, which raised the questions of  theory and philos-
ophy discussed above. Returning to the research area classifications proposed by 
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Frayling and Cross, we can see that they essentially agree that there are three 
main strands of  research in the field of  graphic design, focusing on theory, prac-
tice and artefacts. My research primarily examines the potential effects of  differ-
ent graphic design methods on knowledge, so it falls into the category of  design 
praxiology. However, because the main study involves a large amount of  creative 
work and its documentation, the research is also based on the phenomenology or 
creative aspects of  a design project. 

My work rests on three main studies:  

I. An interview study involving eleven professional graphic designers 
using a semi-structured interview format. The study’s aim was to gain 
an understanding of  the participants’ views on what constitutes graphic 
design knowledge, with particular regard to analogue and digital design 
methods.  

II. A participatory study involving eleven professional graphic designers 
performing a design task in which they were instructed to do half  of  
their work by hand and the other half  digitally. The aim of  this study 
was to evaluate the design outcomes with regard to the methods used 
and what they might reveal about the knowledge at play during a graph-
ic design project. This study constitutes the largest part of  my work and 
is the main source of  research material. 

III. The final part of  my research is an effort to provide a different ap-
proach to the research findings in the form of  an exhibition. The exhi-
bition is an exploration of  alternative paths available for disseminating 
knowledge of  my research findings and is intended to open my work up 
to an audience that otherwise would not be exposed to design research 
outcomes. 

The methods used in each study are described in more detail in the correspond-
ing chapters, but in general the methodology was chosen with the common aim 
of  externalising tacit graphic design knowledge. Starting with open and explor-
atory interviews with professional designers, the work moves on to a participatory 
design study with a split focus involving ten professional graphic designers. The 
first part of  the study is based on material submitted by these designers, which 
included artwork, process documentation, and interview responses. The partici-
pants were given instructions that guided their work on the task and their submit-
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ted material was studied and analysed by myself. In addition to analysing this ma-
terial, I performed a creative task similar to that assigned to the other participants 
but with a larger scale (designing a full font rather than just a few glyphs) and 
documented my own design process. The documentation I produced was con-
siderably more detailed than that submitted by the other participants because I 
was aware of  the research project’s focus on tacit knowledge. The creative aspect 
of  the study proved to be enormously time consuming and thus constitutes the 
most important artistic input of  the thesis. The analysis of  this part of  the work 
was effectively performed in parallel with the creative process and also after its 
completion, when I analysed my own documentation and the other participants’ 
interview responses. The final part of  my work is the Tacit exhibition, which is 
described in more detail later in the thesis. The use of  an exhibition as a research 
method was an effort to explore the creative results of  the thesis in a potentially 
more open and accessible way than is possible using only text and images.  

I have not encountered any other graphic design studies that combine methods as 
I have done here. However, the resulting methodology has enabled the gathering 
of  material that is revealing in terms of  the thoughts expressed in the interviews 
and also through creative processes and their documentation. My choice of  an-
alytical methods combines the analysis of  submitted material with meta-analysis 
of  my own work, which also shows potential for knowledge externalisation. The 
research exhibition provides an additional layer of  exploration into possible ways 
of  revealing and sharing knowledge. While none of  these methods are ground-
breaking in and of  themselves, I believe that the methodology used here enables 
us to widen our understanding of  graphic design knowledge in a way that will 
hopefully facilitate future research developments. 

Having described the process behind the design of  the methodology, it is worth 
considering alternative approaches that could have been chosen. First, the inter-
views could have been conducted using a more rigid approach, which might have 
produced a different kind of  outcome. The semi-structured interviews performed 
in Study I gave the respondents considerable freedom, resulting in the discussion 
of  a much broader set of  topics than I had expected. Because I had not previ-
ously conducted interview-based research, my frame of  reference was limited to 
the literature on the subject and my choice of  interview form was thus influenced 
by that literature. It is possible that a more structured kind of  interview using 
direct questions rather than talking points would have given more focused results. 
However, in retrospect I believe that the semi-structured approach was extremely 
valuable because it helped to reveal the breadth of  graphic design knowledge. 
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Future work in this area could delve deeper into the study’s results and build on 
them using a different interview strategy.   

My main concern in Study II was to emulate a design task and engage the interest 
of  the participating designers. I chose the task of  designing glyphs not primarily 
as a typographical project but because I feel that it encompasses several com-
mon challenges in graphic design projects: identifying existing material, searching 
inspiration, the possibility of  solving a problem using different methods, and a 
design process that progresses from a rough sketch to a final outcome through 
several identifiable steps. While the same would be true of  other design tasks (e.g. 
designing an advert, poster or logotype), I did not want the participants to be 
overly focused on an end-user or client, or on the intended use of  their design; 
rather, I wanted them to focus on the design process itself. This limited the degree 
to which the task emulated a real design project because real projects always have 
a stakeholder of  some kind. Consequently, it may be desirable for future research 
projects to examine such tasks. However, I am convinced that the method provid-
ed valuable insights into design knowledge and was therefore appropriate given 
the study’s objectives.     

Study III is undoubtedly the most unusual of  the methods used in my work. Like 
most exhibitions, it is limited by outside factors such as available venues, financial 
considerations, and time. Its design had to take these factors into account, which 
limited the outcome in terms of  the number of  artefacts that were included and 
thus the scope of  the exhibition. Costs could alternatively have been reduced 
by creating a different type of  exhibition featuring more two-dimensional items, 
more digital forms of  presentation, or artefacts that were scaled down in size. 
Ultimately, however, it was decided that the best approach would be to limit the 
number of  exhibited artefacts while preserving their original dimensions because 
this was seen as the best way of  achieving the intended effect. The exhibition is 
the most creative research method used in this work and as such it is also the most 
open to individual interpretation. Any number of  other approaches could have 
been used, but as this is a very personal expression of  my research results, I find it 
hard to envision an approach that would have suited my work better at this time. 
I will have to leave it to the visitors of  the exhibition to decide whether my choices 
are justified.



Study I
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Interviews with professional graphic designers

If  there is one thing we can rely on in life it is that our world is constantly chang-
ing. The works of  graphic designers are representations of  this world, so they 
must change along with it. As discussed in the preceding sections, the last few 
decades have seen the emergence of  new ways of  expression in graphic design, a 
revolution in the way graphic designers work, and a veritable explosion in the di-
versity of  media in which our work can be published. The fundamental elements 
of  the trade (typography, form, colours, and imagery) remain unchanged, but the 
way we work with and manipulate them today is mostly digital, in contrast to the 
craft-based methods used before the advent of  DTP in the late 1980s. One of  the 
initial aims of  my first study was to consider these changes from the perspective 
of  graphic design education. The study’s aim subsequently shifted to focus more 
on knowledge but some interview questions relating to the participants’ education 
were retained. 

The study presented here is based on interviews with eleven professional graphic 
designers that were performed in 2018. The point of  departure for the study was 
the perceived dichotomy between digital and manual ways of  generating graphic 
design work and the knowledge at play in a design project. The study was moti-
vated by considering the fact that it has become practically impossible to deliver 
finished work without using a computer, which led to a series of  questions: how 
much emphasis should we place on teaching methods that today are all but obso-
lete? Is there value in knowing how to sketch by hand? Does knowing how to set 
type manually confer an understanding of  typography that cannot be obtained 
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using digital tools? Due to the semi-structured nature of  the interviews, the var-
ied backgrounds of  the respondents, and their different areas of  expertise within 
graphic design, the interviews followed different paths and gave divergent results. 
The respondents’ opinions were influenced by their personal interests, views on 
working processes, and preferred media. However, some very general and com-
mon traits emerged during the analysis of  the interviews.   

METHOD

The interview study was performed in the spring of  2018. Eleven professional 
graphic designers, 6 female and 5 male, aged between 26 and 59, were inter-
viewed about their working processes. Interviews were originally arranged with 
14 people, but 3 had to cancel at the last minute. All of  the respondents were 
active in the field of  graphic design in Stockholm, Sweden, and had worked in 
the field for periods ranging from a couple of  years to almost 4 decades. Seven 
of  the respondents run their own businesses, 3 were employed by design firms or 
ad agencies, and one was an academic with over 20 years’ experience as a profes-
sional graphic designer. The majority of  the respondents were contacted through 
portfolio sites such as Behance and Dribbble, two were known to the interviewer 
beforehand, and three were recommended by other respondents. The aim of  the 
interviews was to get a sense of  the respondents’ views on knowledge in graphic 
design, with a particular focus on their use of  digital and manual design methods. 
In addition, several closely related subjects were discussed by the respondents and 
emerged during the analysis of  the interview transcripts. Respondents were in-
formed that their names would not appear in the study. Before the interview they 
were given a very basic introduction to the study and its purpose. There was no 
fixed timeframe for the interviews, but the aim was to finish within an hour. The 
average length of  the interviews was one hour and seven minutes. 

It was decided that the interviews should be semi-structured (Flick, 2014) in nature 
because their results were expected to vary widely depending on the respondent. 
A set of  talking points was used to guide the interviews, but respondents were 
free to lead the discussion in any direction they considered pertinent. The talking 
points were intended to encourage respondents to express themselves about their 
background and education, views on design methods, education, and more gener-
ally to open up about their professional practice as graphic designers. Topics were 
therefore discussed in a variety of  contexts and not only in response to prompts 
based on the study’s subject. The length of  the interviews ranged from 46 minutes 
to 1 hour and 38 minutes. The interviews were audio recorded and notes were 
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taken by the interviewer. All interviews were performed in informal settings such 
as the respondents’ places of  business or cafés. The majority of  the respondents 
were Swedish nationals, so most of  the interviews were performed in Swedish, 
although two were performed in English. The interviews were transcribed and 
translated by the author. Translated quotes are presented in the original language 
in Appendix I and the following are the talking points used in the interviews:

Background  
Name, age, current employment and job title 

Your education  
Where, when, how long?   
Aim/type of  education (commercial / creative /artistic)  
Methods presented / taught, and how they may have affected your 
professional life  
Use of  computers in education

Interest / motivation  
Why graphic design?   
What was the attraction?   
Do you engage in creative activities in your spare time as well?

Career  
Places of  work (bureaus vs freelance vs inhouse etc.)  
Types of  clients (large, small, private, corporate etc.) 
Which branches? Finding work initially. How to stand out.

Methods  
Use of  digital vs working by hand. Never / sometimes / often – 
respectively 
Why? Why not?  
What decides the method? Time? Market demands? Client? Proficiency? 
Knowledge? Previous experience?  
If  you work by hand, at what stage does that occur? Sketching - 
Conceptualising - Presenting - Finalising. 

How you work  
Are there things you do not do, but would like to try? (Methods, materials, 
media, markets etc)? If  so, what stands in the way? 
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The future of  education  
Based on your professional experience, what is your perspective on your 
own education? Were there elements of  your education you consider 
unnecessary, or do you wish you had learned something that wasn’t taught? 
Is there anything you’ve realised in hindsight? How do you perceive today’s 
education? If  you were to hire someone, what would you be looking for? 
Are software skills important? What about colour theory or analogue 
methods (screen printing, letterpress, calligraphy, drawing, sketching)? 
Even if  these methods are no longer in use, do you think such skills are 
still useful? What do you consider most important for advancing students’ 
creativity?

ANALYSIS

Each interview was recorded using the iOS Voice Memos application. The re-
cordings were imported directly into a laptop computer and then deleted from 
the mobile phone. Each recording was named using the following format: Study 
nr 1, number (order) of  interview. Notes were taken by the interviewer during 
each session, primarily to ensure that material was available in the event of  a 
technical malfunction but also to record any thoughts and ideas that might occur 
during the interviews and to describe visual cues or events not captured in the 
audio recordings. There were no instances where such descriptions proved neces-
sary. However, the audio recording failed partially on two occasions and in those 
cases the interviewer’s notes were used instead of  a recording. The recordings 
were subsequently transcribed by the interviewer. The overwhelming majority of  
the recorded material was of  good quality, but in a few isolated instances the re-
spondent’s words were inaudible; such instances were noted in the transcriptions. 
Each transcript was named using the same format as the audio recordings (study 
nr, interview nr).  

The first steps of  the analysis used a phenomenological approach based on inter-
pretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith & Osborn 2008). IPA was used 
because the semi-structured nature of  the interviews allowed the respondents to 
answer in a very open manner and the study’s aim was to extract the respondents’ 
lived experiences of  the practice of  graphic design. The analytical approach was 
therefore very much exploratory, seeking to discover commonalities and traits in 
the material. This required the material to be read repeatedly to gradually build 
a sense of  its contents because the variety of  topics discussed was far greater than 
had been anticipated.
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The analysis began with the transcription of  the interviews by the author. Notes 
were taken during the transcription process, allowing a rough image of  the in-
terviews’ contents to be developed. The next step was an initial reading of  the 
finished transcripts with the aim of  identifying general topics in the respondents’ 
answers. During the initial reading, a more detailed set of  notes was constructed 
in which each answer was analysed to identify topics discussed by the respondent. 
These were broken down into the following main categories and subcategories: 
education (with subcategories of  assignments, feedback, networking, and perspec-
tives), identity, inspiration & inhibitions, materiality, and methods (with subcate-
gories of  sketching and digital vs. manual). The set of  notes from this initial round 
was then studied further, making it possible to start building an overview of  the 
identified topics and searching for commonalities between them. The topics were 
sorted in order of  recurrence and grouped according to similarity of  matters dis-
cussed. This initial analysis of  the material revealed an underlying motif  relating 
to the knowledge that graphic designers employ in their professional practice, 
and the concepts of  intuition and experience were found to recur heavily during 
the interpretative analysis of  the responses. These concepts were deemed to pro-
vide a promising foundation for identifying and describing the different realms of  
knowledge that the respondents expressed. The transcripts were therefore revis-
ited and filtered by performing a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using 
the concepts of  intuition and evidence to guide the analytical process. The mate-
rial was read with the aim of  identifying additional traits and themes that could 
shed light on issues relating to graphic design knowledge. 

The open and exploratory approach of  the analysis revealed several different 
themes within the material, including education, professional identity, design meth-
ods, materiality, and inspiration. Whereas the study’s initial focus was primarily on 
the methods and processes of  graphic designers, the outcomes of  the analytical 
process revealed several themes that were more strongly related to the knowledge 
used in graphic design. These outcomes are discussed in more detail below.

INTERVIEW OUTCOMES

The interviews were analysed to extract the respondents’ views on knowledge in 
graphic design based on their experiences of  and thoughts on the development of  
the field’s methods and processes. The following pages describe the outcomes of  
this analysis. I start by discussing the overarching topics that emerged from the in-
terview analysis, presenting interview quotes that contributed to the identification 
of  particular topics. This is followed by a summary of  the study’s main findings.   
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Developing design rationales
When making comments relating to the topics of  methods and decision-mak-
ing during the design process, the respondents raised a number of  factors that 
influenced their design rationales. For instance, when discussing their education 
and the teaching of  “conceptual thinking”, the respondents agreed about its im-
portance but expressed different views on its implementation in graphic design. 
As we have already seen, many studies on the conceptual stages of  the design 
process have examined the role of  sketching. Some authors have concluded that 
the unclear nature of  handmade sketches inspires reinterpretation that in turn 
generates new ideas (Bilda & Demirkan 2003), which supports the position that 
working by hand can still be important. Another study (Jonson, 2005) indicated 
that sketching by hand is not a necessary or even important factor in conceptu-
alisation. This was shown to be especially true for those study participants (one 
graphic design student and one practitioner) who did not record a single instance 
of  sketching during their conceptualisation process (Jonson, 2005). The respon-
dents also raised issues other than sketching. Thinking back on his education, 
one of  them felt that ideation had been prioritised at the expense of  the actual 
realisation of  the work, regarding that as a positive thing: “There was a lot of  
ideation there, the idea was perhaps more important than the actual design work. 
That is something I’ve taken to heart and that I’m good at” (respondent 10, April 
2018, author’s translation 1). Respondents also talked about a lack of  focus on the 
practical aspects of  the graphic design profession, seeing a risk that “... you start 
educating consultants rather than people who actually produce something...” (re-
spondent 6, April 2018, author’s translation 2). An emphasis on ideation and a 
neglect of  practical considerations are both likely to have strong formative effects 
on a designer’s development of  rationales and decision making. 

The development of  rationales often occurs in an environment of  discussion. 
Based on their comments pertaining to the topic of  feedback, the respondents 
generally agreed that it is important for designers to be able to provide arguments 
for their work and choices. In particular, when talking about learning graphic 
design and learning how to provide design rationales, the respondents highlight-
ed the importance of  having the courage to present imperfect work and request 
feedback: “We need to get past the stigma of  perfection, everyone starts with 
something ugly...” (respondent 8, April 2018, author’s translation 3). Some of  the 
respondents said that they become more aware of  their own processes when they 
are forced to provide arguments to clients or peers. They use a range of  methods 
to support and strengthen their arguments, including theatrics; as one respondent 
put it “…I believe in building a story, a dramatic presentation of  what the work is 
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about so that they really understand” (respondent 4, April 2018, author’s transla-
tion 4). When discussing presentations during the design process, another respon-
dent said: “Research leads to interpretation, which leads to a presentation, then 
experimenting, and should finally lead to documentation” (respondent 1, April 
2018, original language). This is consistent with views expressed by Birgerstam 
(2000), who highlights the importance of  being aware of  one’s sources of  inspira-
tion and making sure not to copy others’ work. Inspiration is difficult to describe, 
but Birgerstam suggests that it results from combining things one has seen previ-
ously: “/…/ combining previous projects to different degrees, both your own and 
others’.” (Birgerstam, 2000 p.152). Similarly, on the basis of  their studies on com-
munication through reference in the design process, Eckert & Stacey state that 
“almost all design proceeds by transforming, combining and adapting elements 
of  previous designs, as well as elements and aspects of  other objects, images and 
phenomena” (Eckert & Stacey, 2000). Being aware of  sources of  inspiration and 
understanding how they can be adapted to create original work thus both seem to 
be important in the development of  a designer’s creative process. This conclusion 
aligns well with Schön’s concept of  the reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983).

Respondents also stated that it is important to embrace all of  a student’s different 
aspects and qualities when learning graphic design so that students can develop 
to their full potential, and to be aware of  human diversity: “... a lot of  it has to 
do with critique, that is constructive critique, and also considering the person as 
a whole, really embracing the individual and being empathetic in that way“ (re-
spondent 6, April 2018, author’s translation 5). This resonates with Salk’s ideas 
on “making the invisible visible through conversations that would bring out new 
ideas that could not arise in the minds of  the single individuals but might emerge 
as a result of  the interaction” (In Csikszentmihalyi, 2015 p.284). Salk further 
argues that an atmosphere of  openness and receptivity facilitates the expression 
of  knowledge that would otherwise remain tacit. This suggests that empathy is 
important in design because it allows practitioners to relate to the customer or 
end-user of  the outcome of  the design process. Some authors have suggested that 
empathy is an ability or personal trait rather than an acquired skill – for example, 
McDonagh discusses “the intuitive ability to identify with other people’s thoughts 
and feelings – their motivations, emotional and mental models, values, priorities, 
preferences, and inner conflicts“ (McDonagh, 2008). 

The respondents considered it vital for designers to be aware of  their design 
rationales and to be able to communicate them to peers and clients. They also 
agreed that it is essential to provide solid arguments for a design when presenting 
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to clients and stressed that being in an atmosphere where feedback is encouraged 
and is given and received constructively does not just facilitate communication; it 
also leads to better final outcomes. All of  these factors may thus be important in 
facilitating knowledge externalisation and could be seen as vital components of  
design education. 

Building design skills
A recurring sentiment among the respondents was that it is paramount for de-
signers to build up an arsenal of  “weapons” to use in their careers. This senti-
ment was commonly expressed using analogies, as exemplified by the statement 
that: “You and your thoughts grow bigger, or to put it differently, my carpenter’s 
pants used to have 5 pockets and now they have 23.” (Respondent 9, April 2018, 
author’s translation 6). A common theme among the analogies was the value of  
being introduced to a wide variety of  different aspects, tools, and methods in or-
der to be prepared for different kinds of  projects. One respondent put it like this: 
“[It is about] choosing different roads to reach the destination, not always taking 
the highway. As a result, you will be able to take ever more diverse routes to arrive 
at your destination.” (Respondent 6, April 2018, authors’ translation 7). A similar 
sentiment is expressed by Hoadley & Cox: “Thus, our primary motive as teachers 
of  design should be to give our students as much experience as possible and as 
many kinds of  experiences as possible, including vicarious ones via storytelling 
and observation.” (Hoadley & Cox, 2009, p.31).

To establish a sense of  discovery and experimentation, we can consider Sennett’s 
(2009) emphasis on the importance of  engagement and how it can be achieved. 
He suggests engaging curiosity through exposure to uncertain experiences and by 
actively creating obstacles in order to open our eyes to alternative ways of  doing 
things. Udall (1999) takes a similar stance, suggesting that discovery and growth 
can be facilitated through variety and uncertainty. This is supported by Birgers-
tam (2000), who stresses the importance of  “de-stabilising” previous experiences 
to counteract preconceptions. Dewey (1980) differentiates between two types of  
opposition; one that hinders and one that: “…calls out thought, generates cu-
riosity and solicitous care, and, when it is overcome and utilised, eventuates in 
elation.” (p.62). 

Dealing with uncertainty and variation is daunting, and respondents stressed the 
importance of  being confident in your work for tackling these challenges. They 
also spoke of  the need to build ability to present and believe in one’s work. When 
asked how they had acquired this skill, they talked about learning presentation 
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techniques but also their experiences in design history classes that gave them cul-
tural knowledge to strengthen their identity as graphic designers. This is support-
ed by Csíkszentmihályi (2015), who states that: “knowing the basics is essential. 
Acquiring the foundations /…/ is the starting point for any further innovation.” 
(2015 p.329). It therefore seems necessary to give students such foundations as 
well as the ability to build on that knowledge by themselves.

The value of graphic design practice 
A somewhat surprising element of  the interviews was that when asked to state 
their professional title, only three of  the eleven respondents called themselves 
graphic designers; the remaining eight used other titles including digital creator, 
art director, or typographic illustrator. In contrast, few architects use alternative ti-
tles such as “façade designer” or “building creator”. Even though the respondents 
worked with different kinds of  media, projects, and clients, the outcomes of  their 
work could in all cases be regarded as forms of  graphic design under the definition 
given at the start of  this thesis. It is difficult to say exactly why graphic designers 
choose such varied job titles, but it does indicate an uncertain identity among the 
field’s practitioners. This may be due to the changes in the field’s methods and 
processes. When asked to define the value of  graphic design knowledge, those who 
had been working in the field before the DTP revolution spoke of  a “degradation 
of  the profession” (respondent 3, April 2018, author’s translation 8) after the ad-
vent of  the computer. They felt that knowledge previously exclusive to graphic 
designers had rapidly become available to anyone with a computer and the ap-
propriate software. Interestingly, this sense of  degradation also seems to be felt 
by younger designers – for example, one suggested that practical experience and 
know-how seemed to have lost some of  their perceived value (respondent 10, April 
2018) with the increasing emphasis on technological developments and advances. 
When asked how this trend could be challenged and how the identity of  graphic 
design could be reinforced, the respondents’ opinions varied. Some argued that 
more specialisation was the way to go because being a “Jack of  all trades” was con-
sidered impossible in the modern world, while others stressed the importance of  
having a large and varied skillset, arguing this would enhance the designer’s cred-
ibility in clients’ eyes. This is in a way indicative of  the unclear nature of  graphic 
design knowledge. If  we examine the issue from the perspective that knowledge is 
either intuitive or evidence-based, we can draw on Birgerstam’s statement (2000) 
that a creative process can be regarded as both rational and intuitive, with the 
undefinable tacit knowledge underlying the intuitive element being based on ra-
tional fact-based knowledge that can be communicated to others (p.97). Having 
studied the different kinds of  choices made in a design process, Lundin argued 
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that design choices fall into three categories: evidence-based choices made using 
shared, communicable knowledge; intuitive decisions made using personal, tacit 
knowledge; and arbitrary choices made when no relevant knowledge is available 
(Lundin, 2015). Commenting on Lundin’s model, Hamilton states that “intuitive 
decisions are based on tacit knowledge and experience in a way that is not at all 
irrational.” (Hamilton, 2019).

One type of  knowledge that was considered important by all respondents was 
knowing how to sketch, which was seen as an essential skill for developing ideas and 
concepts. Most preferred hand drawn sketches because they were seen to provide 
the benefits of  speed and ease when sifting through ideas as quickly as possible – 
one respondent described it as follows: “So, if  you sketch by hand…it allows you 
to vary more, to do just what you set out to do from the start” (respondent 9, April 
2018, author’s translation 9). The skills of  each individual do however determine 
their choice of  tools: some respondents chose to sketch directly on their computer 
because it is quicker (respondent 2, April 2018), and one stated that sketching starts 
in the mind: “…a lot of  the sketching happens in your head, then you visualise it 
on the computer…“ (respondent 6, April 2018, author’s translation 10). Pamela 
Schenk has stated that knowledge of  sketching is the last remaining drawing skill 
within the field of  graphic design, and is only used today during ideation and con-
ceptual work; it has been eliminated from the later stages of  the design process 
(Schenk, 2014). She also suggests that drawing can facilitate the construction of  
a visual databank, a knowledge base that serves as a foundation for making visual 
decisions. Other studies on the value of  sketching by hand have found that goals 
and intentions changed more frequently when designers used traditional sketch-
ing, indicating that for some reason digital tools are ineffective at inspiring such 
changes (Bilda & Demerkan, 2003). Studies comparing the impacts of  working by 
hand and working digitally in other fields have suggested that manual methods are 
beneficial for memory. For example, a study conducted by Mueller and Oppen-
heimer showed that taking notes by hand has advantages over typing on a laptop 
because the slower pace of  working by hand can encourage a more effective way of  
reframing and processing information (Mueller & Oppenheimer, 2018). Similarly, 
Leblanc states that design students tend to move too quickly into software, wanting 
to finalise their ideas at the earliest possible stage in the process. In contrast, when 
working with pen and paper they abandon ideas less readily and develop them fur-
ther before finalising one because of  the ease of  quickly comparing and assessing 
ideas when sketching by hand (Leblanc, 2015). Within the realm of  graphic design, 
drawing and sketching by hand could perhaps be seen as the source of  designers’ 
gut feelings, i.e., the intuitive decisions made in the design process. 
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DISCUSSION

Knowledge
The breadth of  topics discussed by the respondents in this study shows that there is 
no dearth of  thoughts or ideas in the graphic design community but practitioners 
may struggle to articulate the kinds of  knowledge and skills that graphic designers 
use. This study seems to confirm that graphic designers are simply not used to ex-
pressing themselves about their work in their professional day-to-day lives. Graph-
ic design knowledge is most commonly externalised when work is being presented 
to clients, where the focus is on selling a proposed design solution rather than ex-
plaining the process behind it. Most experienced graphic designers therefore seem 
accustomed to providing arguments in support of  their finalised work but are less 
able to explain how they arrived at those final designs. The graphic designer Paul 
Rand once said that “Design is so simple, that’s why it is so complicated” (Rand, 
2000), and these words may hint at the core issue of  my research. 

Professionals and specialists in any realm rely on their intuition, and this is per-
haps especially true for graphic designers. Using previous experience and knowl-
edge gathered through practice, failure, and success, graphic designers make de-
cisions during their design processes but rarely provide arguments to justify them 
either verbally or in writing. When presenting their work to clients and peers they 
focus on finding arguments that will encourage the client to accept the idea rather 
than explaining their processes, so they are unlikely to be forced to formulate their 
thoughts on that subject. The sense of  lost identity described by the respondents 
and the fact that new job titles are continuously being invented both strongly 
suggest that graphic designers need to become more aware of  their methods and 
processes in order to confidently explain how their work comes about and make 
a case for what it is that they actually do. In addition, the respondents’ strong 
consensus on the importance of  feedback clearly shows that designers recognise 
the power of  expressing thoughts on design outcomes. Therefore, rather than (or 
in addition to) relying on theatrics and presentation techniques aimed primarily 
at their clients, there should perhaps be a focus on developing methods that en-
able graphic designers to better understand their own processes in order to fur-
ther their professional development and strengthen their identity and confidence. 
This, in addition to extensive cultural and historical knowledge, could be the key 
to maintaining designers’ professional identity and pride, which in turn could 
alleviate the need to ceaselessly invent new job titles. Another benefit that could 
be gained by increasing the externalisation of  design knowledge is that it would 
make this knowledge communicable to other designers in general and to students 



60 TACIT

and novices in particular, opening up a hitherto largely hidden aspect of  the 
graphic design profession. Sharing experiences, mistakes, sketches, and rejected 
ideas could facilitate a “demystification” of  the design process, making it more 
approachable and less daunting to newcomers. 

On the topic of  working by hand in the graphic design process, a common de-
nominator among the respondents’ views is that they saw sketching by hand as a 
way of  moving away from the “perfect” or finalised into a world of  rough ideas 
where anything is possible. Because it is subject to downscaled aesthetic demands 
with minimal constraints or requirements for logic and order, sketching by hand 
seems to enable the rapid processing and evaluation of  diverse ideas. The choice 
of  tools may not be particularly important in this context – all that matters seems 
to be the generation and evolution of  ideas. It therefore does not seem to matter 
whether the sketching is done using tablets, drawing boards, or a pencil. Never-
theless, possibly due to their ease of  use and ready availability, pens and paper 
still seem to be the preferred tools of  modern graphic designers despite the avail-
ability of  several digital alternatives. Most respondents expressed a desire to work 
more with their hands and several said that they satisfy this desire by creating with 
their hands in their spare time because they lack opportunities to do it in their 
professional capacity. 

Although the interviews forming the basis of  this study focused primarily on the 
use of  digital and manual methods in graphic design, their results shed some in-
teresting light on graphic designers’ thoughts about what constitutes knowledge 
within the field. Perhaps due to their innate interest in all things visual, the re-
spondents claimed that they made decisions intuitively during the design process. 
However, a deeper understanding of  how they arrive at these decisions could help 
explain design knowledge to others. The analysis of  the interviews suggested that 
graphic design knowledge can be segmented into design rationales, design skills, 
and design practice (table 1). Collectively, these three knowledge categories pro-
vide a sense of  what constitutes graphic design knowledge, or at least they might 
serve as a foundation on which a more defined sense of  that knowledge could be 
established in the future. 

It seems clear that decisions in a graphic design process are rarely if  ever taken 
on the basis of  empirical evidence. Furthermore, my own professional experience 
suggests that graphic designers usually find it hard to explain their processes and 
often resort to descriptions based largely on unclear and intuitive motives. Some 
even refuse to offer any explanation and may feel that the profession’s allure is 
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partly due to the mystery of  the creative process - the uncertainty at the begin-
ning of  a project and the satisfaction of  reaching a solution at the end. Such an 
approach may however be detrimental to the dissemination of  knowledge within 
a design community because even intuitive decisions are made on the basis of  
knowledge, past failures and successes, trial and error, experiment, and experi-
ence. Making this underlying knowledge communicable doesn’t mean “taking the 
fun” out of  the design process (a view that has been put to me when discussing 
my research), but it could lead to inspiration and an understanding within the 
graphic design community of  all the different ways of  finding solutions to graphic 
design problems.   

It is worth asking whether this lack of  discourse about graphic design knowledge 
might be simply due to a lack of  previous interest in the subject. This study has 
shown that graphic designers are willing and able to express themselves on their 
processes and methods but further work is needed in which the focus should be 
on getting them to discuss their work in more specific terms in order to further 
develop the understanding of  graphic design knowledge. To quote Lundin: “If  
evidence doesn’t generate enough knowledge, then what kind of  knowledge do 
we need to create good architecture?“ (Lundin, 2015, p.94). “Evidence”, in the 
traditional sense of  academic research is perhaps not something to aspire to when 
assessing and explicating knowledge within the field of  graphic design because 
professional designers do not rely on empirical evidence in their processes. In-
stead, they base decisions on past experiences that they rarely articulate or share 
with others. 

Enjoyment
Enjoyment of  work is undoubtedly important for most professionals, but perhaps 
especially among creative workers, to the extent that creatives seem willing to 
tolerate poor conditions and low salaries to access opportunities to pursue their 

Design rationales Design skills Design practice

Conceptual thinking Diversity Tacit, undefinable knowledge

Practical experience Confidence Sketching for ideation

Feedback

Empathy

Table 1. Proposed knowledge definition.
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work (Arvidsson et al, 2010). It has been suggested that intrinsic motivation, or 
the possibility to be able to express oneself  creatively, is both a driving force and 
a source of  enjoyment among creative professionals (Christopherson, 2008, Deci 
& Ryan, 1985). A study on creative professionals in media companies and their 
perspectives on creativity in fast-paced environments also suggested that an ev-
er-changing landscape where creativity is driven by new demands spurred by 
technological innovations can be a motivating factor (Malmelin, Virta 2016). 

I have not been able to find research focusing specifically on the graphic design 
profession, but the interviews performed in Study I revealed some lines of  inqui-
ry that would be interesting to follow up on. One is the respondents’ recurring 
feeling of  enjoyment when performing non-digital forms of  creation. A study 
by Chairin (2019) suggests that the intrinsic motivation of  creative profession-
als causes them to accept creative restraints and suboptimal working conditions 
because of  the promise of  eventually being able to bring their creative ideas to 
life. Something similar may explain why the respondents in Study I felt a desire 
to see some physical, tangible results from their work, and why their digital cre-
ative work failed to satisfy this desire. While not all respondents expressed such 
a sentiment, it echoes a feeling familiar from my own professional career: the 
nagging sensation that what I had created on my computer wasn’t actually real. 
To some extent this was due to my own negligence in failing to obtain and keep 
physical copies of  the work I created; over time, this reinforced the feeling that my 
work had produced nothing tangible. It is thus clear that my desire for something 
“real” in this context is a desire to interact with something physical - an artefact 
or object, or even a printed page. This could be because I grew up in a primarily 
pre-digital age; it is possible that this sensation is more likely to be felt by older 
designers. However, similar feelings were described by younger respondents who 
wanted to see their work physically represented on a large scale – as one put it, “it 
feels as if  things you have only done digitally aren’t for real” (respondent 8, April 
2018, author’s translation 11).

Csíkszentmihályi’s ideas of  “flow” may be related to the enjoyment felt by cre-
ative professionals in their processes. According to him, a “flow state” happens 
when the individual becomes so absorbed in a process that all else is eclipsed, the 
concept of  time is lost, and the individual is solely focused on the task at hand 
(Csíkszentmihályi, 1996). He also suggests that the creative experience is “autotel-
ic”, i.e., it becomes its own reward, which may explain the willingness of  creatives 
to accept poor conditions and low pay – they might feel that the joy of  the cre-
ative process is reward enough. Having appropriate skills, setting clear goals, and 
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receiving feedback all facilitate flow (Lambert & Csíkszentmihályi, 2020). It might 
be interesting to follow up on those ideas by studying graphic designers’ sense of  
enjoyment in relation to the outcomes of  their work and to determine whether 
a physical outcome engenders more satisfaction than a non-physical or virtual 
outcome. This could reveal a valuable way of  strengthening the sense of  “flow”.  

FINAL THOUGHTS

This study shows that graphic design knowledge can be externalised through in-
terviews. This is unsurprising because interviews are a well-established method 
for externalising knowledge, so the question is what value was obtained from the 
outcomes of  the interviews. The participating designers were encouraged to open 
up about topics through focused questioning, and it was found that they were 
both willing and able to express themselves about their profession. As a result, we 
obtained an outline of  what constitutes the field’s knowledge, learned a bit about 
what designers consider important in terms of  the use of  different methods, and 
discovered some potential issues relating to the professional identity of  graphic 
designers. In addition, we gained insights into the value of  enjoyment of  work 
and its ability to serve as both a driving force and a detrimental factor for design-
ers’ career advancement. 

This initial study only scratched the surface of  graphic design knowledge, but 
in doing so it opened up several avenues of  further exploration. To build on its 
findings, I sought to obtain material that could help clarify graphic designers’ ex-
periences of  the design process and develop our understanding of  the knowledge 
they believe to be essential in their field. Given these objectives, it seemed clear 
that my next step would have to be an attempt to externalise the processes and 
knowledge at play in a graphic designer’s work. While exploring possible ways 
of  following up on Study I, the idea was born that this might be done through a 
study in which participants would be given design tasks to perform while simulta-
neously recording their thoughts concerning their methods and decision making 
as well as the inspirations at play while completing a design task. The results of  
that work are presented in the following chapter. 



Study II
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A participatory graphic design study

Seeking to build on the results of  Study I, the challenge became to find a way to 
shed further light on the differences between working by hand and digitally while 
also enhancing our understanding of  the knowledge at play in a graphic design 
process. Was it for instance possible that we would see noticeably greater variation 
in work done digitally compared to that done by hand, or vice versa? Would one 
method lead to more creative solutions than the other, or would there be no ap-
preciable difference in their results? What would designers participating in such a 
study think and how could they be inspired to express themselves and share those 
thoughts? I was also interested in whether or not it would be possible to expand 
our understanding of  the kinds of  knowledge needed to complete a graphic de-
sign task. Apart from the commonly accepted understanding of  form, colour, and 
typography, is it possible to define additional aspects of  graphic design knowledge? 

As we saw in Study I, designers tend to make decisions based largely on intuition. 
This is unsurprising because it has been stated repeatedly in the literature (Cross, 
2011, Myers & Davis, 1993). The know-how of  designers remains largely hidden 
and unknown, contained in the minds of  individuals, where it is cultivated and 
evolved but not brought to light in ways that make it accessible to others. Howev-
er, Study I showed that designers are more than willing to discuss these topics if  
given the opportunity, suggesting that tacit knowledge need not remain hidden. As 
suggested by Leonard & Sensiper (1998), it is probably overly simplistic to apply 
a black and white categorization whereby knowledge is either communicable or 
not. Design problems are notoriously “wicked“, meaning that they’re ill-defined, 
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often not understood until they’re solved, and have no right or wrong solutions 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973). Dealing with such unclear problems is likely to generate 
knowledge that is similarly unclear, which has probably contributed to the per-
ceived difficulty of  communicating design knowledge. Consequently, this study 
does not seek evidence to explain the decisions taken in a graphic design process 
but to bring those decisions to light, to externalise the knowledge contained within 
the mind of  a graphic designer at work, and to strengthen our understanding of  
what it is that constitutes knowledge in graphic design today. 

The challenge in this second research phase was thus to find a way to overcome 
the communication barrier in a design task. Initially, I planned to only study my-
self  and my own work by documenting and analysing my progress during a design 
project. I needed to come up with a design task involving designing something 
from the ground up, so that the conceptual, developmental, and finishing stages 
of  a design project would all be characterised. Such a project would inevitably in-
volve a great deal of  design work. I therefore started thinking back on projects that 
I had worked on in my career and all the times that I had wished for more time to 
develop and finish designing elements that I felt needed more work. In particular, 
I thought of  instances where I had designed the letters of  a corporate logotype 
and the clients who had asked me which font* I had used. I had never taken the 
time to actually finish a complete typeface based on any of  these logotypes, so I 
decided that this would be the perfect opportunity for me to do so. Such a task 
would require more or less all stages of  a typical graphic design project, and it 
was also ideal for studying the differences between working digitally and by hand. 
I decided not to include outside stakeholders or clients because the relationship 
between designer and client was not the focus of  my study. While it is true that 
considerations relating to client needs may influence a designer’s decision-making 
process, this would have added an additional layer of  complexity that I deemed 
unnecessary given the study’s purpose. 

As I developed the design of  the study and thought about how I would document 
my work and what sort of  knowledge I could hope to gather as a result, I realised 
that examining only my own work would yield a very limited view and that in-
cluding other designers would be more rewarding. This led the research design in 
a new direction. The following section describes the methods used to achieve the 
study’s aims and its results.   

*Traditionally, a “typeface” is a family of  “fonts”. A typeface (such as Helvetica) can therefore include several fonts 

(such as Helvetica Bold or Helvetica Light). However, these terms have become rather interchangeable in modern use.
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METHOD

Given the objective of  promoting the externalisation of  knowledge in the graph-
ic design community, it was essential to select an appropriate method for this 
study. The intention was to focus on the creation of  original material rather than 
manipulating existing images or texts, even though the latter is often involved in 
graphic design projects. The participation of  professional graphic designers was 
needed, and the challenge was to come up with a task that would interest the 
participants and allow them to work using both digital and analogue tools. The 
design of  glyphs* for a font was ultimately chosen; the task is described in more 
detail in the design task section of  this chapter.   

Choice of participants
As the study required substantial involvement from the participating designers, it 
was clear that participants could not be recruited haphazardly. Instead, a positive 
relationship would have to be built with each participant to raise their interest 
and ensure that their commitment was strong. The goal was to get 14 designers 
to participate, which proved to be more time consuming than initially expected. 
Participants in the previously conducted interview study were invited to take 
part and asked to refer to colleagues if  they could not participate themselves. 
Through such chains of  contact and by searching online for potentially willing 
designers, 64 designers in 7 different countries were contacted.

I handled the correspondence with each designer personally. Of  the 64 design-
ers, 14 were initially chosen to participate, from 5 different countries (Iceland, 
Sweden, USA, UK and Canada). Throughout the course of  the study, some 
participants announced they would not be able to finish their task, so efforts 
were made to replace them. The initial goal of  getting submissions from 14 
participants was not reached; 10 participants submitted artwork in addition to 
my own. 

The sole criterion for choosing participants was that they had to be professional 
graphic designers. Background, specialisation, and preferred media were all ir-
relevant because the study’s goal was to make the participants’ knowledge more 
visible and communicable rather than to evaluate any qualitative aspects of  
their work.

*In typography, a glyph is the design, shape or representation of  a character (letter) or another element of  a typeface 

(dashes, symbols, punctuation etc.)
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Image 1. Partial letterforms for inspiration.
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Design task
The design task was intended to simulate a real-world graphic design project 
involving the creation of  original material. The design of  letters for a typeface 
was chosen, and two parallel processes were investigated: one performed by the 
invited participants, who would design a few glyphs each, and one performed 
by myself, designing a whole font. In both processes, the designers would docu-
ment their work, focusing on their design process and the contrast between work-
ing by hand and working digitally. The study participants were sent instructions 
outlining the study’s nature together with a detailed explanation of  their design 
task (see Appendix I), which consisted of  designing upper- and lowercase glyphs 
representing 4 letters, so 8 glyphs in total. Twenty-eight separate letters were 
included in the project, and since 4 letters were allocated to each participant the 
intention was to obtain 2 versions of  each letter. The participants were instructed 
to study 6 partial letterforms that were included in the instructions (image 1) and 
to interpret those in their work however they saw fit. Half  of  their work was to be 
done digitally, half  by hand. How the participants chose to divide their work was 
entirely up to them, as was their choice of  tools. Participants were instructed to 
document their work process in a manner of  their choosing.

In addition to the participants’ designs, I myself  designed 28 letters (with both 
upper- and lowercase variants, resulting in 56 glyphs) working in the same way, 
i.e. using the partial letterforms as a point of  departure and doing half  of  the 
work by hand and the other half  digitally. Three versions of  each glyph were thus 
generated in total, enabling a comparative analysis of  the obtained artwork. 

Because the study’s main goal was to shed light on the processes and knowledge 
of  graphic designers, a design task that could easily be performed both digitally 
and by hand was chosen. Designing a glyph is something that in essence emulates 
tasks that most graphic designers will face on a regular basis, even if  they do not 
consider themselves to be type designers (i.e., designers of  typefaces or fonts). 
Graphic designers deal with shapes and forms and will regularly manipulate let-
terforms over their career. The process of  designing a glyph also presents such 
challenges and was therefore considered a suitable task for the study. Another 
requirement was that the chosen design task should closely resemble a “real-life” 
design task. Graphic designers frequently have to work with, take inspiration 
from, or manipulate existing designs such as design guidelines or previous work 
used by the client. In this task, the participants used existing partial letterforms 
as a source of  inspiration, a point of  departure, or simply as a reference for their 
own work. To this end, each participant was given a brief  (to design 8 glyphs), 



70 TACIT

a frame of  reference (the provided letterforms), and a deadline, all of  which are 
typically assigned at the start of  a design task. The one thing missing was the 
client and knowledge of  the task’s objective (i.e., the intended use, message, and 
media). The participants’ creative perspectives on the project were therefore not 
influenced by any assumptions about its purpose. Although Eco (1976) stressed 
the importance of  semiotics in design, I do not think that omitting a client affect-
ed the current study because the objective was not to study the usability of  the 
design outcomes but the thoughts of  the designers during the design process and 
the knowledge that they called on. 

After submitting their designs, each participating designer was given a list of  15 
open-ended questions to answer (self-interviews, see Appendix II). The questions 
were sent to each designer in a Word document, leaving it up to each participant 
to decide how thoroughly they chose to answer.

VISUAL ANALYSIS OF SUBMITTED DESIGNS

The submitted designs were initially examined to assess differences between the 
work done digitally and that done by hand. The criteria for the evaluation were 
chosen with reference to previous research on the effects and role of  working by 
hand in the design process. Most of  the published work in this area has focused 
primarily on sketching, although as noted in the preceding section, Schenk (2014) 
followed the development of  drawing in graphic design over a period of  two de-
cades. Her work has documented the effects of  the industry’s digital revolution 
on drawing, showing that drawing skills are no longer considered necessary by 
young designers, and has explored the resulting impact on the activities of  design 
studios (Schenk, 2005). As noted in preceding chapters of  this thesis, designers 

STATE OF COMPLETION Sketch / In progress / Finalised

RESEMBLANCE  
(to the provided letterforms)

Strong resemblance / Slight  
resemblance / Considerably different

VARIATIONS
(within designs, more in digital or by hand?)

Digital / by hand

EXPERIMENTALITY Unorthodox / Creative / Traditional

SIMILARITY (between designer’s submissions) Strong similarity / Some similarity / No similarity

CLASSIFICATION Classic / modern / experimental

Table 2. Criteria for analysis.
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still seem to agree that working by hand is an important conceptual tool (Self, Ev-
ans & Kim, 2016), but it has also been shown that expert designers do not always 
need to sketch and that much of  their conceptual work is done in the head. Con-
sequently the designer’s choice of  tools does not necessarily strongly affect their 
creative output (Bilda, Gero, Purcell, 2006). In the context of  graphic design, Jon-
son (2005) has also found that even though designers express a will to sketch more 
and believe drawing to be an important part of  graphic design education, design-
ers tend to not use sketching at all in their conceptual processes. This finding was 
supported by my interview study (see Study I). Based on these considerations, the 
criteria shown in Table 2 were used to evaluate the design outcomes in this study.

The objective of  this study was to develop an understanding of  the participants’ 
submissions on multiple levels. One level related to the interpretation of  the par-
ticipants’ approach to the provided letterforms. Studies on the use of  inspiration-
al materials have shown that in some cases, giving designers examples as sources 
of  inspiration at the start of  a design project can cause them to become fixated 
on those examples when developing their own solutions (Jansson & Smith 1991). 
It is not clear whether such fixation has a negative or positive effect, however. 
Thurlow & Ford (2018) have looked into what they call “sketch inhibition“, i.e. 
the phenomenon of  design students hesitating to use sketches. Booth et al. (2016) 
state that this can result from issues such as lack of  awareness of  the benefits of  
sketching, lack of  skills, perfectionism (leading to an unwillingness to accept a 
rough sketch), not feeling in the right state of  mind, or being afraid of  giving 
and receiving feedback. These issues and more were considered when analysing 
the designs submitted by the participants and their feedback concerning deci-
sion-making and use of  knowledge in a graphic design process.

  Participant 7 – digital  Author – digital   Participant 5 – by hand

Image 2. Examples of submitted designs.



72 TACIT

The outcomes of  the visual analysis seem to both support and contradict the 
above. There were generally no appreciable differences between the digital and 
handmade designs in terms of  variety or creativity. In most cases, the designers 
chose to develop their work in much the same way, regardless of  method. That 
is to say, their approaches seem to have led to the development of  unified glyph 
designs. Only two of  the participants (3 and 4) chose very different solutions when 
working digitally and manually, resulting in very dissimilar outcomes. In one case 
this was due to the choice of  tools (brush and ink), in the other it was due to a dif-
ferent representation of  form. Both designers chose to deviate substantially from 
the inspirational shapes provided to them, perhaps suggesting that this increased 
their freedom of  expression. The other participants’ artwork was largely coherent 
in appearance, whether done by hand or digitally, so the analysis did not reveal 
any difference between digital and manual approaches in terms of  creativity, vari-
ation, or experimentality. The variation between the submitted designs does not 
seem to indicate a strong fixation on the provided “inspirational shapes”, indicat-
ing that the participants took an open approach to this material. 

The biggest difference between the handmade and digital artwork emerged when 
studying the finalisation of  the work. The overwhelming majority of  the digital 
work was considered to be finalised in that the glyphs appeared to be more or less 
ready for production; only one could have been considered to be “in progress” 
and perhaps not completely ready for use. Conversely, only three of  the hand-
made results were considered finalised, while 5 were categorised as “in progress” 
and 3 as sketches. This difference can be interpreted in various ways. Perhaps the 
most obvious is that the use of  digital tools makes it easier to render results with a 
finalised appearance than do pens and pencils. It may also suggest that designers 
are more willing to present “rougher” outcomes when working by hand, possibly 
because such outcomes are more open to interpretation by the user, allowing the 
designs to be finalised in the mind. In some cases, this difference between hand-
made and digital artwork could also be due to different levels of  tool expertise: 
while all of  the participants were expert users of  digital tools, some may have 
been less at ease with working by hand.

PARTICIPANTS’ DOCUMENTATION OF THE DESIGN PROCESS

The participants were asked to document their design process while working in 
the project. No specific instructions as to how this should be done were provided, 
so each participant performed documentation as they saw fit. This was done de-
liberately with the aim of  learning how graphic designers perceive their design 
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process, how aware they are of  their knowledge, and which parts of  the process 
they consider important enough to mention in their documentation. Reminders 
to submit documentation were sent out on two occasions.  

Of  the 10 participants who submitted artwork, 8 also submitted process docu-
mentation. The fact that two participants did not submit any documentation sug-
gests that the task of  documenting the design process was a greater challenge than 
the design task itself. A common factor in the designers’ documentation is that 
they mainly used images rather than text to describe their design processes. These 
images included screenshots captured while working with software tools as well as 
pictures of  their sketches and experiments with materials and tools, which collec-
tively illustrated the journey from start to finish in varying degrees of  detail. Two 
participants also included text in their documentation, and one provided a de-
tailed written explanation of  the thought process behind their work and the steps 
taken towards the final outcome. This suggests that graphic designers are primar-
ily visual thinkers, which is somewhat unsurprising given their chosen profession.

All participants began by studying the provided instructions. Some chose to ac-
tively use the inspirational letterforms as building blocks for their designs while 
others studied the shapes seeking either common characteristics or specific de-
tails that could serve as points of  departure for their own designs. It seems that it 
is more likely than not that a designer will aim to emulate or “honour” existing 
design elements if  they are provided, which I found unsurprising because doing 
so is a common requirement in design projects. For example, designers may be 
expected to use a defined colour palette or to follow established design guidelines. 

All participants began sketching only after first studying the provided letterforms. 
The studying process differed quite widely between participants, however. Some 
spent time sketching in their minds and studying alternatives and references be-
fore starting to sketch using pen, paper or the computer. This approach was ex-
emplified by participant 6, who provided extensive written documentation de-
scribing a dialogue between the designer’s mind and the study of  the provided 
letterforms and other sources of  inspiration such as existing typefaces. A similar 
process seems to have been used by participants 1 and 3, whose documentary im-
ages suggested a search for clues in the partial letterforms that eventually inspired 
their first sketches. The lack of  written documentation in these cases obvious-
ly leaves some ambiguity concerning the prevalence and importance of  “mind 
sketching” among the participants, opening up an interesting line of  inquiry for 
future research. 
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Image 3. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 8.
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The actual sketching during the manual part of  the process was done using a 
wide variety of  tools and methods. Participant 8 cut metal wire into short piec-
es and then shaped them into glyphs (image 3) that were subsequently digitised 
and became the lowercase letters of  their submission. A different experimental 
approach was chosen by participants 4 and 10 who chose to cut out shapes and 
rearrange them to find viable letterforms (image 7), as well as working with an 
artist’s brush and ink in the case of  participant 4 (image 9). Choosing a more con-
fined approach, participant 5 used grid-based sketches, resulting in rigid geomet-
ric shapes (image 8). The written documentation supplied by participant 6 clearly 
stated that the handmade part of  the project took more time than the digital part, 
and the same appears to have been true for the other participants because they 
seemed to use less varied approaches in their digital work than in the experimen-
tation they performed during the manual phase. However, in most cases there 
was no clear cut line between the two parts of  the design work. Instead, inspira-
tion appeared to flow in both directions: things done while working in one way 
influenced choices made while working in the other way. However, the fact that 
the digital designs appeared more finalised than the handmade ones may indicate 
that designers spend more time on the conceptual phase of  the design work when 
working by hand than when working purely digitally. 

SELF-INTERVIEW ANALYSIS

The analysis of  the self-interviews focused on extracting the participants’ thoughts 
about their work and their use of  digital and analogue processes. Of  the 10 par-
ticipants who submitted artwork, 6 also returned completed self-interview forms. 
In addition, I answered the self-interview questions myself  and included my own 
responses in the analysis. The self-interview questions (Appendix III) were cho-
sen with the aim of  providing another level of  insight into the submitted designs 
to complement the outcomes of  the visual analysis. Self-interviews were used 
instead of  traditional direct interviews for practical reasons because the partici-
pants came from 5 different countries. It was also felt that self-interviews would 
have the advantage of  allowing participants to answer at their own pace, without 
the pressure of  an interviewer, which has been shown to be beneficial in other 
fields of  research (Keightly et al, 2011). Although self-interviews were pioneered 
by researchers working in the social sciences, they seemed appropriate for this 
study because of  their potential to facilitate a more relaxed atmosphere than that 
of  a traditional one-on-one interview. The self-interview responses were analysed 
using a form of  thematic analysis, which is known to be a flexible method that is 
useful for highlighting similarities and differences in interview material (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2006). The aim of  the analysis was to characterise the roles of  digital and 
analogue methods in the design process and to determine what the participants’ 
descriptions of  their design processes implied about the tacit knowledge that they 
relied on. In essence the analytical procedure used in this study was the same as 
that applied in Study I (see page 52).

There were a number of  similarities and differences between the participants’ 
responses to the self-interview questions and the outcomes of  the analysis of  their 
documentation and artwork. The documentation showed that the participants 
used a wide range of  analogue tools in the manual phase of  the project (primar-
ily pencils, line pens, and felt pens). However, almost all of  the participants used 
Adobe Illustrator as their main software tool in the digital phase. Interestingly, 
when explaining their choice of  tools, multiple participants described both digital 
and analogue tools as “extension[s] of  the hands”, which is something I recognise 
myself  from the worlds of  both graphic design and music, and even from riding 
motorcycles. This indicates that analogue and digital tools can engender similar 
sentiments even we do not interact physically with the latter through our hands 
in the way that we interact with the former. It thus appears that our interactions 
with our design tools are psychological as well as physical.

A majority of  the participants stated that they had used the provided letter shapes 
as templates for their own designs with the aim of  obtaining a unified outcome 
and avoiding a situation where each glyph had a different appearance. The par-
ticipants were free to choose any approach they liked, but it may be that their 
familiarity with typefaces led most of  them to treat the design task as part of  a 

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

O

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – by hand

Þ K E O - Uppercase

  Participant 9 – digital

Image 4. Examples of submitted designs.
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larger project focused on designing a complete typeface. This may be related 
to the fact that the aim in a typical design project is to develop a unified design 
solution for the client. There were also some notable differences in the ways in 
which the participants approached the instruction to perform two parallel design 
projects, one being finalised by hand and one digitally (see image 4). As noted 
previously, the digital versions generally seemed to be more finalised, supporting 
the common view that digital tools encourage designers to finalise projects more 
rapidly while working by hand leads to a longer conceptual phase (e.g. Leblanc, 
2015, Goel 1995, Schenk, 2005). 

The participants’ responses to questions asking them to describe the differences 
they perceived between sketching by hand and sketching digitally revealed clear 
differences between the two methods. Words and phrases used to describe sketch-
ing by hand included “the body controls”, “[there are] more happy accidents”, 
“exploration”, “raw”, and “ideation”. The participants suggested that sketching 
by hand happens more readily and leads to faster conceptualisation, and that it 
allows more ideas to be tested due to the fluidity of  the pen on paper. “Speed” 
was also mentioned as a benefit of  the digital tools, but in a different context: in 
this case, the ease of  creating multiple versions of  a shape allowed the partici-
pants to develop their designs more quickly than on paper. “Development”, “fine 
tuning”, and “finalisation” were noted as strengths of  digital tools, because these 
processes were found to be much more time-consuming when done by hand. 

Not all sketching is done with tools, however; many of  the participants stated 
that a great deal of  their sketching is done in their heads, with physical sketches 
serving primarily as memory aids rather than tools for conceptual development. 
One participant even stated that they sometimes do all of  their sketching men-
tally without producing any physical output. Designers using such approaches 
often move directly on to digital implementations of  their ideas without doing 
any manual work. To quote one participant: “we are, in the end, visual thinkers” 
(participant 2).

When asked if  and how the methods influence each other, the participants’ an-
swers indicate that they consider the tools to be complementary, with different 
strengths, benefits, and downsides. Moreover, they suggested that when tools of  
both types are used together, there is a dialogue between them that benefits the 
design process and advances the work in various ways. The designers seemed to 
consider the three different tools (hand, digital, and mind) to be inseparable and 
felt that the use of  one would inevitably influence the others. As a result, they 
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found it hard to present clear definitions of  the pros and cons of  each method. In 
general, the sentiment seemed to be that digital tools are comfortable, faster, and 
better for finalising, whereas working by hand facilitates the generation of  ideas 
and the development of  concepts. When asked whether one method produced 
more results than the other, a majority of  the designers felt that working by hand 
produced more solutions, suggesting that it was less restrictive than working dig-
itally and that ideation was facilitated by play, freedom, and “thinking with one’s 
hands”. One participant however expressed the opposite sentiment, stating that 
the ease of  use of  digital tools confers freedom, leading to a greater number of  
results. The sketch process could therefore perhaps best be described by saying 
that digital, manual, and mental methods overlap, coexist, and intertwine. 

To gauge the respondents’ sense of  discovery in their work, they were asked to 
reflect on whether or not they had experienced an “aha moment” while working 
on the design task. Their responses revealed the recurring sentiment that the 
task had reopened their eyes to the challenges of  designing letterforms. The lev-
el of  detailed work needed had not just been a challenge but had inspired new 
thoughts about the complexities of  the letterform as well as being a source of  
enjoyment and rekindling of  the participants’ interest in typography. They also 
expressed thoughts about the power of  digital tools, their speed of  execution and 
how “awesome they have become” (participant 7), but participants also realised 
that these benefits are taken for granted during daily working life as a designer 
(participant 6), suggesting that exercises such as this one can both reignite interest 
in and encourage reflection on the choices designers make in their processes. 

The participants experienced new challenges resulting from the requirement to 
work by hand much more than they normally would. In addition to feeling un-
skilled in the use of  analogue tools, many of  the designers said that they felt 
unable to separate analogue and digital methods. This is consistent with the pre-
viously discussed sentiment that the two methods do not exist in isolation but 
establish a dialogue with the designer in-between, allowing the different strengths 
of  both methods to contribute to the project’s development. A greater familiarity 
with digital tools also presented a challenge: several participants found it hard to 
resist the urge to rush to the digital, stating that it was “almost too easy” to fall into 
the habit of  digital work (participant 6).

In an effort to get participants to express their awareness of  the decisions that they 
make during a design process, they were asked to reflect on whether they consid-
ered their work to be based more on intuition or evidence. The answers ranged 
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from “definitely gut feeling” to “evidence, but based on research”, with others 
stating that their work “starts off with intuition but is backed up by research”. 
Definitions of  the concepts “intuition” and “evidence” were not provided to the 
respondents, but their answers hint at their views of  their working processes. A 
deeper investigation into the early stages of  graphic design projects would be 
needed to properly understand how inspiration, background considerations, and 
evidence form the foundations of  such projects. However, the answers obtained 
here show that the participants considered their work to be based on experience 
but also on knowledge that should be communicable. This supports the idea that 
it would be beneficial to strengthen designers’ ability to explain their processes 
and make a case for their work with words.

A recurring sentiment expressed by the participants when asked to reflect on 
their interview answers related to the constant shift between analogue and digital 
methods in the design process and how both have their merits based on their dis-
tinct strengths and weaknesses. Unexpected obstacles and challenges had opened 
the participants’ eyes to the dialogue between the methods, which they compared 
to the dialogue between the sketch and the mind. Because this dialogue occurs in 
the designer’s head, it could actually be seen as a three-way conversation between 
the two methods and the designer that facilitates the emergence of  more devel-
oped concepts and allows the project to benefit from the advantages of  a varied 
approach.

The following pages show examples of  submitted images, documenting the par-
ticipants’ design processes.   
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Image 5. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 3.

Image 6. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 6.



81HALLDÓR BJÖRN HALLDÓRSSON   |   LTU

Image 7. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 4.
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Image 8. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 5.
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Image 9. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 4.

Image 10. Documentation of work done by hand, provided by participant 7.
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Image 12. Documentation of digital process provided by participant 4.

Image 11. Documentation of digital process provided by participant 3.
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Image 14. Documentation of digital process provided by participant 1.

Image 13. Documentation of digital process provided by participant 2.
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REFLECTIONS ON MY OWN WORK

Alongside the 10 designers who participated in Study II, I worked on a glyph 
design task of  my own following the same set of  instructions. The scope of  my 
work was considerably larger, however: instead of  designing 8 glyphs I ended 
up creating a full font including letters, numbers, symbols, dashes, and all of  the 
other necessary glyphs. I initially only intended to finish the 28 glyphs included 
in the study, but the temptation to transform the resulting glyphs into a useable 
font became too great. The design outcome therefore became even larger than 
originally planned, resulting in two weights (regular and medium) that together 
form the Tacit typeface (see pages 152 & 153). This project involved dealing with 
completely new challenges that opened my eyes to alternative solutions and re-
vealed the enormous amount of  detailed work involved in font design. 

In the following pages I shall try to provide an account of  my work on the project, 
starting with the digital part. I have endeavoured to be as accurate in my descrip-
tions as possible in an effort to explore the possibilities of  constructing written 
commentaries on graphic design processes. This is not an attempt to generate 
instructions but to show one way of  documenting and thereby sharing and dis-
seminating one kind of  design knowledge. 

Digital design process overview
Because I have far more experience with digital tools than analogue ones, I 
found it much easier to come up with a strategy for tackling the task digitally 
than when working by hand. I started out by studying the partial lettershapes to 
find a common denominator in terms of  a shape that I could base the overall 
character of  the typeface on (image 15). Having developed the initial shape of  
each glyph, I began experimenting with different combinations of  the letters, 
creating words to see how the letters fit together. This part of  the process clearly 
illustrated the huge advantages offered by software tools (Adobe Illustrator) that 
allow quick and easy copying and pasting of  images; by using this functional-
ity, I could quickly arrange the glyphs into different words and see how they 
would look in practice. Examination of  various glyph combinations (image 20) 
revealed problems with my initial designs, making it clear that they would have 
to be modified to work well. While this was beneficial from a practical point of  
view in that I could quickly evaluate the functionality of  the glyphs, I couldn’t 
help but feel that it might also hinder the creative development of  my ideas and 
that I might be abandoning concepts from the initial sketches too quickly as I 
rushed towards more “functional” versions. Nevertheless, I ultimately chose to 
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Work began by studying the provided shapes 
and analysing their forms in order to discov-
er a form that could serve as the foundation 
for the general shape of  the typeface. Noting 
the rather square shape of  the lowercase letter 
“E”, I decided to use that as the basis for an 

“O”, with straight sides and an oval top and 
bottom. Using that as a point of  departure 
proved to be beneficial for setting up the overall 
feel of  the typeface and was easily adapted to 
letters such as the lowercase U, N, D, and B.

Study of letterforms

Image 15.
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follow this copy-pasting approach to develop glyphs in a way that I felt would 
be most practically applicable. 

While developing the glyph designs, I found myself  somewhat torn between 
wanting to focus on the unification of  the glyphs on one hand and wanting to 
continue developing their designs on the other. I was ultimately forced to do the 
former by time constraints. This reinforced the sense that working digitally spurs 
designers to start finalising their designs at an early stage rather than continuing 
to develop their form, experiment, and explore variations. 

To summarise, my overall experience of  designing glyphs purely digitally was 
that the computer’s ability to facilitate rapid advancement to the final stage of  
the design process is enticing: one gets a strong sense of  achievement from being 
able to start “using” a design quickly and seeing a possible final result on the 
screen. I felt inclined to start finalising aspects of  the design process and work-
ing on details such as unified line widths, curvature, and unity of  appearance 
between upper- and lowercase letters. There are obvious advantages to working 
digitally in type design and it may well be that due to my own habit of  sketching 
manually only in the initial stages of  a project I was too quick to move on to fi-
nalising instead of  dwelling on the development of  the initial designs. It should 
be noted that I worked in parallel on the hand drawn and digital versions of  the 
typeface and that each was inspired by the other; ideas born during the manual 
work influenced the digital work and vice versa. For instance, I began focusing 
more on the details of  the hand drawn designs once I realised the level of  detail 
needed to finalise the digital versions. This resonates with the sentiments of  the 
participating designers and the idea of  a dialogue between the conceptual pro-
cess of  sketching and the more detail-oriented aspects of  digital work. It may 
also illustrate the advantages of  using both methods: ideas born from one can 
influence the other and thereby advance the development of  the design work as 
a whole. Recognizing the strengths of  each method could thus enhance the cre-
ative and developmental soundness of  a graphic design project.  

The following pages show details from the digital development of  the glyphs. 
Each example is accompanied by a description of  the processes used and deci-
sions taken to arrive at the represented results. The final creative outcome, the 
Tacit typeface, is shown on pages 152 and 153.  
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When studying the shapes of  the partial let-
terforms, the character of  the O glyph proved 
very distinctive due to its rounded upper and 
lower parts and straight vertical sides. Us-
ing the basic shape of  the lowercase O as a 

template made it straightforward to design 
letters with similar ground shapes, such as 
those shown above, which were subsequently 
evolved while keeping this basic character.

Basic ground shape

Image 16.
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The development of  the lowercase A was ini-
tially based on the basic form of  the typeface 
(the O) which was derived from the partial 
letterforms given to the study participants. 
While I had initially decided to try to base 
all the letters on the O, this approach was not 
successful for all glyphs. Although each let-
ter looked good individually, when they were 
combined to form words it became clear that 
they needed adjustment to work well together. 
The rounded shape of  the bottom of  the A 
did not form a continuous flow when placed 

next to more “square” shaped letters like an 
N or an M. Initial attempts to address this 
problem involved adding sharper corners to 
the lower right sides of  the letters and re-
shaping the “bowl” to give it more “air” so 
as to better match the shapes of  other letters.  
In the end, adding a “leg” to the stem of  the 
lowercase “A” gave it a more settled presence 
and creating contrast in the shape by not using 
the same width in all strokes generated a more 
dynamic feel. This approach was then mim-
icked in other glyphs of  the typeface.

Lowercase A

Image 17.

X-
he

ig
ht
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The shaping of  the uppercase A proceeded 
through a few stages, starting with a version 
that emulated the round shape of  many of  the 
lowercase letters. Having experimented with 
that version in different words, it was deemed 
that the overall feel of  the typeface would be 
improved with a more traditional version of  
the uppercase A. Using round corners did not 
give satisfactory outcomes, not least because 

several letters were designed in parallel and 
the uppercase F and E in particular did not 
lend themselves as easily to round corners as 
the uppercase A did. Subsequent steps includ-
ed adjusting the line width to achieve visual 
balance with the lowercase letters. The width 
was initially too high; in the end, a ratio of  
1/0.92 (upper- / lowercase line width) was 
found to be appropriate.

Uppercase A

Image 18.
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The development of  the shape of  the lower-
case N clearly illustrates the importance of  
examining glyphs alongside other letters of  the 
typeface. Taking the basic shape of  the O as 
a point of  departure, a very minimalistic N 
was designed. However, its simple shape ap-
peared clumsy and uninteresting when placed 
alongside other glyphs, as shown in the exam-
ple above. To better match the balanced shape 
of  the lowercase A, a sharp corner was added 
to the upper left side of  the N, resulting in 
a somewhat better shape that still felt a bit 

clumsy when seen alongside other glyphs. In-
spired by a sketch done in the hand drawn part 
of  the project, a version of  the N was made 
with a 90 degree, slightly offset upper left 
corner. This was deemed to create an abrupt 
contrast with adjoining letters, so a more tra-
ditional approach was chosen to give the low-
ercase “N” a more balanced shape. Finally, 
to match the changes made to the lowercase A, 
the contrast between the glyph’s horizontal and 
vertical line widths was slightly enhanced.

Lowercase N

Image 19.

X-
he
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ht
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The ease of  moving and rearranging glyphs 
with a digital tool makes it possible to rapidly 
evaluate how letters will work in practice. 
Testing different combinations and words 
reveals problems such as differences in glyph 

width or line width, and issues with the 
overall character of  the finished typeface. This 
led to the development of  glyph shapes and the 
development of  a unified typeface appearance. 

Shape comparisons

Image 20.
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When developing the uppercase versions of  the 
glyphs, simply resizing the already designed 
lowercase ones was not sufficient; line widths 
had to be reconsidered to achieve balance be-
tween the two versions. Additionally, the over-
all width of  the characters needed re-exam-
ination because the initial versions proved to 
be too wide. Zooming in and out on the screen 

was useful when visualising the results of  al-
tering line widths or reshaping curves. Anoth-
er important tool for establishing the overall 
balance of  the typeface was combining the 
different versions of  the upper- and lowercase 
letters with other letters of  the typeface to form 
words, which is simple to do on the screen. 

Uppercase S

Image 21.
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The shape of  the uppercase R echoes the oval 
upper part of  the base letter O but is slightly 
more rounded. Having decided to take a some-
what traditional approach to the uppercase A, 
other glyphs were designed accordingly. The 
bowl of  the R is quite large, in resonance with 

letters like O and G. Contrast was created in 
the shape by slightly varying the widths of  the 
horizontal and vertical lines and by slightly 
tapering the diagonal stem, as was also done 
with the uppercase A and K. 

Uppercase R

Image 22.
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Image 23. Glyphs for upper- and lowercase M.
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Image 24. Glyphs for upper- and lowercase Æ.
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Manual design process overview
My experience of  working by hand is much more limited than my experience of  
digital design because I have almost exclusively worked on a computer during 
my graphic design career. Even though I nearly always start a design project 
by making at least some rough sketches, these rarely get developed beyond the 
conceptual stage. When I feel I’ve come up with an idea that seems worth de-
veloping further I invariably take my work to the computer and continue there. 
This project has therefore presented me with quite a few challenges. How do I go 
about developing my glyphs from a rough idea to a more or less finalised form? 
Which tools should I use and are those tools even available to me? 

Almost all of  my sketch work was done with a pencil, a line marker and paper. 
When I moved on to larger sketches in order to work on the details and character 
of  each glyph, I found that working with a pencil provided more flexibility when 
deciding on things like line widths, curvature, and the angle of  diagonal lines. 
The pencil made it easy to manipulate the shape towards something I found us-
able. Adding to shapes, reshaping them, and developing overall character were 
all made easy by the varied nature of  the pencils; sharp, blunt, hard, and soft, 
each one facilitated experimentation with the glyph designs, and using an eraser 
obviously facilitated the removal of  mistakes.  

When the sketches began to take on a coherent form, I created larger scale 
versions of  each letter, which allowed further development of  the font’s gen-
eral character. I sketched all of  the upper- and lowercase letters on separate 
A4 sheets (pages 108 & 109) to ensure that the overall feel of  the typeface was 
consistent. From there I finalised each glyph (pages 110 & 111) in three separate 
steps. First I drew the glyph free-hand, using guidelines for x-height, descenders, 
and ascenders as references. I then started tracing the glyphs on graph paper 
to ensure consistent line widths across all letters. This step revealed several in-
consistencies in the initial drawings in aspects such as character and line widths, 
which I could then rectify. The most challenging aspect was achieving consisten-
cy in the curvature of  the glyphs; again, my lack of  experience hindered me in 
getting this right. 

The last step was to trace each glyph onto a blank sheet of  paper, using felt pens 
to establish a solid shape. This revealed further inconsistencies in line width and 
curvature that I subsequently tried to ameliorate. Quite a lot of  work remained 
to finalise the glyphs because laying out the images of  each glyph revealed fur-
ther inconsistencies needing rectification. At this stage of  the process, the most 
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Image 25. Example of an early development sketch.

logical thing was to finish the work digitally in order to create a full, consistent 
font by combining the digital and manual work. 

As stated previously, I found the manual work much more challenging than work-
ing digitally because I lacked experience of  working by hand. However, having 
to persist with the handmade process led me to a number of  revelations when 
I compared it to my usual digital process. While ideas emerged at similar fre-
quencies in both cases, I seemed to allow myself  to spend more time on ideas 
that initially seemed impractical or too unusual when working by hand. At times 
I worked in parallel on the digital and handmade sides of  the project, so ideas 
born in one process would therefore sometimes make it over to the other. In such 
cases, I found that when working digitally I would quickly try out the idea, easily 
arranging letters into words on the screen and thereby revealing the idea’s poten-
tial benefits or problems. Working digitally seemed to cause me to adopt a more 
practical approach to the design process at an early stage simply because it is so 



100 TACIT

easy to obtain a “real-life” example of  what the glyph would look like in use. On 
the other hand, I couldn’t help but feel that I was moving too fast toward a “us-
able” version, perhaps losing out on the possibility of  creating something more 
unusual than I normally would. 

My experience was that ideas born when working manually were more likely 
to influence the digital design process than vice versa. However, because digital 
tools make it a lot easier to quickly unify different elements of  a design (such as 
the widths of  vertical stems or the ratio between the width of  a stem and an arm 
or a diagonal stroke), it seemed that practical issues of  this sort tended to be re-
solved in the digital process and would then influence the hand drawn process. 
For example, the effects of  changing width ratios of  vertical and horizontal parts 
of  a glyph were more easily and naturally investigated in the digital process but 
the results of  those investigations in turn influenced the design of  glyphs like the 
uppercase L, for which the final line widths of  the stem and leg might have been 
more similar if  working without the digital process (image 26). Having said that, 
the thing I have found most consistently challenging by some way in the typeface 
design process was achieving consistency between the glyphs, not just between 
the upper- and lowercase versions but also between glyphs with different shapes 
such as the square E and the rounded shape and curvature of  an S. The ability to 
quickly resize glyphs with digital design tools is by far their most valuable capabil-
ity when comparing the line widths of  different glyphs because this is something 
that is very time consuming and difficult to do when working by hand. 

To summarise, this project suggests that working by hand elicits experimentation 
and conceptual development to a greater degree than working digitally. My own 
inexperience with going past initial sketches to fully developing a design by hand 
made the manual process a lot slower than when using software, but as with any 
tool this is largely due to lack of  practice. The speed of  execution achievable 
with digital tools suggests that employing a more hands-on approach in a design 
project may encourage more varied conceptual outcomes and open up pathways 
that would otherwise be concealed from the designer. It is important to note that 
graphic design projects vary in terms of  the scope for splitting work between 
methods. However, the results obtained here indicate that keeping such opportu-
nities open can benefit the creativity of  graphic designers.

The following pages show examples of  details from the manual development of  
the glyphs, along with notes and comments.  
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To evaluate the development and similarity 
of  the glyphs, quick sketches of  how the let-
ters would work side by side were made in a 

very general and unspecific way. More detailed 
drawing was too time-consuming for such as-
sessments.

Positioning

Image 26.
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I began the sketching process by studying the 
letterforms provided in the study. This was 
done very roughly, not through copying or 
tracing but by freehand sketching only. 

Initial rough sketches

Image 27.
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Developing an overarching sense of  shape was 
sometimes facilitated by sketching upper- and 
lowercase glyphs simultaneously. Challenging 
characters were those like “Æ”, which has very 

different features between the two font cases. 
Sketching both upper- and lowercase variants 
simultaneously helped reveal aspects that had 
to be considered in the development process. 

Initial rough sketches

Image 28.
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Image 29.

Glyph development

The letter U shows one example of  a design 
element that was born when sketching by hand 
and that I chose to keep in the hand drawn 
version of  the glyphs but deemed impractical 
in the digital version. Looking for a way to 
give this letter more character, I came up with 
the idea of  adding a spur (sharp corner) to the 
lower right corner instead of  using a round 
shape on both sides. I liked the resulting shape 
and brought the idea over to my digital sketch-
es as well to use in similar letters such as the 
lowercase N. However, I did not like the let-
ter’s appearance when I tested it with others, 

so I chose to instead add a bracket to glyphs 
like the lowercase N, R, and M (see page 92). 

Working digitally thus caused me to adopt a 
more practical approach in the design process 
by allowing me to easily examine a “real-life” 
example of  how the glyph would look in use. 
On the other hand, I couldn’t help but feel 
that I was moving too fast toward a “usable” 
version and thereby perhaps losing out on the 
opportunity to create something more unusual 
than I would usually.  
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Image 30.

Image 31.
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Glyph development

Image 32.

Another idea born when working by hand was 
intended to add character to the V, and was 
subsequently incorporated into the digital ver-
sions, where it worked very well with the gen-
eral character of  the typeface and was therefore 
also used in glyphs such as the W and K. The 
idea originated in the development of  the spur 
and involved creating something of  a hybrid 
between a spur and a bracket (image 32). The 
sharp corners of  the lowercase N and U glyphs 

inspired the idea of  adding a sharp corner to 
the inside angle of  letters such as V and Y, 
giving them a somewhat unusual character. As 
stated previously, this also influenced the digi-
tal process, in which I changed the lowercase K 
glyph (image 33) by adding an extension from 
the stem to the arm and leg. It also prompted 
me to use more square shapes instead of  sharp 
corners in letters like the uppercase W and the 
hand drawn upper- and lowercase V glyphs. 
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Image 33.
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Final freehand sketches of lowercase glyphs

Image 34.
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Final freehand sketches of uppercase glyphs

Image 35.
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Having chosen the overall form of  the glyphs, 
work began on their final versions. As a first 
step (image 36), the glyphs were drawn using 
guidelines showing the X-height and baseline 
as well as ascender and descender lines. The 
next step (image 37) was to trace the initial 
drawing on graph paper to achieve a more 
accurate and consistent form and line weight 
across the glyphs. The final stage (image 38) 

was to trace the glyph on an A4 sized 100 g/
m2 sheet using black marker pens. 

Each of  these stages proved to be important, 
not least the last one, when it sometimes proved 
necessary to revisit an earlier stage because of  
inconsistencies in shape or line width that be-
came apparent when a solid line was drawn 
over the outlines used in the first two steps.  

Final stages 

Image 36. Image 37.
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Image 38.
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REFLECTIONS ON DEVELOPING A COMPLETE TYPEFACE

Having completed the task of  designing all 28 letters included in the design study, 
I felt that I was too close to creating a complete working font for the first time to 
let the project end without doing so. It seemed like the bulk of  the work had been 
done and all I needed to do was draw the last few glyphs, find a font making pro-
gram to use, and the work would be done. However, I quickly discovered that this 
task was more involved than I first thought. 

To begin with I had to make digital versions of  each letter because at that point 
only half  of  them had been made digitally; the other half  had been drawn by 
hand. This quickly revealed differences that I had overlooked when drawing the 
letters by hand. Even though I had used grid paper when moving from initial 
sketches to final versions, I had neglected to choose a coherent width for the letters, 
causing some (such as the uppercase H, image 40) to be narrower than similarly 
proportioned glyphs such as the uppercase N (image 41). Further width compari-
sons of  digitised letters arranged in different sequences led to a significantly wider 
shape across the font. 

Image 39. Screenshot of the first steps towards the full font. 
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Image 40. Development of H glyphs, from hand drawn to final, digital proportions. Dotted lines show the 

final width of the glyphs. 



114 TACIT

The ease of  rearranging letters in the digital environment also revealed differenc-
es in proportions in the opposite direction, i.e. letters that had been made wider 
than other glyphs. A good example is the uppercase X glyph, which not only 
turned out to be far too wide when placed next to other letters of  similar propor-
tions but also had an overly thick line width (images 43 and 44).

Rearranging glyphs to build words proved to be essential for giving the font a 
coherent overall feel. Decisions made in the hand drawn process and the digital 
one or at different stages in the two processes did not always turn out to be com-
patible, which was revealed when the letters were placed next to each other. For 
instance, the juxtaposition of  the lowercase K and the lowercase N created an 
awkward shape where the glyphs meet at the top (image 45). Instead of  creating 
a continuous flow, the difference in the height of  the glyphs’ sharp top corners 
meant that they clashed with each other and disrupted the movement of  the 
eye from one glyph to the next. Taking inspiration from the spur added to the 
lower right of  the lowercase A, a spur was added to the stem of  the lowercase N, 
resulting in a much more continuous movement between the letters (image 46). 
Although the lowercase G in that image was also given a spur at first, this was 
ultimately removed because the version without the spur did not cause clashes 

Image 41. Initial comparison between widths in hand drawn and digital glyphs. 
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Image 42. Hand drawn uppercase X and its initial digital rendering.

Image 43.  When comparing letters that were drawn by hand to those that were drawn digitally it became 
apparent that there were disproportions in their dimensions. Glyphs such as the uppercase A and X, which 
normally have similar proportions turned out incompatible in shape (X being too wide).

Image 44.  Diagonal stroke width did not correspond well between digital and hand drawn glyphs, so adjust-
ments had to be made. Shown here, initial digital rendering of the uppercase X and its final outcome. 
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similar to those seen with the lowercase N. This increased the similarity of  the 
lowercase G to the lowercase C and O glyphs. 

After digitising all of  the letters, it emerged that it was not just the widths and con-
tours that needed adjustment; there was also substantial variation in line weight 
between the glyphs. Specifically, the hand drawn glyphs had a more constant line 
weight throughout the shapes, whereas the digital ones had more pronounced dif-
ference between the widest and thinnest parts of  their stems, horizontals, curves, 
and diagonals (image 47). When comparing the different glyphs I found that 
those greater contrasts in line weight were more dynamic in shape and made the 
font more legible at smaller sizes (image 48). Such quick comparisons of  glyph 
shapes at different sizes were easy to do once they had been digitised but would 
have been very time-consuming if  done by hand. Obviously, the manual process 
would not be used in today’s working environment, but it highlights the benefits 
of  the tools that we use today for the development of  typeface designs. 

There was an interplay of  ideas between the glyphs designed by hand and those 
designed digitally. The changes made to the lowercase N and U glyphs (by add-
ing spurs) have already been discussed, but ideas travelled the other way as well. 
In an early stage of  drawing glyphs with strong diagonals (V, X, Y) by hand, the 
idea was born to add a horizontal junction to the joints of  diagonals and stems 

Image 45.  An awkward clash of the lowercase K and N glyphs.

Image 46.  A spur has been added to the lowercase N and G glyphs. 
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Image 47. Hand drawn uppercase X and its initial digital rendering.

Image 48.  Development of line weight – from a similar weight throughout all glyph shapes (top), to a stron-
ger contrast between vertical and horizontal / diagonal lines (bottom). Although subtle, the variation in line 
weight renders a more open and delicate feel to the font and aids in legibility at smaller point sizes. 

Image 49. An example of an idea carried over from the hand drawn glyphs, to the final digitised ones. A 
horizontal “bridge” ties together diagonals and stems. 



118 TACIT

(image 49). This gave the glyphs a certain character and was also deemed to 
potentially improve legibility at small point sizes.

Changes to glyph shapes continued throughout the process of  finishing the type-
face. Using the type design software Glyphs I was able to export working font 
files that I could activate on my computer and use in different sizes for long and 
short texts to resolve incompatibilities between the glyphs. These incompatibili-
ties were generally similar to those described above: line width variation had to 
be reconsidered, some diagonals had incompatible widths (image 50), and add-
ing missing glyphs (such as number glyphs) meant starting from similar existing 
glyphs to ensure consistency of  shape. Printing out copies of  text in different 
point sizes and different lengths was also important in the typeface development 
process because the printouts highlighted small differences that for some reason 
were easier to overlook on screen, perhaps due to the smoothness of  the screen’s 
output and the fact that the characteristics of  some glyphs were exaggerated on 
paper, especially in smaller point sizes. This was true for the lowercase S, whose 
horizontal curves appeared too heavy in print, something which could more 
easily be overlooked on screen. 

Image 50. Developing a balance between vertical and diagonal stems.

Image 51. Successive changes made to the width of the lowercase S glyph. Decisions were taken after using 
the glyph in different combinations, in order to attain a unified feel between glyphs. Changes were simulta-
neously made to line weight.
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The letter S was also arguably the most challenging of  all the glyphs to de-
sign. The complexity of  its undulating form only becomes apparent when you 
attempt to design one by yourself. However, creating its shape is not the only 
challenge; because its form is inherently different from most of  the other glyphs, 
it took me several attempts and versions to identify a glyph that I felt was in 
harmony with the font as a whole. Both the letter width and the line width were 
initially too high, causing the glyph to stand out from surrounding letters, espe-
cially at smaller point sizes (image 51). Work on these issues continued through 
the development of  the typeface (image 52) because it became easier to assess 
and compare the glyphs once a working font could be created in Glyphs. 

Getting to grips with the software was relatively straightforward. As with any de-
sign software tool, Glyphs uses vector images and because I had drawn the glyphs 
in Adobe Illustrator I was able to copy and paste each one into the user interface 
of  Glyphs. This did present me with some issues though. Being new to typeface 
design, I had not thought of  using points as the unit of  measurement in Illustrator 
rather than millimetres as I would in my normal working practice. Points are the 
standard unit of  measurement for type and are thus the default unit for Glyphs. 
Consequently, I had to resize glyphs when pasting into the software, which caused 
a slight change of  proportions in some cases as sizes in millimetres were rounded 
up to the nearest point. This was easily rectified but it shows the importance of  

Image 52. Two different stages of the typeface development. The upper showing an initial version of the 
working typeface, the lower is the final version. Notice changes in the tracking (overall spacing between let-
ters) of the typeface, with increased tracking in the second one. The overall character of the typeface has also 
been made lighter through changes to the shape of glyphs like the lowercase T and F, adding more space 
between them and adjacent glyphs. 
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font files which I could activate on my computer and use in different sizes, for long 
and short texts in order to sort out incompatibilities between the glyphs. These 
were generally similar to what I have described so far, line weight variation had 
to be reconsidered, width of  diagonals was in some cases not compatible (image 
54), and adding missing glyphs (such as number glyphs) meant starting out from 
similar, existing glyphs in order to attain similarity in shape. Printing out copies 
of  text, in different point sizes and different lengths, was also an important step in 
the typeface development. The printouts brought out small differences that were 
somehow more easy to overlook on screen, perhaps due to the smoothness of  the 
screen output and the fact that the characteristics of  some glyphs were exaggerated 
on paper, especially in smaller point sizes. This was true for the lowercase S, where 
the horizontal curves appeared too heavy in print, something which could more 
easily be disregarded on screen. 

The letter S was also arguably the most challenging of  all the glyphs to design. The 
complexity of  the undulating form of  the letter S only becomes apparent when 
you attempts to design one by yourself. However, creating the shape of  it is not the 
only challenge; due to its form being inherently different from most of  the other 
glyphs, it took me several attempts and versions to decide upon a glyph that I felt 
was in harmony with the font as a whole. The width was initially too large, as was 

the line width which resulted in the glyph standing out from surrounding letters, 
especially at smaller point sizes (image 55). 

This work carried on all through the development of  the typeface (image 55), as 
it was easier to assess and compare the glyphs once that a working font could be 
created in Glyphs Mini. 

Getting to grips with the software was more or less straightforward. As with any 
type design software, Glyphs Mini uses vector images and as I had drawn the 
glyphs in Adobe Illustrator I was able to copy and paste each one into the user 
interface of  Glyphs Mini. This did present me with some issues though. Being new 
to typeface design I had not thought of  using points as the unit of  measurement in 
Illustrator, instead of  millimetres as I am used to. Points are the standard unit of  
measurement for type and as such they are the default unit for Glyphs Mini. This 
meant I had to resize glyphs when pasting into the software, which in some cases 
resulted in a slight change of  proportions, as the millimetre size gets rounded up to 
the nearest point. This was easily rectified, but a lesson is nevertheless to start off 
using points as the unit of  measurement in Illustrator, or to simply draw each glyph 
in the typeface design application to start with.

Further small errors also turned up in situations where I hadn’t really been paying 
attention when pasting artwork into Glyphs. In addition to resizing the letters to 
the correct size, each one must sit on the baseline, which is the the imaginary line 
where the bases of  the letters would join (apart from letters such as j, g, q and p, 

Image 54. Hand drawn uppercase X and its initial digital rendering.

Image 55. Successive changes made to the width of the lowercase S glyph. Decisions were taken after using 
the glyph in different combinations, in order to attain a unified feel between glyphs. Changes were simultane-
ously made to line weight.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipisc-
ing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt 
ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut 
wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exercita-
tion ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer 
adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euis-
mod tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam 
erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, 
quis nostrud exercitation ullamcorper suscipit 

Image 55. Two different stages of the typeface development. The upper showing an initial version of the work-
ing typeface, the lower is the final version. Notice changes in the tracking (overall spacing between letters) of 
the typeface, with increased tracking in the second one. The overall character of the typeface has also been 
made lighter through changes to the shape of glyphs like the lowercase T and F, adding more space between 
them and adjacent glyphs. 
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using points as the unit of  measurement in Illustrator when designing typefaces 
or simply drawing each glyph in a typeface design application to start with.

Further minor errors turned up in cases where I hadn’t really paid attention when 
pasting artwork into Glyphs. In addition to resizing the letters to the correct size, 
each one must sit on the baseline, which is the imaginary line where the bases of  
the letters join (excluding letters whose descenders extend below the line such as 
j, g, q and p). Even a slight misalignment of  a mere few points up or down would 
cause the corresponding glyph to appear to sit higher or lower than the surround-
ing letters. Just as with comparisons in width and line weight, this doesn’t become 
apparent until the font is used, at which point the offending letter becomes very 
easy to spot. 

As stated previously, I had not fully realised the amount of  work needed to finalise 
a typeface after finishing its overall design. I was aware that many glyphs were 
missing after finishing the initial work (punctuation, dashes, symbols, special char-
acters, and so on), but it was the enormous attention to detail needed to obtain 
the finalised font that surprised me. Even at this stage I feel that there are small 
adjustments that could be made and will undoubtedly discover others in future. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

So what can be said about the design process in this project with the benefit of  
hindsight? We’ve already discussed Schön’s ideas and it certainly feels appropri-
ate to return to his writings at this point because if  there is any one term that I 
feel is appropriate for describing what goes on in a graphic design process like this 
one, it is “reflection in action” (Schön, 1983). Throughout the work I was con-
stantly reviewing my outcomes, comparing, and making adjustments. Moreover, 
as stated by Jackson (2008), the design process is anything but linear. I guess it 
is theoretically conceivable that one could design a typeface by starting with the 
letter A and moving through all the glyphs in sequence without ever going back 
to review an earlier glyph, but I believe that would yield an extremely incoherent 
final outcome or require extraordinary form-making and planning skills. In real-
ity, a typeface design project (and any graphic design project, for that matter) is a 
process of  constant iteration, returning to what has already been done, reviewing, 
reconsidering, and redoing. The gestalt theory originating from the field of  psy-
chology seems valuable for describing what goes on in a design project. Gestalt 
theory describes the mind as holistic, being capable of  seeing and developing in a 
manner that is not focused purely on specific details but on realising the “big pic-
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ture” (Koffka, 1999). Gestalt theory was embraced by the Bauhaus movement in 
the 1920s because it seemed to provide a foundation for describing the elements 
of  image composition (Pipes, 2003). Gestalt has sometimes been described with a 
phrase often attributed to Aristotle, but apparently somewhat misquoted (Cohen, 
2016): “the whole is greater than the sum of  the parts”. Regardless of  the ori-
gins of  the phrase, it certainly captures my feeling about graphic design projects. 
Schön’s efforts to describe and understand a practitioner’s knowledge led to his 
ideas on the reflective practitioner, describing processes (including artistic and ar-
tisanal processes as well as those requiring special expertise) as primarily intuitive 
and based on tacit rather than communicable knowledge. Put simply, reflection 
in action is just thinking about something while doing it (Schön, 1983, p.54). 

The outcome of  that “something” may be visible to the eye – in this case, a 
font – but it is the interplay of  the glyphs in a sentence, the level of  detail in the 
development of  the unified font, and the myriad ways that the outcome can be 
generated that make up the “whole”. Throughout the reflective design work 
there is seemingly endless back and forth movement, both physical and mental. 
Physical in the sense that existing sketches are redrawn, printouts are cut up, 
and different sections are compared to others, and mental in that what the eyes 
see is processed and developed iteratively into new or revised versions. Review-
ing leads to rethinking leads to redesigning leads to reviewing, which eventually 
leads to a final decision. It is difficult to say how aware we are of  these processes, 
and as Eraut (2006) noted, professionals rarely have time to consider their deci-
sions. It’s even more difficult to assess how aware we should or need to be. Such 
awareness is perhaps even more important as a novice than as a professional 
because understanding one’s actions seems to be beneficial for the advancement 
of  skills (Yee, 2007). 

As I worked on the design task and the finalisation of  the two fonts, I documented 
for the first time in my career the decisions, deliberations, choices, and realisa-
tions that occurred in the design process. While it is obvious that such documen-
tation would be impossible and more or less pointless to do in every project a 
designer undertakes, I feel that it yielded the following valuable insights: 

First, it is far from impossible to describe in words (at least) some of  the knowl-
edge at play in a graphic design project. The aim of  such documentation is not 
to provide instructions on how to design but to share an account of  one way 
of  designing. Experienced type designers will undoubtedly consider some of  my 
work to be either matter-of-fact or even plain wrong, but again, the point is not 
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to show how-to, but to share my experience. Externalising the design process in 
such a way could potentially open up other designers’ eyes to an alternative way 
of  working, perhaps allowing them to evolve their own work or simply to realise 
that they’re not alone in their way of  designing, thereby perhaps strengthening 
their sense of  identity as graphic designers. Historically, knowledge has mainly 
been disseminated within the graphic design community visually or in the form 
of  how-to literature, the former being subject to the reader’s interpretation and 
the latter being a prescriptive form of  instruction that risks confining designers 
to a specific manner of  working rather than being a source of  inspiration and 
revelation. With that said, all of  these are valuable; we just need more personal 
accounts of  designers’ knowledge. 

Secondly, documenting one’s design process is not only beneficial for knowledge 
dissemination; it can also serve as a personal way of  developing an understanding 
of  one’s own ways of  working. A written account will not suit everyone, but some 
form of  documentation is undoubtedly advantageous to all. A lot of  my own 
sketching and conceptualisation happens without a physical representation so 
my design process is especially prone to being lost or forgotten and thus becom-
ing impossible to share with others. Generating a written account of  my design 
process suits me well, but the important part is undoubtedly to not focus on how 
to document, but on why. It therefore seems desirable to encourage students to 
develop their own ways of  documenting during their studies, with the aim of  
making their design knowledge clear to themselves and to others. 

Keeping all of  the above in mind, it should be noted that the two studies pre-
sented so far in this thesis indicate that graphic designers tend to be very visual 
in their perception of  their own work, so many will preferentially document their 
working processes using images rather than in words. The use of  such documen-
tation will always be subject to individual interpretation because the thought 
processes of  each designer are not explicitly communicated. It is nevertheless 
important to keep in mind that visual forms of  communicating will always be 
important in the dissemination of  graphic design knowledge because the results 
of  a graphic designer’s work are inevitably visual. This is especially important to 
consider when considering how to communicate and draw attention to research 
within the field. We have seen that it is quite possible to describe design processes 
verbally, but how do we get people to read that text? The final part of  any doc-
toral work is the thesis defence, which is done verbally in most fields. Given the 
visual preferences of  graphic designers, I wanted to explore an alternative meth-
od of  thesis defence and present the results of  my work in a novel way. A thesis 
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defence gathers interested parties in one place, which gave me the idea of  using 
that opportunity to make some of  my material accessible through an exhibition. 
That work is presented in the final chapter of  this thesis.

The following pages show submissions from each participant in Study II and 
the outcome of  my design process, i.e., the finalised fonts comprising the Tacit 
typeface.
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  Participant 7 – digital

  Participant 7 – digital

  Author – digital   Participant 5 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 5 – digital

Image 53. Submitted designs for the “A” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – by hand

  Participant 1 – digital

  Participant 1 – by hand

Image 54. Submitted designs for the “B” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand

  Author – by hand

Image 55. Submitted designs for the “C” glyphs.
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D

d

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – by hand

Image 56. Submitted designs for the “D” glyphs.
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  Author – digital

  Author – digital

Þ K E O - Uppercase

  Participant 9 – digital

  Participant 9 – by hand

þ k e o - Lowercase

Image 57. Submitted designs for the “E” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – digital

  Participant 1 – digital

  Participant 1 – by hand

Image 58. Submitted designs for the “F” glyphs.
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Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

G

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

g
g

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – digital

Image 59. Submitted designs for the “G” glyphs.



131HALLDÓR BJÖRN HALLDÓRSSON   |   LTU

  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – digital

Image 60. Submitted designs for the “H” glyphs.
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  Author – digital   Participant 1 – digital

  Author – digital   Participant 1 – by hand

  Participant 7 – digital

  Participant 7 – digital

Image 61. Submitted designs for the “I” glyphs.
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J

j

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – digital

Image 62. Submitted designs for the “J” glyphs.
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  Author – digital

  Author – digital

Þ K E O - Uppercase

  Participant 9 – digital

  Participant 9 – by hand

þ k e o - Lowercase

Image 63. Submitted designs for the “K” glyphs.
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Due to an administrative error, 4 participants instead of 3 were given the task of designing the letter “L”. 

  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – digital

  Participant 7 – by hand  Participant 2 – digital

  Participant 2 – digital  Participant 2 – digital

Image 64. Submitted designs for the “L” glyphs.
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Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

M

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

m
m

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – digital

Image 65. Submitted designs for the “M” glyphs.
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  Author – digital   Participant 1 – digital

  Author – digital   Participant 1 – by hand

  Participant 7 – by hand

  Participant 7 – by hand

Image 66. Submitted designs for the “N” glyphs.
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Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

O

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

o
o

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 3 – digital

Þ K E O - Uppercase

  Participant 9 – digital

  Participant 9 – by hand

þ k e o - LowercaseImage 67. Submitted designs for the “O” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

  Participant 8 – digital

  Participant 8 – by hand

Image 68. Submitted designs for the “P” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

  Participant 8 – digital

  Participant 8 – by hand

Image 69. Submitted designs for the “Q” glyphs.
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  Author – digital

  Author – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – by hand

  Participant 10 – by hand

Image 70. Submitted designs for the “R” glyphs.
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  Author – digital

  Author – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – by hand

  Participant 10 – by hand

Image 71. Submitted designs for the “S” glyphs.
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  Author – digital   Participant 6 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 6 – by hand

Image 72. Submitted designs for the “T” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 6 – digital

Image 73. Submitted designs for the “U” glyphs.
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V

v

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 4 – digital

Image 74. Submitted designs for the “V” glyphs.
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  Author – digital   Participant 8 – digital

  Author – digital   Participant 8 – by hand

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

Image 75. Submitted designs for the “W” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

  Author – by hand   Participant 2 – digital

Image 76. Submitted designs for the “X” glyphs.
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  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 5 – digital

Image 77. Submitted designs for the “Y” glyphs.
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z

Z

  Author – digital   Participant 4 – by hand

  Author – digital   Participant 4 – by hand

Image 78. Submitted designs for the “Z” glyphs.



150 TACIT

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

þ
þ

Hönnunar stúdía
Gabríel Markan

Niðurstaða 

Þ

  Author – by hand   Participant 3 – by hand

  Author – by hand   Participant 3 – digital

Þ K E O - Uppercase

  Participant 9 – digital

  Participant 9 – by hand

þ k e o - Lowercase
Image 79. Submitted designs for the “Þ” glyphs.
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  Author – digital   Participant 8 – digital

  Author – digital   Participant 8 – by hand

  Participant 10 – digital

  Participant 10 – digital

Image 80. Submitted designs for the “Æ” glyphs.
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A Á B C D Ð E É F G H I Í 
J K L M N O Ó P Q R S T U 
Ú V W X Y Ý Z Þ Æ Ö a á b 
c d ð e é f g h i í j k l m n 
o ó p q r s t u ú v x y ý z þ 
æ ö 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0

Regular

Tacit

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 

consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincid-

unt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad 

minim veniam, Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing 

elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet dolore 

magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nos-

trud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea 

commodo consequat. Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in 

vulputate velit esse molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu.

Image 81.  Tacit Regular, final version of font.
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A Á B C D Ð E É F G H I Í J 
K L M N O Ó P Q R S T U Ú 
V W X Y Ý Z Þ Æ Ö a á b c 
d ð e é f g h i í j k l m n o 
ó p q r s t u ú v x y ý z þ 
æ ö 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0

Medium 

Tacit

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euis-

mod tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut 

wisi enim ad minim veniam, Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consec-

tetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt 

ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad 

minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tation ullamcorper suscipit 

lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. Duis autem vel 

eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie. 

Image 82.  Tacit Medium, final version of font.
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The Tacit Exhibition 

The visual nature of  graphic designers has been documented thoroughly in this 
work so far; we work with visual material, tend to think in a visual manner, and 
prefer to present our thoughts and processes visually, rather than verbally. Tak-
ing this into consideration and wanting to make the material gathered in Study 
II accessible in a way that would enhance the written account presented in these 
pages, I decided to also present my research in an exhibition, i.e. in a very visual 
manner. In this section I outline the background and methodology of  this final 
part of  my research project. 

As stated repeatedly in this thesis, the experiential knowledge that is fundamen-
tal to design practice has not been valued within research to the same extent as 
propositional knowledge. The many pronounced differences between design and 
art practices and the practices common in more established fields of  research has 
led to a growing interest in the use of  studio- or practice-based research meth-
ods in recent years. However, as noted by Niedderer et al. (2006), the manner in 
which knowledge generated through such research should be presented remains 
unclear. This stems from the fact that traditional methods of  publishing are con-
sidered inadequate by some art and design researchers, but alternative methods 
have also been criticised for lacking in clarity and even purpose. In my work I 
have tried to show that some of  the knowledge at play in a design project can 
be externalised not just through visual means but also through written accounts. 
However, I am acutely aware that not everyone will consider a doctoral thesis 
to be an accessible form of  knowledge dissemination, which may limit its use-
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fulness. To address these concerns and expand the reach of  my work while also 
raising the profile of  graphic design research, I chose to organise an exhibition. 

WHY? 

Before we go any further it is important to define my use of  the word “exhibition”. 
In almost any field of  research it is common for results to be presented in the form 
of  posters at conferences or seminars, which is of  course a form of  exhibition, 
allowing individual researchers to give other interested parties a quick overview 
of  their work. In my case the exhibition is more similar to an art exhibition or 
an exhibition of  design projects in a museum setting; it is designed to be held in 
a locale dedicated to a single theme, and the objects on display are curated by 
myself, so the exhibition is confined to the presentation of  my research outcomes. 
The design of  the exhibition is such that it is not reliant on a particular locale but 
can be set up in any suitable venue, making it easier to reach a larger audience. 

Exhibitions have not been widely studied as tools for research, but they are never-
theless a familiar form of  presentation, knowledge dissemination, and inspiration 
within the fields of  design, craft, and art. Architecture has a history of  design and 
planning exhibitions, often aiming to engage and inform potential stakeholders, 
involve communities in the development of  residential areas, and build knowl-
edge about these spaces and the inhabitants; views and desires (Nakajima, 2021). 
Such involvement has the potential to include communities rather than alienate 
them by imposing design and planning without prior communication.

But why hold an exhibition? The existence of  knowledge that is difficult to exter-
nalise and even ineffable has been used to argue for the submission of  artefacts 
in practice-based research projects, giving the artefact the role of  communicating 
relevant outcomes (Niedderer et al., 2006). Biggs (2004) points out that it is im-
portant for the design community to make a case for the use of  artefacts (be they 
physical objects, pieces of  music, or performances) as vehicles for knowledge dis-
semination when presenting research outcomes. A great deal of  my thesis centres 
on making tacit, experiential knowledge more visible and communicable, so the 
idea of  incorporating an exhibition in my work could be criticised on the grounds 
that it suggests I have given up on those efforts and accepted that such knowledge 
will remain uncommunicable. However, I have already demonstrated that it is 
possible to verbally communicate a great deal of  the tacit knowledge used in a 
design project and I therefore contend that an exhibition will extend the reach of  
my results by bringing attention to the project. The exhibition has the potential to 
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widen the exposure of  the research and attract attention from people who would 
otherwise be unaware of  it. On the subject of  publishing, the Swedish Research 
Council (2017, p.52) states that “only if  the results are made public does the re-
search conducted contribute effectively to the dissemination of  new knowledge to 
the wider society.” This is of  course true of  all research, but I believe that a wider 
reach is paramount for research in small fields such as graphic design; one of  our 
major goals should be to simply make more graphic designers aware of  research 
efforts within their profession. Having studied sociological research, Michael Bu-
rawoy (2005) concluded that it had shifted from something done for the sake of  
social improvement to something done for the sake of  sociology, which made him 
wonder “Who is sociology for” and “What is sociology for”? Similar questions 
could be asked of  graphic design research. If  we assume that one of  the answers 
is to develop the profession then presenting research outcomes in more tangible 
and visible ways could offer alternative routes for knowledge dissemination that 
may be more inviting and inspirational to those outside academia. I consider the 
exhibition to be an auxiliary way of  presenting research that complements the 
text-based approach used in this thesis and illustrates a key outcome of  the re-
search, namely the visual nature of  the participating graphic designers’ accounts 
of  their working processes. As such, it could help to link the text-based and visual 
outcomes of  the research and thereby increase interest in this work and other 
design research.

The answer to the question “why hold an exhibition” is thus primarily that I see 
it as an alternative method for answering the research question of  whether or not 
tacit knowledge can be externalised. Even though visitors will experience it in 
their own personal way the exhibition has the potential to introduce the processes 
and results of  a design research project to an audience that otherwise would be 
unlikely to encounter such material. It is thus an alternative way for me to express 
my research, including its initial inspiration, the thoughts it inspired, and the 
knowledge it ultimately generated. It also gives me an opportunity to summarise 
and express my sentiments and experiences from a 6-year-long project. For me 
personally, the exhibition is thus both a method of  knowledge dissemination and 
an opportunity to express graphic design in an unusual setting. 

While I recognise that this final part of  my work has many similarities with an 
artistic project, I hesitate to describe my exhibition as “artistic” for several rea-
sons. First, the concept of  “artistic research” is even hazier than that of  “design 
research”, although there are obvious similarities between the challenges facing 
both. There is a general consensus that the role of  artistic research is the same 
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as any other form of  research, namely to produce knowledge. Ehn (2012) sees 
the playful approach in artists’ research and their willingness to explore unusual 
topics and ideas as things that could benefit scientific research as well. Butt (2017) 
goes even further, claiming that “the role of  science as the organizing paradigm 
for knowledge must be displaced” (p.86), presenting artistic research as an alter-
native to traditional forms of  knowledge creation. Haarman (2019) presents a 
more pragmatic approach, stating that instead of  being measured against tradi-
tional scientific research, artistic research should be focused and performed using 
the methods and practices of  the artists themselves. 

Despite the commonalities between my work and artistic research, my main rea-
son for not using the term “artistic” to describe it is that I do not identify as an 
artist and while the exhibition represents an interpretation of  my work that some 
may consider artistic, I see it as a design research project: with an intended au-
dience, albeit one that is somewhat unclearly defined. I believe that it takes two 
people for something to become artwork: one who claims that their work is art 
and another who agrees with that claim. I contend that my work is design re-
search and that the exhibition is a creative design exhibition that is also one of  my 
research methods. Here’s hoping someone will agree with me. 

EXHIBITION METHODOLOGY 

Whereas a conventional research project is comparatively straightforward to doc-
ument in writing, an exhibition presents some notable challenges, as pointed out 
by Rust & Robertson (2003). First, the logistics of  an exhibition can be costly and 
time consuming, and second an exhibition is confined to a specific physical loca-
tion, which inevitably limits its accessibility and reach. In addition, there is the 
challenge of  creating a permanent record of  the exhibition for future reference. 
In my case the exhibition complements my written material and is intended to 
generate interest and discussion, albeit within a limited time frame and among a 
limited number of  people. This approach can be related to the work of  Cham-
berlain & Yoxall (2012), who also see an opportunity to use exhibitions as plat-
forms for academic discussion and suggest that they hark back to the situation in 
17th century France and Italy, where exhibitions held in private “salons” became 
forums for academic discussion and communication of  ideas and knowledge. To-
day we obviously have a plethora of  different forums for these purposes, but the 
analogy to the salon is nevertheless interesting. Exhibitions often tend to be unidi-
rectional in that they are places where the observer is presented with information 
and artefacts without any form of  required response or reaction, whereas the 
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salons provided a platform for discussion and debate. As noted by Niedderer et al. 
(2006), it has been argued that the use of  artefacts (any result of  a creative prac-
tice) in art and design research requires interpretation by the viewer, i.e., it is left 
up to the artefact to convey the knowledge obtained through the research. This 
inevitably makes it harder to assess or judge the value of  that knowledge when 
compared to knowledge disseminated through text because text makes semantics 
and meaning clearer, although not always perfectly so. Some efforts have been 
made to address this problem – for example, Biggs (2003) highlights the role of  
context when interpreting knowledge embedded in products (artefacts) and Nied-
derer et al. (2006) propose a new semantics to control the interpretation of  arte-
facts, allowing an exhibition’s design to convey knowledge in a controlled manner 
so that it is not left up to the individual interpretation of  the viewer. Additionally, 
Vergo (1989) distinguishes between “aesthetic” and “contextual” exhibitions; the 
former provide little or no information about the exhibits and thus rely on the 
observer’s personal interpretations to convey knowledge, while the latter include 
explicatory information that defines and guides the observer’s experience of  the 
exhibition. This suggests that a contextual exhibition is preferable to an aesthetic 
one if  an exhibition is to be considered an acceptable form of  knowledge dis-
semination in a research project because it allows the observer’s understanding 
to be (at least somewhat) controlled rather than purely individual. The manner 
in which context can or should be provided is however not entirely clear. While 
it is certainly possible to use a text-based approach in which observers are given 
textual information about the exhibits, a non-verbal approach is also conceivable. 
Niedderer et al. (2006) explore several options, perhaps inspired by gestalt theory 
(Koffka, 1999), which suggests that ordering, repetition, and juxtaposition can be 
used to construct a semantic groundwork that will facilitate understanding of  the 
exhibited work. 

Because my exhibition is intended to extend the reach of  my research outcomes 
while also representing the theme of  this thesis using non-verbal means, I had to 
consider the different approaches mentioned above. To make yet another analogy 
with the world of  music, we could consider how visiting an exhibition compares 
to attending a concert. Regardless of  genre, most music lovers will have some 
level of  knowledge about a concert beforehand: they might be familiar with the 
artist’s previous work, or they might know the history behind the work being per-
formed. At the very least, they will probably be fans of  the type of  music the artist 
plays. Within the world of  classical music some people place great importance 
on history and background: they read biographies of  Beethoven or Haydn, they 
know the differences between periods in a composer’s career, and they will be 
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aware of  Wagner’s fascination with Norse mythology. This is probably even more 
true in the world of  fine art, where knowledge of  history and culture is often seen 
as a prerequisite for understanding and enjoying an artwork, sometimes even to 
the point of  segregation between novices and those in the know. Dutton (2009) 
points out that alongside artistic forms, there is always “some kind of  critical lan-
guage for judgment and appreciation”, a language that can effectively act as an 
excluding barrier to those not fluent in it. 

In my mind this is in many ways related to the subject of  my thesis, namely how 
knowledge in a specific field is defined and the role of  that knowledge for practi-
tioners and users/clients of  that field. The largely hidden nature of  design knowl-
edge can expand barriers between practitioners and clients as well as between 
peers, thereby obstructing the exchange of  experience and the appreciation of  
design outcomes. However, and perhaps conversely, since the objective of  design 
is to create solutions to problems experienced by users – whether by communicat-
ing a message or by developing new products, services, or buildings – the user will 
generally not need any information to experience or use the design results provid-
ed that they are satisfactory. Therefore, wanting to define the creative outcome 
of  my research as a design artefact, I decided to present it as such and thereby al-
low observers to approach the exhibition on their own terms, using their existing 
knowledge as a foundation for interpretation. While the observers’ experiences of  
the exhibition could perhaps have been made clearer by adopting an informative 
and explanatory approach, I felt that the contrast between the verbal nature of  
my thesis and the perceived visual nature of  graphic designers’ self-expression 
would be better highlighted through an exhibition that would leave observers 
room to apply their own interpretations. 

At the risk of  being accused of  pushing my work into the territory of  art rather 
than design, I believe that the juxtaposition of  an experiential exhibition and an 
academic thesis creates a dynamic environment that will hopefully let observers 
experience the material in a way that would not be possible through either meth-
od alone. With all of  this in mind, it therefore felt more in keeping with a design 
project to avoid “assisting” observers in their experience of  the exhibited artefacts 
beyond providing brief  background information on the research.     

INSPIRATION 

Inspiration for a creative project can be obtained through methodical approaches 
as well as through processes that are more or less subconscious. We have probably 
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all experienced the sensation of  waking up in the middle of  the night with an 
idea that we’re not quite sure how we arrived at. But just as with so much of  the 
knowledge that has been discussed in this work, there is undoubtedly always a 
reason and source for these ideas; it may be something we have contemplated in 
the back of  our heads, or some external factor that has brought about a chain of  
associative thinking that ultimately results in a new idea. The concept of  the Tacit 
Exhibition was inspired by explorative, photographic sketches that I have carried 
with me and developed over the years. These sketches were in turn inspired by 
experiences in nature and photographs taken to capture them. They represent 
an amalgamation of  my fascination with landscapes, uninhabited areas, and geo-
logical shapes on one hand and my love of  typographical forms on the other. 
Juxtaposing the arbitrary nature of  geological forms with the rigid shapes of  type 
in oversized dimensions gave me a feeling of  having extended the role of  typog-
raphy beyond its usual confines of  small and defined text fields. Again, this was 
not done with the specific purpose of  conveying any particular message; rather 
I believe it was an unconscious effort to channel my own personal experience of  
the importance of  typography in my life.

This experimentation has resulted in an ongoing series of  images I call Natural 
Type. The photographs are all taken by myself  and the fonts used are either 
my own or those I favour in my work. The images have not been published or 
distributed; some have been printed but only used by me. The basic premise of  
these compositions is that an oversized, two-dimensional type glyph is positioned 
in a landscape photograph. To create the impression that the glyphs are integral 
parts of  the images, their shapes are manipulated and distorted using principles 
of  perspective and depth. As with any manipulation of  photographs, the objec-
tive is achieved if  the spectator accepts the illusion regardless of  its improbability. 
Two representative images from the series are shown on pages 162 and 163. 

The Tacit Exhibition is in a sense a continuation of  the work done on Natural 
Type in that it is a physical manifestation of  the idea of  representing typographi-
cal shapes in oversized dimensions, placed in an atypical setting. For obvious rea-
sons the shapes used in the exhibition are nowhere near the size of  those in the 
images, but the aim remains the same, namely to elicit thoughts of  physicality, 
materiality and presence in the mind of  the spectator. Developing the idea be-
yond a two-dimensional image allowed me to explore how a material manifesta-
tion of  a glyph could be used to enhance the sentiment of  typography taking on 
a role that elevates or transforms it from being a somewhat hidden but functional 
element of  design to a carrier of  meaning and essence in and of  itself.   
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Image 83. Natural Type X, 2021. 
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Image 84. Natural Type V, 2018. 
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EXHIBITION DESIGN 

Alongside my work on the theoretical background of  the exhibition I sketched 
out ideas for both informative and experiential exhibitions. However, as the 
background become clearer I came to favour the experiential approach. With 
that in mind and wishing to come up with a design that would not be restricted 
to a specific location, I started wondering how a dynamic environment could 
be created using artefacts that could be transported and reused and would not 
require much more than a dedicated floorspace and a few walls. I realised that 
using floorspace more than the walls could be an ideal way to reach my goal 
of  highlighting the differences between experiential and theoretical knowledge. 
Even though graphic design is mainly associated with two-dimensional designs, 
its end results have traditionally been three dimensional artefacts that the user 
interacts with such as books, newspapers, or magazines. I felt that this could be 
represented by creating material, three-dimensional versions of  some of  the let-
ters from the Tacit typeface whose tactility and physicality would allow observers 
to interact and engage with the artefacts and to explore them from different 
angles, thereby hopefully instilling a similar sense to those I experienced – the 
contrast between the perceived loss of  “realness” when working digitally and the 
tactile sense of  having created something when working by hand. This contrast 
is enhanced by the “materialisation” of  the typeface, which was finalised with a 
digital tool, in handmade physical forms.   

The five letters of  the word “tacit” form the basis of  the exhibition. Represented 
in large sizes and in some cases as three-dimensional shapes, the letters here take 
on a form that is rarely accessible to the observer because letters of  such dimen-
sions are generally reserved for large signs or markings. Displaying them in a 
manner that allows observers to look at their shapes as they would a sculpture or 
even another human being makes the design of  the letters more approachable 
and may thus engender a different kind of  experience and scrutiny than would 
be the case if  they were observed in a smaller two-dimensional form. A range 
of  materials were used to create the physical representations of  the glyphs with 
the aim of  inspiring thoughts of  craft and raw material. Hollow, solid, opaque, 
and transparent forms are juxtaposed to suggest the multitude of  ways of  solving 
a design problem and choosing a specific form to represent an idea. The large 
letters are accompanied by fixed illustrations of  the letters on two adjacent walls 
and a projection of  photographs on a third wall. These two-dimensional rep-
resentations, one static and the other changing, provide a counterpoint to the 
letters on the floor by being somewhat more informative and thereby opening up 
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the project to the observer slightly more. The exhibition is nevertheless wholly 
dependent on the interpretation of  the observer, whether they are completely 
ignorant of  graphic design and the project’s aims or well-informed and design 
literate. In this way the exhibition can be likened to a “normal” graphic design 
project in that no matter what the designer’s ambition, they can never fully know 
or understand the mind of  the observer and so their work will always be subject 
to interpretations that are hard to foresee. 

In an effort to engage observers beyond the somewhat passive act of  simply re-
garding the exhibition’s artefacts, two elements are used to encourage partic-
ipation and elicit thoughts about inspiration and the association of  seemingly 
unrelated creative elements. First, a large, lowercase “t” made from thick white 
cardboard will be mounted on a wall (or placed freestanding on the floor, de-
pending on locale) for visitors to write, sketch, and draw on at will, using pro-
vided felt markers. Second, a loudspeaker playing a recording of  me practicing 
on my trombone will be installed inside the opaque, lowercase “a” to show how 
different and unrelated kinds of  artistic activity can sometimes be integral to 
design work. This may or may not be understood “correctly” by observers, but 
hopefully it will inspire them to reflect on the role of  different approaches in a 
creative project and how the use of  sketching (practicing) is not always a thing of  
beauty but an explorative process that can give rise to new ideas. 

The walls of  the exhibition locale will be used to further enhance visitors’ under-
standing of  the work behind Study II. Two walls will be used to show some of  the 
digital development of  the Tacit typeface – specifically, a sequence of  glyphs illus-
trating the development of  one letterform during the design process and a series 
of  words used to combine glyphs for comparison. These will be printed on cloth 
and mounted on the walls. As such, the glyphs will be represented as static, two-di-
mensional shapes that are simultaneously reminiscent of  the clarity of  a digital 
shape and the static existence of  a finished typeface. That unchanging sense will 
be counteracted on an adjacent (or facing, depending on the locale) wall, upon 
which a series of  photographs will be projected. These images will show the de-
sign processes used by the participants of  Study II. The slow-moving slideshow is 
intended to catch visitors’ attention and prompt them to recall their own experi-
ences of  working, potentially inspiring thoughts about the interplay between hand 
and matter, mind and development, and the selection of  tools and techniques. 

Visitors to the exhibition will only be given a short, textual introduction to the 
research work behind it. The idea here is to provide observers just enough infor-
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mation to arouse interest and allow them to explore the exhibition in a way that 
will hopefully inspire thoughts about graphic design processes and potentially 
spark their interest in expanding their knowledge on the subject. Even if  it proves 
unsuccessful in this respect, I believe that the exhibition will be engaging for any-
one remotely interested in form and design, simply through an involving graphic 
design encounter, enabled by the unusual dimensions and materials. Pages 168 
– 174 show a conceptual sketch of  the exhibition along with brief  descriptions of  
its elements.  

FINAL THOUGHTS

As the exhibition forms part of  my thesis defence it is not possible at this time to 
say anything about whether its intended effects were achieved. This is something 
that will have to be defined and analysed at a later date, but for now it’s possible 
to consider what has come out of  the work behind the method and theory of  the 
exhibition. 

The exhibition’s purpose was to widen the reach and scope of  the presentation 
of  my research outcomes. In a sense, this was an attempt to develop a way of  pre-
senting graphic design research in a manner that can be likened to popular sci-
ence, i.e. to communicate with those outside the realms of  academia. Throughout 
the work on the design of  the exhibition it has been my goal to generate interest 
and evoke thoughts among visitors. To this end, I used methods of  juxtaposition 
and ordering (Koffka, 1999), creating counterpoints and using both size and ma-
terial choices to “derail” the visitor’s train of  thought and guide them towards an 
alternative interpretation of  type and graphic design. As such, the exhibition is 
therefore a vehicle of  expression that represents the different methods discussed 
in the thesis, and the importance of  utilising various materials, forms, and pro-
cesses in a design project in order to explore inspiration and discovery. The work 
on the exhibition design has in a way also caused a derailment of  my own mind: 
I have been forced to reconsider how I perceive not just my own work, but design 
processes and design results in general. By that I mean that I have taken the time 
to remove the design outcome from its usual representation and turn it into ar-
tefacts that are presented more as separate entities rather than a part of  a whole, 
has in my mind opened up to a way of  externalising knowledge and making it 
approachable and inviting. This indicates that an exhibition can be used as an an-
alytical tool in a design research project, i.e. employing the process of  designing 
and setting up an exhibition as a way of  interpreting and extracting knowledge 
about a design research project. 



167HALLDÓR BJÖRN HALLDÓRSSON   |   LTU

I have tried to describe my intentions behind each artefact, however without going 
into too much detail as it is my wish that the exhibition should be experienced 
without too much background. But what I do believe that I have achieved in the 
design of  the artefacts and the way they will be displayed is a method to present 
design results in a way that opens up to an alternative and more “popular” way of  
reaching an audience. This method nevertheless communicates the same results 
as a written dissertation, albeit much more concisely and not as detailed. It is per-
haps conceivable that an exhibition could be used as the only way to communicate 
research outcomes, but I see it more as an auxiliary method that enhances and 
reinforces the scope and reach of  the research project. As with any good design 
project, the outcome can be used “as is”, but it can also open up to different ap-
proaches, inspire new ideas and processes and even be regarded simply on the 
premises of  aesthetics and form. 

Finally, an exhibition needs somewhere to be held, the physical space in which to 
be set up and finding the right venue was not an easy task. Here the constraints 
are varied; museums usually plan their schedules years in advance, so it is hard 
to get into the bigger ones at short notice. The cost of  renting a privately owned 
gallery is usually exorbitant and thus out of  reach for a PhD candidate. Setting up 
an exhibition in available spaces without previous associations with art or design 
can make it hard to raise attention. All these factors made finding a suitable locale 
somewhat challenging. However, the search was facilitated by the fact that my ex-
hibition was designed in a way that made it readily adaptable to different locales. 
In hindsight I realised that the locale is a more important factor than I had antic-
ipated, both in terms of  space and accessibility. Taking those elements into con-
sideration beforehand is obviously not always possible, but it’s an interesting factor 
to study further. My thesis defence exhibition will be held at The Museum of  
Furniture Studies in Stockholm, Sweden. Although the museum’s primary focus is 
on furniture design rather than graphic design, my exhibition’s three-dimensional 
nature fits well with the materiality of  the museum’s other displays. The design 
theme of  the museum provides a venue that is fitting for the subject of  my work 
and I believe the subject of  my exhibition will interest a broad spectrum of  visitors.

There is much that remains to be done to improve our understanding of  the use of  
exhibitions in research projects, or as tools for communicating design results. How-
ever, my experiences suggest that they can both enhance researchers’ understand-
ing of  their own work and offer alternative routes for interpretation and commu-
nication with an audience. I am excited about the prospects of  following up on the 
outcomes of  my exhibition and hope to present studies in this area in the future. 
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An overview of the different elements of the exhibition: 

1. Two walls will show elements of the digital development of the Tacit typeface and the 
full Tacit Medium font, printed on cloth and mounted on the walls.  

2. A free-standing lower case “t”, made of sheet metal. Dimensions (H x W x D in mm): 
1700 x 900 x 400.

3. A lower case “a”, made out of lacquered polystyrene. A loudspeaker inside it plays 
soft trombone music. Dimensions (H x W x D in mm): 1200 x 900 x 400. 

1

2 3

Image 85.
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1

4. A lower case “c” made out of translucent PVC. Dimensions (H x W x D in mm): 1200 x 
900 x 400. 

5. Projection on wall, showing images of sketches and manual methods used in my own 
design process and those of participants in Study II.

6. A lower case “i”, a vinyl decal on the floor. Dimensions: (H x W in mm): 500 x 2000)

7. A lower case “t“, made out of thick cardboard. Mounted on the wall or placed upright 
on the floor; visitors will be invited to write or sketch on it. 

4

6 7

5
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The sheet metal lower case “t”

The hollow shape of  the lower case “t” is 
intended to evoke a feeling of  emptiness in-
spired by “the hole in my heart” that I expe-
rienced when working digitally without seeing 
the physical results of  my work. The letter is 
made of  sheet metal. While the metalwork 
was beyond my capabilities and was there-

fore done by a professional metalworker, the 
artefact was shaped and built by hand. The 
choice of  material thus represents the contrast 
between industry and craft, thereby mirroring 
in part the topic of  this thesis. The surface 
finish of  the metal is deliberately left quite 
rough to enhance the sense of  the handmade.

Image 86.



171HALLDÓR BJÖRN HALLDÓRSSON   |   LTU

The opaque polystyrene lower case “a”

Adjacent to the hollow “t”, the lower case 
“a” appears more solid and closed, in a way 
that  is reminiscent of  the somewhat hidden 
world of  design, shrouded in mystery and 
uncertain methods. The clean, blank shape 
contrasts with the more industrial nature of  
the metal “t” next to it, hinting at the flaw-
lessness that is often the hallmark of  digital 
methods. No mess, no dirt, just clear lines 

and well-defined shapes. However, as is often 
the case with digital tools, the interior hides 
a surprise: a loudspeaker is encased within 
the shape, playing a recording of  myself  
practicing on my trombone, complete with 
mistakes and repetitions, suggesting how often 
surprising elements can inspire and influence 
the design process. 

Image 87.
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The translucent PVC lower case “c”

The see-through appearance of  the lower 
case “c” is intended to suggest the sometimes 
invisible nature of  graphic design and to 
illustrate the objective of  my work, namely to 
make graphic design knowledge more visible 
and less opaque. Building the letter out of  
translucent PVC also suggests an effort to 

“look inside” design, to study it in a way that 
opens up and visualises that which hitherto 
has remained unsaid, tacit. The production of  
the letter represents a step further away from 
the hand-made because its different segments 
were created using a CNC cutter and then 
assembled by hand. 

Image 88.
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The vinyl lower case “i“

Just like much of  the typography and graphic 
design that surrounds us, the vinyl floor decal 
may not be immediately discovered by visitors, 
and even overlooked by many. Having seen 
it though, they may realise that it interplays 

with the three-dimensional letters, playing its 
part in forming a word, just like any other 
letter in any piece of  graphic design.  
Inconspicuous, overlooked and even neglected: 
such is often the fate of  type. 

Image 89.
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The white cardboard lower case “t”

Introducing an element of  interactivity to the 
exhibition, this two-dimensional letter is made 
of  white cardboard and observers are encour-
aged to draw, sketch or design on it at their 
own discretion. Mounted on the wall or placed 
upright on the floor, the cardboard “t” has the 
role of  representing the handmade processes of  

the research study, allowing visitors to explore 
their own creativity and experimentality. Being 
two dimensional and mounted upright, the let-
ter also represents the most “conventional” way 
of  experiencing type and its position at the edge 
of  the exhibition area provides a certain closure 
to the whole experience. 

Image 90.





Discussion
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This thesis is the result of  my work during my PhD candidature at the Luleå 
University of  Technology. After several confusing early months I settled on the 
task of  studying how the knowledge of  graphic designers has been affected by 
new, digital methods and how the tacit knowledge of  graphic design, the know-
how of  designers that has remained personal and often difficult or impossible to 
communicate, could be externalised. These last years have been a turbulent time, 
presenting multiple professional and personal challenges that often occurred si-
multaneously. Personal loss and the global pandemic disrupted life in unforesee-
able ways, with illness and social isolation taking a huge toll. While this affected 
my progress, all things eventually end, and this is true for both pandemics and my 
research endeavours. In the following pages I discuss the findings and contribu-
tions of  my work.  

The hegemonic environment of graphic design
To start with, as this work draws inspiration from the effects of  digitisation on 
the field of  graphic design, we might consider Canadian philosopher and me-
dia theorist Marshall McLuhan’s most famous quote: “the medium is the mes-
sage” (McLuhan, 1964). Often misinterpreted, McLuhan’s point was that it is 
the results of  a medium, not its content, that form the message: “When I say 
the medium is the message, I’m saying that the motor car is not a medium. The 
medium is the highway, the factories, and the oil companies…In other words, 
the medium of  the car is the effects of  the car.” (McLuhan et al, 2005). To put it 
concisely, in the world of  graphic design, it is the nature of  the invention/tech-
nology/media that affects society, not the content that is created or dissipated 
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through it. The invention of  printing replaced the need for oral accounts and 
made thinking linear and private, whereas broadcast media unified thought and 
increased involvement. As a result of  an error in typesetting, a later book by Mc-
Luhan and Fiore was called “The Medium is the Massage”, but McLuhan felt 
that the word “massage” (and even “mass age” or “mess age”) aptly described 
the effects a medium has on society (McLuhan, 2020). Accepting this idea, how 
have digital tools “massaged” the graphic design field? One clear effect of  this 
massage therapy is the democratisation of  design – the fact that design software 
opened up the profession to a much larger group of  people interested in visual 
communication. In a similar way as the invention of  printing gave more people 
opportunities to publish, distribute and peruse others’ thoughts and ideas, DTP 
allowed more people than ever before to create, publish, and consume content. 
Reflecting on the works of  McLuhan, John M. Culkin (1967) wrote: “We shape 
our tools and thereafter they shape us.” I think this fits the case of  DTP quite 
nicely; our understanding of  typography, form, colour and images is now wholly 
dependent on our digital tools and the way these building blocks of  graphic de-
sign are represented in them. 

It is consequently safe to say that the digitisation of  graphic design processes is not 
in itself  a bad thing: we have been given myriad new ways of  working that were 
not available a few decades ago and designers seem able to experience similar 
kinds of  interaction with their digital tools as with the analogue tools of  yesterday. 
The development of  digital tools has also shrunk the gap between the handmade 
and the digital due to the emergence of  tools that enable drawing on screens 
and tablets, so perhaps there is no need to worry? However, concerns about the 
current market situation have been raised in recent years. Hartnett (2017) notes 
that the main tools used by graphic designers are in fact the result of  a hegemony, 
which in turn is the result of  the duopoly of  two companies that largely dominate 
the market, Apple Inc. and Adobe Inc. This market domination has made certain 
products into industry standards, to the extent that they have “become part of  
the ‘normal reality’ of  [graphic designers’] professional lives” (Hartnett, 2017). 
Because of  this near-complete acceptance of  the market dominance of  these two 
companies, the tools of  the graphic design trade are controlled by a single source. 
What happens if  we compare that to the situation before DTP? If  all pens had 
come from the same company, all tape, all kinds of  glue, and all types of  paper – 
would the industry have accepted that situation? We could also consider what we 
would say if  there was a similar situation in a different sector such as the car in-
dustry: if  Volkswagen were the only manufacturer of  cars and made sure to meet 
the needs and demands of  car buyers, why should there be other car companies? 
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What would be the initiative for Volkswagen to take risks and push boundaries in 
the development of  their vehicles, if  there were no competition? This may seem 
like an exaggeration, and it is clearly the case that both hardware and software 
are developing rapidly and seem to be able to meet the market’s demands. How-
ever, it is also true that our general acceptance of  this hegemony means accepting 
the boundaries set by market leaders, which has been pointed out by authors such 
as Armstrong (2009). We buy into the possibilities offered by the latest update of  
Photoshop, so even though the possibilities of  the software are vast, they are still 
ultimately decided upon by the developers and executives of  Adobe. We thus 
work within the boundaries and limitations of  the software simply because there 
is effectively no alternative. It seems obvious that even though the software offers 
many possibilities and considerable variety, graphic designers should be aware 
of  these limitations and understand that their creativity is confined to an arena 
controlled by the two hegemonic companies. Even though this may not be that 
big of  a problem today, who is to say how the market will develop? Alternative 
methods may not be worth considering for these companies due to financial risks, 
so we could be missing out on methods that could offer new ways of  working, 
prove to be more effective, and even open up completely different sets of  solu-
tions for use in graphic design projects. In this context it is interesting to consider 
Latour’s ideas on “black-boxed” technologies within science. He uses this term to 
describe procedures and technologies that have become so accepted within a cer-
tain community that they’re no longer questioned or challenged (Latour, 1999): 
“...the more science and technology succeed, the more opaque and obscure they 
become.” (p.304). According to Latour, such opacity makes any form of  criticism 
difficult and can therefore perpetuate a situation that could otherwise be altered 
or improved upon.   

In essence, we give these two manufacturers full control and leave it to them to 
decide what sort of  functionality we’re offered. In doing so, we relinquish the 
opportunity of  being able to manipulate and develop tools for ourselves. The 
“black box“ we’re offered by the manufacturer works the way it was programmed 
to do, and the only thing we can do is to accept that which is on offer or other-
wise be out of  a job. This means that some aspects of  graphic design knowledge 
are dictated and even restricted by software. Awareness of  this situation in the 
graphic design community could put pressure on the existing companies and 
even encourage up and coming programmers to challenge the state of  affairs. 
Developing the abilities of  graphic designers to identify and criticise such aspects 
of  their profession’s tools and methods could therefore be considered important 
for the field’s independence. 
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The graphic design virtuoso
According to Merriam-Webster (2020), a virtuoso is “one who excels in the tech-
nique of  an art”. The word will probably make many of  us think of  skilled musi-
cians, perhaps picturing a celebrated pianist’s masterful fingers dancing across the 
keyboard of  their instrument. A similar sentiment used to influence our percep-
tion of  the fine arts: we would define “good art“ or a “skilled artist” based on the 
craft and the artist’s skill at drawing, painting, or sculpting. Today however, these 
skills are no longer a prerequisite for being an artist, and the definition of  artistry 
is increasingly something left to the judgement of  the individual or perhaps the 
opinions of  “experts”. But what do we see in our mind’s eye if  we imagine a vir-
tuoso of  graphic design? Before DTP, we would consider those involved in craft-
based industries like graphic design as virtuosi if  they were highly skilled at their 
specific craft, i.e., good draughtsmen or “good with their hands”. The develop-
ment of  hand-eye coordination is essential for achieving such an advanced level, 
but hand-eye coordination has been shown not to be a general ability (Ellison et 
al, 2018) but one that varies between individuals. There are thus innate abilities 
that clearly influence both one’s likelihood of  choosing to become a designer 
and the way one’s career develops having made that choice. We might therefore 
imagine that people with such abilities have always been drawn to the design 
profession, seeing opportunities to pursue a career that would enable the devel-
opment of  skills they possess and enjoy. This is undoubtedly still the case today, 
but it is interesting to consider how digital tools have opened up the field to those 
who might lack abilities previously considered essential for designers. Today, we 
do not have to be good at drawing any more and we don’t need good penmanship 
or knowledge of  how to mix colours; digital tools allow us to illustrate even if  we 
can’t draw, to create compositions even if  we’ve never done so physically, and to 
finalise typefaces without ever sketching with pen and paper. An individual could 
thus be a “virtuoso” in the sense of  being someone who “excels in a technique” 
even if  they lack proficiency with historically important physical tools. It is inter-
esting to consider that respondents both in Study I and II expressed the sentiment 
that their tools were “extensions of  their hands”, both when speaking of  tools 
such as pens and pencils but also when discussing digital tools. 

This again emphasises the importance of  not getting stuck in a dichotomy be-
tween working by hand and working digitally; they are not two sides of  the same 
coin but two routes that can guide one to the same destination, i.e., the final out-
come of  a design process. Alternatively, as we saw in Study II, they are different 
vehicles that can be used in tandem to reach that destination; just as we may use 
different forms of  transportation in a single journey, different ways of  working 
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in a design project can be used together. This validates efforts to widen students’ 
horizons in relation to method choices in graphic design education and thus justi-
fies the continued focus on teaching both analogue and digital methods.

Design methods
As we have seen, attempts to define the field of  graphic design and its taxonomy 
have not exactly provided clear and simple answers, but instead revealed a field 
of  ambiguity and uncertain outcomes. For some, it is this equivocal nature of  
the profession that makes it alluring; the outcome of  a project is never known in 
advance and often the methods and even the problem to be solved are not known 
either. Graphic design has a lot in common with the visual arts; accordingly, many 
of  its practitioners are both artists and designers. But whereas artists convey per-
sonal expression through their work, the task of  a designer is always to solve a 
problem. Graphic design deals with problems of  communication, or to revisit 
the words of  Kazmierczak (2003), it deals with the “designing of  thoughts, not 
artefacts”. The role of  a graphic designer is therefore to understand and interpret 
the client’s communication problem, to define the “thought” that should be con-
veyed, and to solve the problem of  evoking that thought in the target audience 
through the use of  the appropriate tools and media. 

My work provides an initial insight into the way graphic designers make some of  
these choices during the design process, and particularly how digital and man-
ual methods affect the process in different ways. By bringing light to the knowl-
edge-in-action in the field and thereby making it more communicable and visible, 
the work presented here may be beneficial for both the teaching of  graphic design 
and for professionals wanting to develop their ability to present their designs in a 
manner that will better explicate a graphic designer’s work. The qualitative meth-
ods used in this work provide one way of  articulating the context of  designing and 
the knowledge-in-action it builds on. The approach of  analysing both interviews 
and a practical design task during which participants recorded their own thoughts 
and self-reflections shed new light on the processes of  graphic design, the dif-
fering values of  digital tools and working by hand, and the knowledge graphic 
designers consider important in the development of  a design task.

The results of  Study II revealed no significant differences in creativity or diversity 
of  solutions between digital and analogue methods, but the levels of  finalisation 
in the two cases differed greatly. This indicates that participants were more fo-
cused on finishing their work when working digitally, and so spent less time on 
conceptualisation. It is however difficult to state with certainty that working by 
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hand is the key to a more successful outcome. Rather, participants recognised the 
strengths and weaknesses of  both methods, with the fluidity and ease of  the hand 
drawn sketch being a tool that allowed them to sift through many ideas quickly 
while also being a source of  new ideas resulting from “happy accidents”. Several 
participants compared the process to a three-part conversation between the mind 
of  the designer and the two methods of  working, with each part contributing to 
the development of  the design and being a valuable tool that advances the work 
in its own way. This is consistent with Goldschmidt’s (1991) ideas of  “seeing as 
and seeing that” and shows how an inclusive approach to the use of  methods in a 
design process can extend and support the knowledge of  graphic designers.  

We have also seen that the choice of  methods is largely constrained by external 
factors when using a digital tool, to a far greater extent than with analogue tools. 
Despite the extremely diverse possibilities of  software, the fact remains that soft-
ware users must accept its preprogrammed capabilities and are therefore con-
strained by decisions taken by the developers. Conversely, working by hand gives 
the designer the freedom to choose any tool available to them. Working by hand 
obviously has its limitations in terms of  skill, practice, and materials, but the fact 
remains that anyone, anywhere can find some way to leave a mark and create a 
design, whether that be using pens and paper or a finger in the sand. While all 
of  the participants in Study II used Adobe Illustrator for their digital work, with 
one also using the type design software package Glyphs, their chosen analogue 
tools ranged from the ever-popular pencils and line pens to electrical wires, pli-
ers, scissors, felt pens, cardboard, ink, and brushes. In turn, these tools often call 
for improvisation like using a window as a light table or turning a kitchen table 
into a makeshift design space. Working with less familiar tools could thus be a 
catalyst allowing us to discover alternative solutions we otherwise might miss. 
Research done in other fields has also shown that the use of  analogue rather 
than digital tools can have cognitive benefits (James & Engelhardt, 2012, Mueller 
& Oppenheimer, 2014), suggesting that the same might be true in the field of  
graphic design. 

Knowledge
But what about the externalisation of  the knowledge of  graphic designers? My 
first study revealed that graphic designers rarely express themselves about their 
work except when presenting to customers, in which case their aim is to justify 
their design solutions. This lack of  verbal expression was confirmed in Study II, 
somewhat fittingly by the fact that its participants favoured imagery over text 
when documenting their working processes; as participant 2 so tellingly put it, 
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“we are, in the end, visual thinkers”. However, knowledge can be externalised 
using tools other than text. The documentation revealed a lot about the partici-
pants’ sketching, a part of  the design process that is usually very private and de-
veloped individually without being published or otherwise made visible to others. 
Accepting the fact that graphic designers are “visual thinkers“, it is important to 
encourage the externalisation of  knowledge by sharing sketches because doing so 
not only contributes to a better understanding of  the choices made in a design 
process but also helps budding designers realise that there is no one correct way 
to sketch, and that aesthetics do not matter in a sketch, only the development 
of  ideas and concepts. Knowledge should therefore be disseminated within the 
graphic design community using images complemented with text. 

Study I showed that graphic designers are more than willing to talk about their 
work in interview settings; the sheer number of  topics raised during the interviews 
demonstrates their interest in discussing their profession. However, interviews are 
time-consuming and the thoughts expressed by respondents may not have been 
as thoroughly contemplated as they perhaps would have been in writing. This is 
something to consider when designing methodologies for future research: it may 
be beneficial to consider alternatives to direct interviews in order to gather more 
detailed accounts of  design work. As we saw in Study II, the knowledge exter-
nalisation among graphic designers can be facilitated and encouraged through 
participatory studies. The study showed that when asked to document their pro-
cesses, graphic designers primarily turn to visual representations. This however 
has the downside that such documentation requires another person’s interpreta-
tion to make it communicable in words. My own documentation of  my working 
processes as I developed the Tacit typeface shows that it is far from impossible 
to give a written account of  what happens in a design process. Nevertheless, not 
everyone is comfortable with expressing themselves in writing, so further work is 
needed to evaluate other ways of  externalising knowledge. Study III presented 
an alternative way of  interpreting and communicating design knowledge. While 
the exhibition primarily showed the results of  one designer’s work, it seems that 
exhibition-based methods could be valuable for inquiry and discovery in design 
research. The dissemination of  knowledge through an exhibition could also be an 
effective alternative to text-based dissemination for design researchers seeking to 
expand the reach of  their outcomes.

Future work
An issue worthy of  future study is the possibly different neurological effect of  
working by hand and with physical materials when compared to working with 
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digital tools. The respondents in Study I discussed the joy of  handling tangi-
ble materials, and said that they somehow considered the physical outcomes of  
their work to be more “real“ than their digital creations. While I did not explore 
this issue extensively in my studies, both my own observations and the answers 
submitted by respondents and study participants suggest that designers consider 
it beneficial to employ multiple approaches, methods and tools instead of  rely-
ing on one exclusively. The idea of  a three-way dialogue between the designer’s 
mind, digital methods, and analogue methods resonates with the responses of  
several interviewees in Study I, indicating that being aware of  multiple ways of  
working and having multiple tools at your disposal will inevitably provide more 
varied results than always using the same method. Could this somehow be backed 
up by further research? Throughout my work, I have come across studies that 
could perhaps serve as inspiration for such research. Studies on people who have 
suffered from head trauma have shown how different methods that serve similar 
purposes are stored in different parts of  the brain and can therefore be affected to 
different degrees in such patients. An example is the ability to write by hand and 
read handwritten text: there have been cases of  trauma patients who could read 
and write both cursive and manuscript (block) letters before their accident but lost 
the ability to read and write one or the other after their trauma (Menichelli et al., 
2012). This indicates that the ability to write and read the different styles is not 
stored in the same part of  the brain, and it is highly likely that the same goes for 
different methods of  design. Further, the benefits of  hand-eye coordination have 
been demonstrated in studies on children learning to read: it was found that writ-
ing letters by hand advanced their reading skills far more than finding letters on a 
keyboard and typing them in (James & Engelhardt, 2012). Taking notes by hand 
also seems to improve memory retention when compared to taking notes on a 
laptop, indicating again that the engaging physical interaction of  writing, through 
a process of  reflection and manipulation, activates our brain more than typing 
on a keyboard (Mueller & Oppenheimer, 2014). This is consistent with the views 
expressed by participants in studies I and II concerning engagement with physical 
tools and the dialogue between the designer’s mind and the handmade outcome.   

Additional facets to consider that may be even more challenging to study relate to 
the tactile and haptic experiences of  working with physical objects and material. 
The participants in studies I and II mentioned this as something they both value 
and sometimes miss. Because they work primarily with digital tools in their pro-
fessional lives, they compensate for the lack of  interaction with a variety of  pens, 
papers, brushes, and paints by doing so in their spare time. There seems to be an 
innate need in many of  us to connect with our creations physically, to hold, see, 
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and even smell the results of  our creative process. If  we take this to mean that 
there is some sort of  primordial, genetically encoded urge to verify the artefacts 
of  our creation, it could be taken as an argument in support of  using more varied 
tools and materials in the creative process, if  only for the designer’s mental well-
being. The respondents in Study I also mentioned that the advent of  DTP led to 
a loss of  identity; computer software made the lives of  graphic designers easier 
in many ways but also made their professional knowledge available to anybody 
and rendered the tools of  their trade obsolete. Such a loss of  identity has been 
discussed in related fields such as craft (Greenhalgh, 2002), whose definition has 
been made unclear by the emergence of  new techniques and methods. No one 
can dispute the obvious advantages of  computer-based tools, but if  we consider 
how tools and methods in many ways form the identity of  a profession, it could 
be argued that something was lost in terms of  interaction and tactility when the 
profession was digitised. Again, this needs further investigation, but illustrates the 
effects of  DTP on the identity of  the graphic design profession.  

Contribution of this thesis
In the introduction of  this thesis, I discussed my experiences as a musician and 
how this work was partly inspired by my relationship with my instrument. Ending 
on a similar note might therefore be fitting. The world of  music is both analogue 
and digital, a world where creativity happens through the use of  tools that did 
not exist a mere few years ago together with instruments that have remained 
virtually unchanged for centuries. This creates an environment where inspiration 
spreads between styles, genres, and methods, and may even encourage discussion 
and exchange of  ideas and thoughts. If  this is possible in music, the same should 
also be true in graphic design. The results of  this thesis suggest that incorporating 
analogue methods into our design processes to even a small extent may prompt us 
to spend more time in the conceptual stages of  our process while also facilitating 
the development of  our work and allowing us to enjoy our work more. Using a 
variety of  methods seems to inspire us to take a different approach to our work 
than we’re used to, and there are indications that ideation becomes more active 
and that “mistakes” made by hand can spark a flame that would otherwise not 
have been started. The pressure of  daily working life with short deadlines, tight 
budgets, and fierce competition can however make it hard to include methods 
other than those we are most familiar with and that give us the fastest results.  

In addition to the findings presented in the first two studies, including both the 
analysis of  the submitted material and the thoughts of  the study participants, the 
exhibition in Study III further supports the claim that using a large set of  tools 
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and methods enhances not just the creativity and variety of  designers’ outcomes 
but also their enjoyment of  their work. Knowledge can be externalised by en-
couraging designers to not simply go about their work as usual but to contem-
plate and communicate the thoughts that arise in the design process. This can be 
further enhanced by approaching outcomes in a manner that “breaks the norm” 
and allows for alternative explorations, which can be achieved by using uncon-
ventional materials, tools, methods, and even unusual locations. Our bottom line 
here is therefore perhaps that even though we rely primarily on digital tools in our 
creative process as graphic designers, there still seems to be a place for working 
by hand at times, just as there is still worth in exploring materials and taking the 
time to challenge ourselves in our work. 

The Tacit Exhibition was an attempt to explore alternative ways of  presenting 
design results and thus reaching and communicating with people who would 
generally be unaware that such research even existed. As stated previously, the 
exhibition’s effects are unknown at this point, but my personal experience of  de-
signing and developing the exhibition suggests that exhibition-based approaches 
can be useful in design research. Positioning results in such an unconventional 
way can be very challenging but could also be a valuable tool for reconsidering 
and re-evaluating work that seems crystal clear to the researcher but murky and 
incomprehensible to others. 

I call my work a “research journey”. At the start of  this journey, I asked whether 
tacit graphic design knowledge could be made communicable and what roles dif-
ferent design methods could play in that process. So what are the answers to these 
questions? Besides demonstrating the worth of  maintaining historical knowledge 
and building a varied skillset as a professional designer, my work shows that 
the hitherto largely hidden knowledge of  graphic designers can be made more 
visible and communicable through participatory studies that encourage and em-
power designers to express themselves about their processes. My own description 
of  my design process further reinforces the claim that highlighting and expli-
cating knowledge verbally is entirely feasible. Moreover, this thesis shows that 
documenting one’s design process in this way is not just beneficial for the graphic 
design community; it also benefits the individual designer by strengthening their 
professional identity, opening their eyes to new paths of  discovery, and potential-
ly increasing their enjoyment of  their work. These results are relevant not just to 
professional designers but also to educators and students of  graphic design, and 
should also be applicable to other fields that have experienced similar transitions 
or developments that have led to drastic changes in practices and methods. 
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Finally, the simple fact that this is a graphic design research project makes it im-
portant. The field of  graphic design research is still very much in its initial stages, 
but I hope my work can inspire many of  my peers to continue the work of  build-
ing our research community in the years to come.
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Interview quotes, original language

Quote 1, respondent 10, April 2018.

Det tycker jag att jag har tagit med mig, att jag är ganska bra på

Quote 2, respondent 6, April 2018.. 

Och där tycker jag att det finns en risk att man börjar utbilda konsulter mer än folk som fak-
tiskt gör någonting

Quote 3, respondent 6, April 2018.

Så det är lite att komma över det stigmat, alla börjar i en ful.

Quote 4, respondent 4, April 2018.

Men jag tror att bygga liksom en historia, en dramatiskt presentation utav det där så att de 
verkligen förstår.

Quote 5, respondent 6, April 2018.

Men jag tror att väldigt mycket handlar om kritik, alltså konstruktiv kritik, och sedan se hela 
personen. Men ta in hela människan och vara liksom empatisk på det sättet. 
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Quote 6, respondent 9, April 2018.

Man blev större för att man fick ett större tänk, man fick fler…om man ska säga så här, mina 
snickarbyxor hade fem fickor, men nu när jag har 23 fickor.

Quote 7, respondent 6, April 2018.

Att välja olika vägar för att nå fram, inte alltid ta den snabbaste vägen. Och ju fler vägar kan 
du gå till att komma till ett mål. 

Quote 8, respondent 3, April 2018.

det vi kunde, vårt yrke blev liksom nedgraderad...

Quote 9, respondent 9, April 2018.

Alltså, gör du en handskiss … alltså du kan laborera mera, precis som du har tänkt från 
början.

Quote 10, respondent 6, April 2018.

...mycket av skissandet sker i huvudet, sedan gör man det ut på datorn.

Quote 11, respondent 8, April 2018.

...då känns att det man bara har digitalt blir liksom aldrig på riktigt.
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THE JOINT TYPEFACE – GRAPHIC DESIGN STUDY 

Participant instructions 
NAME OF PARTICIPANT  •  YOUR LETTERS: A  B  C  D  

Introduction and background 

This study forms part of  an ongoing PhD project in graphic design at the Luleå University of  
Technology, in Luleå, Sweden. Results will be presented in an academic paper as well as in an 
exhibition where submissions will be displayed. The aim of  the study is to shed light on knowledge 
that in most cases is not externalised or expressed by graphic designers, but rather contained in their 
professional practice and therefore not communicable. The study emulates a real-life design project 
that you as participant will solve as you find fit. The focus is not in any way on the final design 
outcome, but on the process leading to that design. No judgment of  the design outcome will be made 
and all submissions will be treated anonymously. Submissions will only be used for the purpose of  this 
research, they will neither be distributed commercially nor used for financial gain. Acknowledgements 
will be given to all participants in the resulting academic publications, unless participants specifically 
wish to remain anonymous even there.  

Definitions 

The following are definitions of  terms used in the description of  the study:  

Glyph  The basic building block in typesetting — a letter, numeral, or symbol. For the purpose of  this 
study, a glyph is an upper- or lowercase version of  any given letter in an alphabet.  

Digital / digitally  Any form of  computer hardware or software used in a design process. 

By hand  Any method used in a design process which does not include the use of  digital tools. 

Study description  

A total of  14 graphic designers have committed to contributing to the study. Using parts of  existing 
letterforms as a point of  departure (shown on page 3 of  this document), you are to design a total of  
four letters, each in an upper and lower case version, resulting in a total of  eight (8) glyphs. 28 letters 
are included in the study and each will be dealt with by three (3) participants. For instance, designer 1 
will be given the task of  designing an A, B, C and a D, designer 2 will be given the task of  designing a 
C, D, E and an F, and so on and so forth. In addition to the 14 participating designers, the researcher 
will design a version of  all letters in the typeface. This will result in 3 versions of  each glyph when 
participants have submitted their designs, that is 28 letters in 3 different versions.   

You are to document your process (see instructions) and after you have submitted your designs you 
will be asked to answer questions which will be provided to you. 

"1

PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION CAREFULLY BEFORE STARTING YOUR WORK
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Instructions 

Your task is to design upper- and lowercase versions of  the letters A, B, C and D. Begin by 
studying the letterforms provided, these are shown on page 3 of  this document. Use these as a sort of  
inspiration for your own designs, exactly how you choose to do that is up to you, so feel free to take 
your design in whichever direction you choose. 

Execution 
Out of  the 8 glyphs, half  should be done only by hand, the other half  purely digitally. How 
you divide between the two methods is up to you. Use black and white only, however you can use 
whichever technique, method or software you feel is necessary for your designs.  

Document your process   

Take care to document your process. For the digital part of  your work, use screenshots, save pdf  
versions of  different steps of  your work, or use other ways of  showing the progression of  your 
process. For work done by hand, take photographs and keep sketches you can submit with your final 
designs. Other ways of  documentation such as recordings or written descriptions are also welcome. 
The extent of  your documentation will have to be decided by yourself, as this will depend on your way 
of  working, but the idea is to get a sense of  how your design process looks like.  

Submission   

Submit your final designs in PDF format to halhal@ltu.se. Use A3 size (297mm x 420mm / 11.69 x 
16.53 inches) for your digital designs and show each letter on a separate page (upper and lower case 
versions of  each letter on one page). The handmade designs can be submitted as photographs in JPG 
or PDF format, however if  you choose to send in physical copies of  your designs please contact the 
researcher through email and you will be provided with a stamped C3 envelope (458mm x 324mm / 
12.8 x 18 inches) to send back. Any documentation can also be sent in PDF format or if  necessary as 
a compressed ZIP file through file sharing applications such as Dropbox or similar. As stated 
previously, all submissions will be handled anonymously.  

Deadline  

Submissions should be sent in no later than 30 August, 2019.  

Contact information 

For any inquiries, please contact Halldór Halldórsson at halhal@ltu.se or +46 70 229 35 59.  

"2

Letterforms for inspiration

"3
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Letterforms for inspiration

"3
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Joint Typeface 
Study participant survey   
 
 
Below is a list of 15 questions that all have to do with your design process during 
your work on the letterforms. Please answer each question as thoroughly as you 
can.  
 
Your answers will be treated anonymously and with complete confidentiality. 
 
 
Age:    
 
Years active as designer:  
 
 
1. Which manual tools did you use in your work on the study assignment and why? 
 
 
 
2. Which digital tools did you use in your work on the study assignment and why? 
 
 
 
3. In your professional work, do you design letterforms on a regular basis or do you prefer to use 
existing fonts? In either case, why do you choose that method over the other? 
 
 
 
4. How did you treat the shapes you were provided with? (Only as inspiration, as a template, other?) 
 
 
 
5. Try to compare your digital and manual sketching processes. Do you notice differences in your 
sketching? Do you have a method behind your sketching that you can describe in words? 
 
 
 
6. In what way did you experience that one of methods influenced the other?  
 
 
 
7. Did you discover some form of a unifying trait in your sketches, somehting that you felt was 
important for giving character to the letterforms? If so what was that and how did you use that in your  
designs?  
 
 

 
8. Considering your results, did either method result in a greater number of possible solutions, or 
more ideas? Is this in line with your experience from your professional work? 
 
 
 
9. What was surprising to you in your design process? Did you discover somehthing new? A skill, an 
insight, a revelation (an Aha! moment)? If so, in which stage of the process? 
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10. What were the biggest challenges of each method during the process? Did they have to do with 
skill, technique or other? 
 
 
 
11. In your professional practice, how much of your sketching happens without a physical 
representation, i.e. in your head instead of on paper or screen? Can you name examples of such 
‘mind sketching‘? 
 
 
 
12. Would you say that your work (both during this project and in general) is more based on intuition 
(gut feeling) or evidence (knowledge you could share with others)? 
 
 
 
13. Did you seek feedback or comments on your work or not? In any case, why? 
 
 
 
14. Did you seek material to support your design process? (Gather examples, look up similar or 
different designs, refer to guidance material (books, websites) etc.)  
 
 
 
15. Please share any other thoughts you may have on the project. 
 
 
 
 





Appendix IV
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Abstract: This paper aims to study graphic designers’ views on knowledge, 
considering the challenges faced by the field today. Expressing thoughts about 
what is needed for a graphic designer to build professional confidence, 
interview respondents mentioned topics like historical knowledge as well as 
feedback and presentation skills. To facilitate the navigation of the  
ever-changing graphic design landscape and to build a solid professional 
identity, externalising tacit knowledge is a key issue. The study finds that 
graphic designers mainly talk about their design work when presenting to 
clients, primarily with the aim of convincing them to accept new proposals.  
A case can therefore be made for the necessity of developing graphic designers’ 
skills when it comes to explicating design processes with the aim of making it 
clear to non-designers what it actually is that a graphic designer knows and 
does, as well as building a stronger theoretical foundation for the profession. 
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design rationales; design skills; design methods; digital methods; manual 
methods; digital vs. manual. 
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Anders Warell, PhD, is Head of Subject and Chaired Professor in Industrial 
design at Luleå University of Technology. As a designer and researcher, he has 
collaborated with numerous international as well as small companies.  
His research interests include form giving processes, design methods and 
innovation processes, product brand identity, form aesthetics, design semantics, 
user centred design, user experiences, and strategic design. 

 

1 Introduction 

The focus of this paper is rationales for the field of graphic design, i.e., an exploration of 
graphic design methods and approaches and how field practitioners describe and motivate 
them. This paper is a part of an ongoing study which aims at the externalisation of 
graphic designers’ knowledge, with special regards to the effects of working with manual 
and digital tools respectively. 

The term ‘graphic design’ was coined by W.A. Dwiggins in 1922, to distinguish it as 
a profession with its own skills (Heller, 2006). According to Heller, the graphic design 
profession attempts to form its practical theories such as those concerning colour and 
symbolism along with the more theoretical ones such as semiotics and deconstruction. 
However, some ephemeral styles raised concerns that graphic design “was based more on 
style than substance” (Heller, 2006 p.10). Many graphic designers have a hard time 
explicating their design process and even find it pointless to do so. Heller (2006) explains 
such black-box design as “designers expanding their influence as creators, rather than 
mere packagers of content” (p.11). Bierut offers another explanation:  

“It follows that every design presentation is inevitably, at least in part, an 
exercise in bullshit. The design process always combines the pursuit of 
functional goals with countless intuitive, even irrational decisions. The 
functional requirements … are concrete and often measurable. The intuitive 
decisions, on the other hand, are more or less beyond honest explanation.” 
(Bierut, 2005, 9 May) 

This raises the concern however that graphic designers build their designs on mere 
intuition rather than evidence. Another thing to consider is that many graphic designers 
today work exclusively with digital tools, while the former manual trade approaches are 
being forgotten. These manual methods required a certain kind of knowledge that was 
communicable among practitioners and proprietary to the profession. A challenge is 
therefore to explore what these manual graphic design methods contributed with, to better 
explicate the knowledge needed to perform graphic design. In line with this is the 
challenge posed by software that, through just a few clicks of a button, can enable people 
without any prior education to enter the field and start producing forms of graphic design. 
A legitimate question is therefore: apart from the knowledge of the software used within 
the profession, what are the skills and knowledge possessed by graphic designers that 
actually make their work worthwhile? How do graphic designers describe their skills and 
knowledge? These questions may also be of interest to other design fields and even 
unrelated fields which nevertheless deal with uncertain situations and use knowledge that 
up until now has not been externalised. 

Drawing on a literature review and the outcomes of interviews performed during the 
spring of 2018, we in this paper explore how graphic designers express their practice in 



215HALLDÓR BJÖRN HALLDÓRSSON   |   LTU

   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    How did you do that? 33    
 

    
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

terms of intuition and evidence, i.e., implicit and explicit actions performed in the 
implementation of graphic design. The aim of the paper is to better explicate the skills, 
approaches, and rationales a graphic designer applies and thereby to further the 
knowledge of graphic design. 

2 New challenges in graphic design 

There is no such thing as a single, simple definition of what graphic design is. Barnard’s 
(2005) etymological exploration clarifies that ‘graphic’ comes from the Greek ‘graphein’, 
meaning ‘mark-making’, and ‘design’ originates from the French word ‘dessiner’, 
meaning drawing. Graphic design is everywhere, yet remains strangely unnoticed. 
Barnard states that most people see various graphic designs every day without reflecting 
on them as graphic design. Perhaps this is because most people consider only the content 
they see, rather than what different elements are used in the design or why they are used. 
There is however an increasing interest in understanding the work of graphic designers, 
one example being logos and branding as meaning-making (Klein, 2000). Klein 
emphasises branding as one kind of ‘meaning-making’, and if brands are the very core 
meaning of corporations, the design process can be described as ‘meaning-seeking’. This 
redirects the interest of design away from the object itself, towards “the conceptual 
characteristics these objects embody as means of communication” (Kazmierczak, 2003 
p.45). An important distinction hence is that it is not the content itself, but “what the 
graphics are doing or saying” (Storkerson, 1996). Most designers would probably 
emphasise that their role is broader than mere shaping of content, yet many lack the 
theoretical ground and vocabulary to describe such broader skill-sets (Kazmierczak, 
2003). 

Kazmierczak furthermore emphasises that graphic design can be better understood in 
terms of semiotics, as it bridges the gap between form and meaning-making. Semiotics 
can be explained as preferences to define communication (Lanigan, 1988). As an 
example, graphics express mental models: “they reflect knowledge at a given point in 
time and space” (Saint-Martin, 1987 p.111). The design processes can be said to be “a 
process of representing conceptual relations by spatial means in a graphic or other 
medium” (Kazmierczak, 2003, p.51). The designer’s challenge in this view is to create a 
fitting contextual frame in the receiver, for his or her own process of meaning-making. 

Up until the late 1990s, most graphic designers worked manually in their quest for 
‘meaning-seeking’. The graphic design practice has since gone through a digital 
revolution, with new medias, techniques and methods (Cramsie, 2010). Along with the 
previously-mentioned challenge of verbalising and theorising graphic design, the role of 
the graphic designer is increasingly difficult to decipher within the current paradigm 
shift. Graphic designers face new challenges as a result of this, e.g., choosing mediums 
and facing those calling themselves designers because they ‘know Photoshop’, as well as 
new demands from clients seeking ‘a graphic designer’ (Yi Lai, 2011). Despite the easy 
access to design software, there are obvious differences between the professional and the 
amateur: “Without formal study of design principles one might be able to create 
something that is aesthetically pleasing however lacks any sense of usability or ability to 
convey a clear and effective message to the end consumer” (Yi Lai, 2011). In summary, 
the various challenges create a need to theorise and verbalise the knowledge and skills a 
graphic designer possesses. 
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Going back to intuition and evidence, a definition of the terms might be necessary.  
A general and basic definition of intuition is according to the Oxford online dictionary 
“the ability to understand something instinctively, without the need for conscious 
reasoning” and evidence as “the available body of facts or information indicating 
whether a belief or proposition is true or valid.” The design community seems to have 
historically placed more emphasis on intuition, an illustrating example being industry 
leaders like Steve Jobs encouraging us to “have the courage to follow your heart and 
intuition” (Jobs, 2005) whereas evidence is perhaps considered less important or even not 
possible to provide in the context of a design project. The use of evidence based design 
(EBD) in architecture today may however point to a future where more emphasis will be 
placed on the role of research in the design process (Sailer et al., 2008), not least when 
considering challenges faced by designers in regards to new technology and media, 
where design decisions may need to be made on more solid grounds than ever before. 
Stichler and Hamilton define evidence-based design in architecture as follows: 
“Evidence-based design is the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best 
evidence from research and practice in making critical decisions, together with an 
informed client, about the design of each individual and unique project.” (Stichler and 
Hamilton, 2008, p.3) A case could be made for the fact that architectural design is more 
reliant on evidence, due to factors pertaining to structural integrity of architectural 
constructions and the safety of future occupants but similarities can be found within 
graphic design, such as best use of fonts and colours for increased legibility, choice of 
paper for durability or economic reasons and so on. The concept of evidence-based 
design has primarily been used within architecture, greatly inspired by ideas of evidence-
based medicine (EBM). In both fields, the ideas of using evidence for decision making 
have been met with scepticism: “When the concept of EBM first began to be used, critical 
voices were heard warning, for example, of the risk that clinical judgment could be 
replaced by cookbook medicine.” (Nordenström, 2007, p.7) 

But intuition and evidence should not be regarded as complete opposites, as studies 
show that intuition is based on experience, analysis, tacit knowledge and expertise 
(Sinclair, 2011). A combination of the two will most likely continue to be used by 
designers, with stronger awareness of the origins and background of both the intuition 
and evidence. The architect Stefan Lundin writes in his licentiate thesis: “Intuition is not 
the same as guessing. Nor is it the same as luck or chance. It is not rolling the dice. 
Instead we should see intuition as an expression for a kind of knowledge that is hidden 
from our immediate consciousness.” (Lundin, 2015). Frascara similarly states:  

“It is possible that an experienced designer could work in a way that appears to 
be intuitive to an outsider. An experienced designer can develop a wonderful 
concept in a short time … But this is not intuition at work: this is a combination 
of knowledge, skill, sensitivity, experience, and a lot of work. This is an 
expression of several modes of intelligence driven by an extraordinary will. It 
is neither easy nor just ‘talent’” (Frascara, 2007). 

3 Method 

This paper builds on an interview study and a literature review. The interview study was 
performed in the spring of 2018 where 11 graphic designers, 6 females and 5 males, of 
ages ranging from 26 to 59 years old, were interviewed about their work processes. 14 
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people were booked for interviews, 7 of each sex, but 3 had to cancel at the last minute. 
All of the respondents are active in the field of graphic design in Stockholm, Sweden, 
their experience ranging from a couple of years to almost 4 decades. 7 of the respondents 
run their own business, 3 are employed by design firms or ad agencies and one is an 
academic with more than 20 years experience as a professional graphic designer. The 
majority of the respondents were contacted through portfolio sites such as Behance and 
Dribbble, two were known to the interviewer beforehand and three were referred to by 
other respondents. The aim of the interviews was to get a sense of the respondents’ views 
on knowledge in graphic design, with specific focus on respondents’ use of digital and 
manual design methods. The focus of the interviews was not specifically on the topic of 
intuition and evidence, several closely related subjects were discussed by respondents and 
emerged during the transcript analysis. 

When selecting an approach for the interviews, the choice fell on performing 
interviews of a semi-structured nature (Flick, 2014) as it was anticipated that the 
interviews could result in very different outcomes, depending on the respondent. A set of 
talking points was used as a point of departure for the interviews, but respondents were 
free to lead the interviews in any direction they felt was pertinent. The talking points 
aimed at getting respondents to talk about their background and education, views on 
design methods, education and in general to open up about their professional practice as 
graphic designers. Topics were therefore discussed in a variety of contexts and not only 
as responses directly related to the topic of this paper. The length of the interviews ranged 
from 46 min to 1 h and 38 min. The interview audio was recorded and notes were taken 
by the interviewer. All interviews were performed in informal settings, such as the 
respondents’ own places of business, cafés or similar. The majority of the respondents 
were Swedish nationals and so the interviews were performed in Swedish, with the 
exception of two, which were performed in English. Transcription and translation of the 
interviews was done by the primary author. 

Due to the nature of the interviews and the fact that the aim was to extract the 
respondent’s lived experiences of the practice of graphic design, a phenomenological 
approach was in a first step taken for the analysis and it was decided to use interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the analytic tool (Smith and Osborn, 2008). 
Transcription was done by the interviewer as a first stage in the analysis of the material, 
during which initial notes were taken and a rough image of the interview contents started 
to form. In a second step, the transcriptions where revisited and filtered through a 
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) applying the concepts of intuition and 
evidence. These concepts came up during the interpretative analysis of the responses, as 
they showed potential in being one way of describing different realms of knowledge that 
the respondents expressed. In up-coming sections, the outcomes are further outlined. 

Gathering literature for a review has proven to be somewhat of a challenge for a study 
which focuses on graphic design knowledge. The literature review followed Milton and 
Rogers (2013) outline of formulating a problem or area, collecting data in the form of 
searches on the keywords (for instance graphic design, by hand, digital methods, 
sketching, ideation, design tools, conceptual design) in for example Web of Science, 
Google Scholar etc., resulting in papers whose reference lists contained other interesting 
literature. Not many studies have been done where graphic design is the primary subject, 
the work of Schenk (2014) being somewhat of a rarity, considering her remarkable  
long-term study of the role of drawing in graphic design. Widening the focus brought in 
studies with a more general design perspective, some including graphic design 
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practitioners and others not. Sketching has been very widely studied, the role of it in the 
design process, how digital tools have impacted it and its nature in general. For the 
purpose of this study, mainly work that keeps focus on sketching and the design process 
has been included. The data was evaluated in regards to the provenance of the 
information, e.g., how authentic it is and what quality it has, and the analysis consisted of 
comparing the information to the interview material and identify common themes. The 
following section describes the study outcomes. 

4 Outcomes 

The forthcoming section describes the results, based both on the literature review and the 
themes that emerged during the interview analysis. During the literature review and the 
interview analysis it became clear that subjects relating to knowledge in graphic design 
had come up on several occasions, sparking our interest in trying to clarify what had been 
said on that subject with specific focus on the topics of intuition and evidence. Interview 
quotes that have been translated are numbered and published in the original language in 
Appendix I and an interview guide is included in Appendix II. 

4.1 Design rationales 

Different subjects related to design rationales were discussed by respondents. On the 
subject of ‘conceptual thinking’ in their education, the respondents agreed on its 
importance but expressed different views on the implementation of it in graphic design. 
Studies on the conceptual stages of the design process have in many cases focused on the 
role of sketching. Some studies have indicated that the unclear nature of hand made 
sketches inspire reinterpretation that leads to new ideas (Bilda and Demirkan, 2003), 
backing up the claim that working by hand still can be important. Another study (Jonson, 
2005) revealed that sketching by hand is not a necessary or even important factor in 
conceptualisation. This was shown to be especially true for the participating graphic 
design student and practitioner, who did not register a single instance of using sketching 
in their conceptualisation phases (Jonson, 2005). Other aspects than sketching were 
brought up by the respondents. Thinking back on his education, one respondent 
considered that ideation had been prioritised at the expense of the actual realisation of the 
work, but regarded that as a positive thing: “There was a lot of ideation there, the idea 
was perhaps more important than the actual design work. That is something I’ve taken to 
heart and that I’m good at” (respondent 10, April 2018, author’s translation 1). Others 
talked about a lack of focus on the practical sides of the graphic design profession, seeing 
a risk that “... you start educating consultants rather than people who actually produce 
something...” (respondent 6, April 2018, author’s translation 2). On the topic of feedback 
there was a general agreement about the importance of having to provide arguments for 
your work. To learn graphic design and to learn how to provide design rationales, the 
respondents talked about the importance of daring to present work and asking for 
feedback: “We need to get past the stigma of perfection, everyone starts with something 
ugly...” (respondent 8, April 2018, author’s translation 3). Some of the respondents 
described that they become more aware of their own processes when they are forced to 
provide arguments to clients or peers. To this end they use different methods, even 
theatrics: “But I believe in building a story, a dramatic presentation of what the work is 
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about so that they really understand” (respondent 4, April 2018, author’s translation 4). 
Speaking of presentations during the design process one respondent said: “Research 
leads to interpretation, which leads to a presentation, then experimenting and should 
finally lead to documentation” (Respondent 1, April 2018, original language). This is in 
line with Birgerstam (2000), pointing out the importance of being aware of one’s sources 
of inspiration, and making sure not to copy other’s work. Inspiration is however difficult 
to describe, as Birgerstam highlights that inspiration is probably a combination of 
different things: “/…/combining previous projects to different degrees, both your own and 
other’s.” (Birgerstam, 2000 p.152). Studying communication through reference in the 
design process, Eckert and Stacey state that “almost all design proceeds by transforming, 
combining and adapting elements of previous designs, as well as elements and aspects of 
other objects, images and phenomena” (Eckert and Stacey, 2000). Understanding sources 
of inspiration and how these are adapted to create original work can hence be seen as 
quite important to the development of a designer’s creative process. 

Respondents also emphasised that to learn graphic design, there is a need to embrace 
all different aspects of each individual, allowing for individuals to evolve to their full 
potential and ensuring the diversity among different people: “... a lot of it has to do with 
critique, that is constructive critique and also to consider the person as a whole, really 
embrace the individual and to be empathetic in that way” (respondent 6, April 2018, 
author’s translation 5). This resonates with Salk’s ideas on “making the invisible visible 
through conversations that would bring out new ideas that could not arise in the minds of 
the single individuals but might emerge as a result of the interaction.”  
(In Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p.284). Salk further argues that an atmosphere of openness 
and receptivity facilitates the expression of that which otherwise would remain as tacit 
knowledge. This relates to empathy in design and being able to relate to the customer or 
end-user of the design results. Some consider this to be an ability, perhaps suggesting 
empathy to be a personal trait rather than an acquired skill: “the intuitive ability to 
identify with other people’s thoughts and feelings – their motivations, emotional and 
mental models, values, priorities, preferences, and inner conflicts” (McDonagh, 2006). 
The respondents agreed that it is vital to provide solid arguments for a design when 
presenting to clients. However, they stressed that being in an atmosphere where feedback 
is encouraged and where it is given and received in a constructive manner will not just 
facilitate communication but provide better outcomes in the end. 

4.2 Design skills 

Different analogies were used by the respondents to describe that an important goal is to 
build an arsenal of weapons for use in their professional careers. One such analogy is: 
“You and your thoughts grew bigger, or to put it differently, my carpenter pants used to 
have 5 pockets and now they have 23.” (Respondent 9, April 2018, author’s translation 
6). The common theme among the analogies was the importance of being introduced to a 
wide variety of different aspects, tools and methods, to be prepared for different projects. 
One of the respondents put it like this: “Choosing different roads to get to the destination, 
not always taking the highway. And, as a result, you will be able to take ever more 
diverse routes to arrive at your destination.” (Respondent 6, April 2018, authors’ 
translation 7). A similar sentiment is expressed by Hoadley & Cox: “Thus, our primary 
motive as teachers of design should be to give our students as much experience as 
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possible and as many kinds of experiences as possible, including vicarious ones via 
storytelling and observation.” (Hoadley and Cox, 2009). 

Sennett (2009) emphasises the importance of engagement and how this could be 
achieved. He suggests engaging curiosity by being exposed to uncertain experiences, and 
by actively creating obstacles, in order to open up our eyes for alternative ways of doing 
things. This is in line with Birgerstam (2000), who stresses the importance of  
‘de-stabilising’ previous experiences in order to counteract preconceptions. Dewey 
(1980) differentiates between two types of opposition; one that hinders and one that: 
“…calls out thought, generates curiosity and solicitous care, and, when it is overcome 
and utilised, eventuates in elation.” (p.62). 

Respondents stressed the importance of being confident in your work. They spoke of 
the need to build ability to present and believe in their work. When asked how they had 
learned this skill themselves, they talked about learning presentation techniques, but also 
through design history classes, providing cultural knowledge for the building the identity 
of a graphic designers. This is in line with Csikszentmihalyi (2015), stating that: 
“knowing the basics is essential. Acquiring the foundations/…/is the starting point for 
any further innovation.” (2015, p.329). 

4.3 The value of graphic design practice 

A surprising element in the interviews was that out of the eleven respondents, only three 
called themselves graphic designers, when asked to state their professional title. Dealing 
with different kinds of media, projects and clients, the outcome of all of their work is still 
graphic design. When asked to comment on the value of graphic design knowledge, those 
that were already in the field before the DTP (desktop publishing) revolution spoke of a 
‘degradation of the profession’ (respondent 3, April 2018, author’s translation 8), with 
the advent of the computer. They considered that knowledge which previously was 
contained within the realm of the graphic designer, quickly became available to anyone 
with a computer and the appropriate software. This sense of degradation seems to linger 
on with younger designers, one of whom spoke of the sentiment that the value of 
practical experience and know-how seems to have lost some of its value today 
(respondent 10, April 2018), while more and more focus is put on technology 
development and advancement. When asked the question of how this might be 
challenged and how the identity of graphic design might be reinforced, the opinions 
varied. While some argued that more specialisation was the way to go, since being a 
‘Jack of all trades’ was seen as impossible today, others spoke about the importance of 
having a large and varied skillset, arguing this would enhance the designer’s credibility in 
the eye of the client. 

This takes us back to the subject of intuition vs knowledge and to Birgerstam (2000), 
who states that a creative process can be regarded as both rational and intuitive, with the 
undefinable, tacit knowledge of the intuition being based in rational, fact-based 
knowledge that can be communicated to others (p.97). Studying the different kinds of 
choices taken in a design process, Lundin proposes a model where shared, communicable 
knowledge is the source of evidence based choices and where personal, tacit knowledge 
lies behind intuitive decisions, adding that arbitrary choices are taken where no 
knowledge is present (Lundin, 2015). Commenting on Lundin’s model, Hamilton states 
that “intuitive decisions are based on tacit knowledge and experience in a way that is not 
at all irrational.” (Hamilton, 2019). 
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Something all respondents seemed to agree upon was the importance of knowing how 
to sketch. This was seen as an essential skill for the development of ideas and concepts. 
Most preferred hand drawn sketches, as these were seen to provide the benefits of speed 
and ease when sifting through ideas as quickly as possible: “So, if you sketch by hand…it 
allows you to vary more, to do just what you set out to do from the start” (respondent 9, 
April 2018, author’s translation 9). Skills do however determine the choice of tools, as 
some respondents chose to sketch directly on their computer due to it being quicker 
(respondent 2, April 2018) while one designer commented on how sketching starts in the 
head: “…a lot of the sketching happens in your head, then you visualise it on the 
computer…” (respondent 6, April 2018, author’s translation 10). The knowledge of 
sketching has been confirmed by Pamela Schenk to be what is left of drawing skills 
within the field of graphic design, it exists today only as a part of ideation and conceptual 
work and has been eliminated from the later stages of the design process (Schenk, 2014). 
Schenk also proposes that drawing can aid in the building of a visual databank, a 
knowledge base which will serve as a foundation for making visual decisions. Other 
studies on the value of sketching by hand have shown for example how goals and 
intentions changed more often when designers used traditional sketching, indicating that 
something in the use of digital tools does not inspire such thoughts (Bilda and Demerkan, 
2003). Considering results from studies done in completely different fields but which 
show the impact of working by hand vs working digitally, it has been suggested that our 
memory is aided by hand generated methods. In a study done in 2014, Mueller and 
Oppenheimer showed the benefits of taking notes by hand compared to typing on a 
laptop, saying the slower pace of working by hand can encourage a more effective way of 
reframing and processing information (Mueller and Oppenheimer, 2018). Similarly, 
Leblanc states that design students tend to move too quickly into software, wanting to 
finalise their ideas as soon as possible in the process, whereas when working with pen 
and paper they don’t abandon ideas as easily and are able to develop them further before 
finalising due to the ease of quickly comparing and assessing ideas when sketching by 
hand (Leblanc, 2015). Within the realm of graphic design, drawing and sketching by 
hand can perhaps be seen as the source of designers’ gut feelings, the intuitive decisions 
made in the design process. 

5 Discussion 

Graphic designers rely on their intuition, just like most design professions seem to do. 
Using previous experience, knowledge gathered through practice, failure and successes, 
graphic designers make decisions in their design processes while rarely putting these 
decisions into words, either verbally or in written form. Externalisation of their 
knowledge seems to happen primarily when presenting their work to clients and peers, 
and in those cases the focus is still mainly on ‘selling’ the idea, rather than explaining 
their processes. Considering the sense of a loss of identity expressed by respondents and 
the fact that new job titles are continuously being invented, it seems clear that graphic 
designers do have a need to become more aware of their methods and processes in order 
to confidently explain how their work comes about, to explain what it is that they actually 
do. The respondents agree on the importance of feedback, but in most cases the feedback 
focuses on externalising that which will convince the buyer, rather than the tacit 
knowledge which will support designers to further their own development and strengthen 
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their identity and confidence. So rather than relying on theatrics and presentation 
techniques (or in addition to), focus should perhaps lie on developing methods to enable 
graphic designers to better understand their own processes, for the sake of themselves and 
their peers, rather than primarily their clients. This, in addition to an extensive cultural 
and historical knowledge, might be the key to maintaining a designer’s professional 
identity and pride. Yet another benefit that could be gained from an increased 
externalisation of design knowledge is that this would make it communicable to other 
designers and specifically to students and novices, opening up a hitherto hidden realm of 
the graphic design profession. Sharing experiences, mistakes, sketches and rejected ideas 
could lead to a ‘demystification’ of the design process, making it more approachable and 
less daunting to newcomers. 

Putting this into the context of evidence and intuition one might argue that skills in 
and use of different approaches, methods, and tools, both new and old, may enable a 
graphic designer to better challenge him- or herself to be able to make relevant decisions 
in design projects. Due to their innate interest in all things visual, the respondents claimed 
to make such decisions intuitively, but a better understanding of how they arrive at these 
decisions might clarify design knowledge better to others. Considering the description of 
those elements which were defined as knowledge by respondents (Table 1), it does seem 
evident that most of that knowledge can be backed up by evidence and not only by 
intuition. Apart from the ‘undefinable’ tacit knowledge, it seems at least conceivable that 
other kinds of knowledge defined here can be studied, explained and therefore 
communicated to others. 

Table 1 Primary outcomes from interview analysis 

Design rationales Design skills Design practice 
Conceptual thinking (I/E) Diversity (I/E) Tacit, undefinable knowledge (I) 
Practical experience (I/E) Confidence (I/E) Sketching for ideation (I/E) 
Feedback (I/E)   
Empathy (I/E)   

I = intuition, E = experience. Definitions refer whether or not the different kinds of 
knowledge might conceivably be backed up by evidence or solely through intuition. 

There is however scarce research on the subject of knowledge within the field of graphic 
design. Even though the primary focus of the interviews which form the basis of this 
paper was the use of digital and manual methods in graphic design, the results of the 
study have been used to shed some light on graphic designers’ own thoughts on what it is 
that constitutes knowledge within the field. A conclusion from this study is that graphic 
design knowledge can be segmented into design rationales, design skills and design 
practice. Collectively, these three segments provide a sense of what it is that constitutes 
graphic design knowledge, or at least they may form a basis on which to form a more 
defined sense of that knowledge in the future. 

Within the field of graphic design, intuition and evidence cannot be considered in the 
same fashion as in fields such as biology or medicine. It is clear that decisions in a 
graphic design process are not often, if ever, taken on a basis of empirical evidence. It is 
our professional experience that when asked to explain how they arrive at their final  
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solutions, many designers will have a hard time explicating their processes and will in 
many cases resort to a description that is largely based on unclear and often intuitive 
motives. This is for many even the appeal of the profession, that feeling of not knowing 
how they will arrive at their results, relying on their tacit knowledge to solve the problem 
at hand. It is nevertheless a fact that behind an intuitive decision there is knowledge, 
based on failure and success, trial and error, experiment and experience. Making that 
knowledge communicable doesn’t have to lead to the ‘demystification’ of the design 
process, but it could lead to inspiration and understanding within the graphic design 
community of all the different ways there are toward a solution to a graphic design 
problem. 

Graphic designers seem both willing and able to express themselves on the subject, 
further work will therefore need to focus on getting them to talk in more specific terms 
about their work. This might be done in the form of studies where participants are given 
design tasks to perform, while at the same time expressing themselves on their methods, 
decision making and even inspiration while in the process of finishing a design task. To 
quote Lundin: “If evidence doesn’t generate enough knowledge, then what kind of 
knowledge do we need to create good architecture?” (Lundin, 2015, p 94). Similarly, 
evidence in the traditional sense of academic research is perhaps not something to aspire 
to when it comes to assessing and explicating knowledge within the field of design. 
Professional designers do not rely on empirical evidence in their processes, rather they 
base their decisions on previous experience which they seldom express themselves about 
or share with others. Further studies are therefore needed to provide material that can 
contribute to bringing clarity to what it is that graphic designers consider to be essential 
knowledge in their field. 

The title of this paper, ‘How did you do that’ refers to a question most designers have 
probably been asked and it hints to the dilemma of answering that question. Many 
designers find it hard to put into words a description of how they arrived at their solution, 
some will even refuse to do so and most will also agree that a part of the allure of the 
profession is the mystery of it all, the uncertainty at the beginning of a project and the 
satisfaction of having arrived at a solution. Such a black box approach may however be 
detrimental to the dissemination of knowledge within a design community. Although 
more studies are needed to better outline graphic design knowledge, we propose that the 
explication of design rationales, design skills and design practices could perhaps better 
outline the different knowledge and skillsets needed to contribute to both good design 
outcomes and the understanding of the value of design itself. 
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Appendix I 

Quotes in original language 

1 “Det var väldigt mycket idéande där, idéen var kanske viktigare än utförandet. Det 
tycker jag att jag har tagit med mig, att jag är ganska bra på själva konceptdelen, det 
är den delen jag är bäst på, tycker jag.” 

2 “…det finns en risk att man börjar utbilda konsulter mer än folk som faktiskt gör 
någonting…” 

3 “Så det är lite att komma över det stigmat, alla börjar i en ful …” 

4 Men jag tror att bygga liksom en historia, en dramatiskt presentation utav det där så 
att de verkligen förstår…” 

5 “Men jag tror att väldigt mycket handlar om kritik, alltså konstruktiv kritik, och 
sedan se hela personen. Och att förstå att personen, kunden, alla människor har 
dåliga dagar, har dåliga perioder, har härliga perioder, liksom. Men ta in hela 
människan och vara liksom empatisk på det sättet.” 

6 “Man blev större för att man fick ett större tänk, man fick fler…om man ska säga så 
här, mina snickarbyxor hade fem fickor …men nu när jag har 23 fickor så kan jag 
göra nånting för att producera…” 

7 “Att välja olika vägar för att nå fram, inte alltid ta den snabbaste vägen. Och ju fler 
vägar kan du gå till att komma till ett mål.” 

8 “Jag tror nog att själva hantverket och … det är inte så värdefullt längre.” 

9 “Alltså, gör du en handskiss…alltså du kan laborera mera, precis som du har tänkt 
från början.” 

10 “…mycket av skissandet sker i huvudet, sedan gör man det ut på datorn, och sedan 
gör man dummys och liksom…” 
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Appendix II 

Interview guide 

The following is the guide that was used as the point of departure for the interviews 
which this paper is based on. Owing to the nature of the semi-structured interviews, not 
all topics were addressed in all interviews. 

Background 

Age 

Education (both artistic and other) 

Choice of education 

Education 

Where, when, how long 

Kind of education (commercially or artistically focused) 

Methods used and how they eventually affect your work today 

Use of computers in education 

Interests 

Why graphic design? What got you interested? 

Creative activities in spare time? 

Career 

Workplaces (agencies vs freelance vs inhouse vs…) 

Clients (big/small, in which fields) 

Finding a first job, standing out from the crowd 

Methods 

Digital vs manual 

What governs the choice of method? (Time/Market/Client/Uncertainty/Skill/Previous 
experience 

If you do work manually, in what stage of the process do you do that? 

Methods/processes 

Are there things you don’t do but would like to explore? (Methods, materials, media, 
markets etc.) 

If so, what stands in your way? 
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Education/employment 

Looking back, what are your thoughts on your own education? 

If you were hiring an employee, what would you look for? What is the knowledge you 
look for in a designer? 

What contributes to a student’s creativity? 
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