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Best Practices in Visual Design for DH projects 
 
Within the context of several projects at MSU's MATRIX: The Center 
for Digital Humanities and Social Sciences, this paper will explore a 
series of methods and models for executing design solutions specific to 
digital humanities projects. Emphasis on the design solution phase of 
DH projects can lead to a better end experience through creating 
clarity in information and ease of use. Combined with components of 
user experience, the overall design of projects can situation large sets 
of data into an engaging interactive narrative.  
 
The various projects at MATRIX employ a range of phases throughout 
the project's duration. Each project is unique and is approached with a 
different set of methods depending on the needs of the partners and 
the complexity of information. Recently, MATRIX appointed a Director 
of Visual Design Projects in an effort to further develop the "design 
solution" phase of select projects. 
 
The design solution phase can run parallel with or follow the research 
phase on any given project. During this phase the data collected 
during the research phase is approached from a broader level in an 
effort to identify areas of complexity that will need to be addressed 
with design solutions. Common areas of concern include navigation, 
sequence, and hierarchy of information. A consideration for different 
types of users is also addressed at this time, taking into account the 
difference in user goals and needs as identified earlier in the research 
phase. 
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During the design solution phase a variety of working methods are 
used to communicate possible design solutions with fellow team 
members and stakeholders. Such methods include maps and 
diagrams, wireframes, and visual design compositions. Maps and 
diagrams can work through various ways to categorize information 
either based on user need, relevance, or the job of each component. 
Wireframes outline the basic elements and determine the steps of 
interaction with the information. Visual design compositions are 
created for key screens. They are often static images, however, in 
some projects the comps maybe rendered into a motion or interactive 
demo to show a sequence of interaction. The comps give final 
specifications regarding hierarchy of information, organizational 
structures, use of media, colors, and typography. All of these methods 
are created prior to any coding or development work. This keeps the 
costs low because it allows for discussions to happen amongst team 
members and partners without continuously going back and re-coding 
based on needed improvements or revisions.  
 
 
 


