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Mapping is a process that directs my research in 
the understanding of a topic, community, or basic 
inquiry. This activity takes place in the analysis 
state of the problem solving process and works 
as an evaluation tool to externalize concepts. 
The process starts in a rough analog state with 
simple sketches, lists, and post-it notes, but as 
the information gathered for the research grows 
more complex, I find that evolving the content into 
a formal artifact forces another level of decisions. 
Working in this way requires more research into 
the content. Decisions of importance, priority, 
sequence, categories, and organization come 
forth when bringing all the components together 
to make a visual artifact. The completed map 
artifact aids in visually representing complex 
ideas and information, breaking down parts of 
a greater system. They are an effective way for 
revealing misconceptions, organizing meanings 
for negotiation, and suggesting new knowledge to 
the viewer and creator. Maps work to show how 
concepts connect and link, suggesting a narrative 
or a sequence to be understood.Department of Art, Art History, and Design, 
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1. Mapping as a Tool
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As children, we learned about the geography 
of the world through maps. From a birds-eye 
perspective we studied the way the land was 
shaped and divided by water and were fascinated 
by how all the small parts created a much larger 
whole: the earth. As we grew older we began to 
use the visual language of maps through school 
assignments that asked us to make a map of our 
yard or neighborhood, such as this map example 
of my childhood home. We became mapmakers.

(Fig. 1).

The earliest maps, created by primitive people, 
weren’t too far off from the school assignment 
results most of us had. Ancient tribes would 
sketch a map on the sand or snow, paper of birch 
bark in response to a traveler asking directions 
to a specific location. This graphic approach 
seemed to be more helpful than verbal guidance. 
(de Hutorowicz, H. and Adler, B. F., 1911, pg. 669) 
These early maps represented geographic spaces 
and several resulted in the charting of stars. Both 
map styles were for the purpose of navigating the 
physical environment or for understanding and 
documenting the discoveries of explorers in order 
to generate new knowledge. Our current use of 
maps and the activity of mapping remain to be 
connected closely to this original purpose.   

Maps are no longer limited to cartography, the 
study of maps and map-making, or to primarily 
communicate geography of the physical 
environment. Instead, the mapping domain has 
become a tool for use across many disciplines 
related to the humanities and the sciences. In the 
sciences, maps serve as a visual for displaying 
large amounts of data in order to identify outliers, 
clusters, and common trends for the purpose of 
communicating scholarly activity and scientific 
progress on a global scale. 

The “Places & Spaces: Mapping Science Exhibit” 
is a curated collection of science maps sponsored 
by the Cyberinfrastructure for Network Science 
Center at Indiana University. On their website, they 
make the following statement that is applicable 
to the current use of maps as a tool across 
many disciplines in generating knowledge about 
abstract spaces of knowledge:

For centuries, cartographic maps of earth and water 
have guided human exploration. They have marked the 
border between the known and the unknown, firing the 
imagination and fueling the desire for new knowledge 
and new experience. Over time, geographic maps 
became more accurate, more sophisticated, but the 
thirst for discovery, along with the need for maps to 
guide our travels, remains undiminished. Today, our 
opportunities for discovery reside less in physical places 
than in abstract spaces. (What is a Science Map?)

In disciplines related to the humanities, mapping 
has become a tool widely used due to the 
abundance of digital means and data collected 
about human behaviors via social media. New 
digital tools mixed the vast growth of data beg 
for ways to make information visual in some 
way. Maps are used as a structure into which 
this information can be plotted in order to reveal 
new narratives otherwise not made evident in the 
world.  

In our discipline of Design, maps have been 
an effective way for revealing misconceptions, 
organizing meanings for negotiation, and 
suggesting new knowledge to the viewer and 
creator. Designers typically use mapping in the 
analysis stage of the problem solving process and 
as an evaluation tool to externalize concepts. My 
role in the greater Design discipline falls within the 
areas of graphic design and interaction design. 
Through my work, I’ve come to understand maps 
in a variety of ways, as an artifact, as a process, 
and even as a mental structure. As an artifact, a 
map is an object made by a creator. In this digital 
time the creator could be a person or a computer. 
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2. Mapping as an Artifact: 
Case Study #1

This particular project was the result of my 
participation in DesignInquiry: DesignCity: 
Detroit (DI:DCD). DesignInquiry is a non-profit 
educational organization devoted to researching 
design issues in intensive team-based gatherings. 
DI:DCD was a brief expedition by a small group 
of designers into the design landscape of Detroit. 
As a group we were invited to participate in a 
three-month long residency at MOCAD, the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit, as part 
of their Department of Education and Public 
Engagement’s residency program.

Prior to my DesignInquiry experience, I was 
researching the history of Detroit, specifically, the 
communities that were displaced during the urban 
renewal of the 1950s and 1960s. This interest was 

3. Mapping as a Process: 
Case Study #2  

The mapping process directs my research in the 
understanding of a topic, community, or basic 
inquiry. This process method can serve as a 
jumping point from which to build from. When 
designing an interactive experience for parents 
of autistic children the first step I needed to 
take was to gain a better understanding of the 
community I was to design for. To begin this 
process of understanding, I utilized the concept 
mapping process. Concept maps are tools 
used to make meaningful relationships between 
concepts, creating a visual map to be read as a 

sparked by the active renewal that is currently 
taking place in the city. Through my project and 
participation, I sought to bring awareness to 
museum visitors (current Detroit residents) about 
these communities, primarily their existence and 
impact on Detroit’s history.

This map installation reveals boundaries of the 
three communities prior to the urban renewal 
projects that took place in the 50s and 60s 
through clear plexi-shapes. Paradise Valley and 
the Black Bottom Neighborhood no longer exist; 
however, a small portion of Corktown remains in 
existence today, which is marked on the plexi-
shape representing that community. Detroit’s 
highway system is revealed through a map to 
show the abrupt interruption of these boundaries. 
Supporting text in the installation is sourced 
from the Detroit Historical Society’s website and 
highlights short phrases that quickly point to what 
impacted the loss of that community.   

(Fig. 2, 3).

I chose to use the map artifact as a tool for 
creating awareness of these lost communities. 
By layering information related to anthropology, 
history, time, and social issues onto a familiar map 
visual of the Detroit highway system, visitors were 
able to quickly identify the physical space being 
represented. This map as an artifact example 
illustrates its use as a cultural artifact, enriching the 
typical geographical map in ways that humanizes 
it.

Maps are also understood as the object made as a 
result of the mapping process, which is the activity 
of making a map. In some uses, the mapping 
process is a priority over the final map artifact. 
And finally, mapping has been understood as a 
mental construct we use to navigate and find our 
place in the world. Although these three ways of 
understanding maps are different, they all function 
as a tool used to navigate a range of territories 
that expand beyond physical spaces. 

In the following three case studies I highlight 
projects that explore the use of maps as a tool 
in these three ways. In case study one, the map 
is used as an artifact in communicating the social 
and historical implications of Detroit, Michigan’s 
urban renewal of the 1950s and 60s. Case study 
two utilizes the concept mapping process to 
analyze parents of autistic children as a learning 
community, which led to the design of an online 
environment for these parents to connect with 
experts and advocates in their community. The 
final case study serves as an example of how 
Kevin Lynch’s theory of imageabilty was used as 
a mapping mental structure in the development of 
an interactive garden experience. 
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narrative. Concepts are linked by a framework of 
propositions and should be arranged according 
to a hierarchy, moving from specific to general 
information, just as this concept map is structured. 

(Fig. 4).

Concept maps aid in visually representing complex 
ideas and information, breaking down parts of a 
greater system. Concepts can be represented as 
words or symbols, connected through a visual 
language that shows relationships. According to 
Joseph Novak in Learning How to Learn (1984), 
language plays a key role in how a concept map 
functions: “it is central to understanding the value 
and purpose of concept mapping” (p. 17).

(Fig. 5).

The mapping process for this project started in a 
rough analog state with simple sketches, lists, and 
post-it notes, but as I gathered more information 
the research grew more complex and finding a 
core organization structure to categorize all of 
the information into became the challenge at this 
phase. Early sketches shown here, display the 
various structures for organization I was working 
through.

After deciding on a structure that would yield 
the most results, I increased the fidelity and 
complexity of the visual representation bringing 
about decisions pertaining to typography, color, 
scale, position, etc. Working in this way required 
more research into the content. Decisions of 
importance, priority, sequence, categories, 
and organization come forth when this layer of 
complexity was added.

(Fig. 6).

The final concept map outlines information needed 
by a parent of an autistic child during the different 
phases of learning as their child ages. Information 
is further categorized by who they need to 
connect with in order to get the information; peers, 
experts, and family. I uncovered that what matters 
most to the parents of an autistic individual is to 
understand how their child experiences the world 
so that they can provide the best possible life.  
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The concept mapping process and its final result 
provided a broad landscape of this specific learning 
community. It functioned as a tool in number of 
ways, such as enabling me to identify opportunities 
for future possible design interventions. These 
interventions are aimed at sharing information 
with parents in a manageable sequence, 
connecting them with other support roles in the 
community, and giving them the ability to control 
and participate in their own learning process. For 
example, in a speculative prototype for an online 
environment, experienced parents are advocates 
and offer valuable information to other parents 
in the learning community. Parents can view the 
advocate stories and choose to schedule face-to-
face chats with an advocate, to further discuss 
the topic and related issues or experiences. In 
a scheduled chat, the parent and the advocate 
review files and information together. In another 
intervention concept, parents collaborate with an 
occupational therapist to plan and implement a 
sensory diet. This gives parents a great deal of 
responsibility in choosing, conducting, recording, 
and analyzing the daily activities over a span of 
several weeks, thus, eliminating the need to visit 
an occupational therapist on a weekly basis. 

(Fig. 7, 8).

Throughout the development of these speculative 
prototypes, the concept map also functioned 
as a means through which I could continuously 
check my logic and confirm content decisions. 
In this way, the mapping process and the artifact 
outcome became a tool for me as the designer—
its intent wasn’t to communicate information to 
others.

4. Mapping as a Mental 
Structure: Case Study #3

All cities comprise a certain structure that 
maintains their imageable quality, despite the 
particular features that construct the city’s overall 
identity. Kevin Lynch’s theory of city imageability 
is supported by the organizational elements of 
landmarks, districts, nodes, edges, and paths. 
These elements construct an underlying structure 
in any environment that is approached with little 
difficulty, forming an environment that is legible. 
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1. Drawn Map of House 
(Tegtmeyer).

2 (bottom left). 
Rise/Fall (Tegtmeyer).

3. (bottom right)
Rise/Fall Detail (Tegtmeyer).
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16. Environment Structure with 
Lynch Elements (Bean-Smith, 
Kim, Tegtmeyer, Waugh). 
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A legible environment is one that is made up 
of parts that are easily recognizable, that has 
clarity, and can be organized into patterns. 
We naturally use this organization system as 
a mental structure in order to orient ourselves, 
recognize places of interest, and choose from 
a variety of paths connecting to locations and 
people. It involves the daily occurrence of getting 
from one place to another as we continually 
interact within our physical environment. This 
interaction can form either positive or negative 
‘environmental’ images, all filled with meaning. 
Lynch describes an environmental image as 
the “result of a two-way process between the 
[audience] and its environment. The environment 
suggests distinctions and relations, and the 
[audience] selects, organizes, and endows with 
meaning what [they] see” (Lynch, 1960, p. 6). Our 
collection of environmental images varies due to 
our individual cognitive differences and situated 
context.
 

Elements of Imageability 

landmark: external to the user, cannot go into, 
prominence in location, use in orientation, may be 
isolated, not integrated.

district: can be linked together, observer can go inside of, 
identifiable from the inside but visible from the outside.

nodes: small points in the city, user can enter, can be 
several nodes, can carry a theme, focus of a district, can 
be dominant feature.

edges: boundaries between two kinds of areas or 
content can have directional qualities.

paths: may not be identifiable or continuous, user 
moves along a path through his/her interaction within an 
environment. (Lynch, 1960, p. 46–48). 

This theory of a map as a mental structure was 
used as a tool in the development of a speculative 
interactive environment for a garden in Raleigh, 
North Carolina. As a group of four designers, we 
used Lynch’s organizational elements of navigating 
a city to organize the spatial navigation within the 
online environment. While the map as a mental 

structure led all the decisions for navigation, the 
project used mapping as a process throughout its 
entirety.

The task at hand was to design an interactive 
environment to represent the garden and property 
of an artist, lily expert, gardener, and poet, Mrs. 
Henderson. Currently, her property wasn’t intact 
as it once was during the 1950s and 60s, the 
prime time for her major contributions as a 
garden expert in the community. The property 
was overgrown and split with two roads running 
through the main portions. The garden as-it-once-
was is now a piece of history that only remains 
through images, maps, and writings about Mrs. 
Henderson and her garden. We were challenged 
to represent her garden in the digital environment, 
reinventing the physical through the digital. 

We began by using Lynch’s organizational 
elements as a way to think about how one might 
navigate the property. The sketch here shows a 
map of this process and how we were defining the 
elements of navigation.

(Fig. 9).

Using the concept mapping process, we mapped 
our potential users and their motivation for visiting 
the site; this allowed for us to further define the 
purpose of the site and select information needed 
by the various users.

We initiated this method with post-it notes and 
a white board. Working collaboratively to create 
the concept map allowed for discussion and 
negotiation to take place during the mapping 
process. Each decision made throughout the 
development of this map was made as a group.

(Fig. 10, 11).

After completion of the analog map, we captured 
an image of it and made it digital for our 
documentation purposes.

(Fig. 12).

Next we outlined all of the possible content 
needed and organized it into the categories of 
time, place, and gardener. This method represents 
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the diagraming process, as we were simply 
categorizing information into lists, no further 
connections were being made at this point.

(Fig. 13).

Using the content elements from the previous 
exercise, we began to form ways a user may move 
through the content, generating what we called a 
“behavior map”. We identified a system moving 
through macro to mecro to micro, “mecro” being 
our group’s shorthand phrase for a mid-point 
between macro and micro. From this exercise, we 
concluded that the user paths through the content 
was very linear and sought a different approach to 
the organization of the structure.

(Fig. 14).

We then rearranged the content to create a 
cyclical movement by the user and situated them 
at the merco level. Continuing to think about 
Lynch’s theory, we determined that the mecro 
level was necessary to function as an “edge” and 
enabled a way for the user to get to the micro 
and macro levels. This cyclical map prompted us 
to think about our digital environment through a 
spatial and visual lens.

(Fig. 15).

Analog scene cards were sketched in an attempt 
to visualize the narrative we wanted the user to 
move through. The cards became a map that 
functioned as a structure for us to use in building 
out the entire online system. We plotted the 
organizational elements and further defined their 
functions, decisions of language and voice were 
made, the visual aesthetic was crafted, and we 
identified two user paths all within the use of this 
map structure.

(Fig. 16, 17, 18, 19).

The multiple mapping processes used in this 
project yielded a greater understanding of the 
possible users for the site. The map as a mental 
structure served as a structure which guided many 
design decisions at various levels of the project. 
The end result was a speculative prototype for a 
digital environment that would be navigated with 
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sense of discovery, much like one would approach 
a garden in the physical environment.

5. Conclusion

As outlined by the three case studies, there are 
varying levels of complexity in which graphic 
designers respond to the design problems 
of contemporary society. At one level of this 
complexity is the practice of making traditional 
artifacts of logos, booklets, posters, etc. The 
creation of these forms involves research, 
but not at a scale as complex as when being 
asked to design for systems, communities, and 
experiences. Christopher Jones explains this in his 
book Design Methods (1981) and further illustrates 
the notion that the design problems of post-
industrial society exist at the levels of systems and 
communities. To better understand these systems 
and communities, graphic designers practicing 
at this level of complexity need a different set of 
processes to drive and inform their research.

Although the outcomes and the end goals are 
different for using maps as a tool, there are some 
commonalities that make the tool so useful. Maps 
seek to organize complex information in ways that 
promote interpretation, generate new knowledge, 
show the parts of a greater whole, make abstract 
ideas concrete, and visa versa, make the concrete 
abstract. What varies is the intent of a map or the 
mapping process. In some cases it can be to 
inform, to offer multiple perspectives, to persuade 
or to direct. Who the map is intended for can vary 
as well; the map could serve as a tool for a specific 
audience, or be used as a tool for the mapmaker. 
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17. Environment Structure with 
Voice and Visual (Bean-Smith, 
Kim, Tegtmeyer, Waugh). 

18. Environment Structure with 
Aesthetic (Bean-Smith, Kim, 
Tegtmeyer, Waugh). 

19. Environment Structure with 
User Paths (Bean-Smith, Kim, 
Tegtmeyer, Waugh).
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