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Hello, I am Rebecca Tegtmeyer, an assistant professor in the Department of Art, Art History, and Design at Michigan State University. I am also the 
Director of Visual Interaction Design Projects at MATRIX, MSU’s Center for Digital Humanities and Social Sciences, from which we have several people 
here today.

“what type of designer are you?”

In addition to these roles, I also identity with being a “designer”. Upon revealing my profession to others outside of the field (and often times to those 
in the field) I get an immediate follow-up question and it goes something like this, “what type of designer are you?”

Design is

noun
verb
problem seeking
problem solving
systems thinking

visual communication

art.just making things “pretty”.the design of knowledge....

“Design” can mean many things. It is both a noun and a verb. It can involve everything from problem seeking and problem solving, to systems thinking, 
to visual communication. It can also include some common misconceptions such as, design is art and that designing is just making things “pretty”. 
Some say that design is the design of knowledge.
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The various “types” of design is vast: branding design, interaction design, motion design, information design, 3D design, social design, etc. The 
common thread that ties these types of design together is a shared goal: to communicate to an audience.

branding

information

socialmotion

interaction

3d

methods
brainstorming

design thinking

concept mapping  
& diagramming

framing context

innovation

lateral thinking

metaphorical thinking

hand/mind coordination morphological thinking

pattern finding

prototyping

rules & constraints

scenarios

schemas

situatedness

sketching

visual thinking

Another commonality is the shared methods practiced by designers, commonly referred to as “Design Thinking”. Methods include everything from 
brainstorming, pattern finding, to lateral and morphological thinking along with several other methods. 

design thinking
informs all aspects of humanistic practice.

digital humanities

“knowledge-making and knowledge design become radically intertwined   
 endeavors: so much so that digital humanists increasingly find themselves   
 called upon to operate as and/or collaborate with designers.”

digital_humanities 
Anne Burdick, Johanna Ducker, Peter Lunenfeld,  
Todd Presner, ,and Jeffery Schnapp

According to writing team of the recent book “Digital_Humanities”, these design methods “inform all aspects of humanistic practice.” They make a 
strong argument for digital humanities to become familiar with and understand these basic methods as “knowledge-making and knowledge design 
become radically intertwined endeavors: so much so that digital humanists increasingly find themselves called upon to operate as and/or collaborate 
with designers.” 



designers

digital humanists

a richer experience

The collaboration of designers with digital humanists seems like the most logical decision in delivering knowledge to audiences in meaningful ways. 
Designers can bring a sense of clarity to the organization of data as well as an aesthetic approach that creates the conditions for a richer experience. 
As DH projects begin to consider audiences outside of those in academia, the experience with information becomes more critical. 

“all future scholarly projects that do not aspire to the highest design      
 standards are unlikely to achieve public impact or enduring results.”

digital_humanities 
Anne Burdick, Johanna Ducker, Peter Lunenfeld,  
Todd Presner, ,and Jeffery Schnapp

The authors of “Digital_Humanities” predict that “all future scholarly projects that do not aspire to the highest design standards are unlikely to achieve 
public impact or enduring results.” 
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This type of collaboration has been taking place on various digital repository projects at MSU’s Center for Digital Humanities and Social Sciences, 
MATRIX. These projects engage the online environment through a web site or a device application, depending on need. A collaborative team is made 
of up of the project manager, usability expert, developer, and designer.



project manager
usability expert

developer
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—coordinating the metadata 
—working closely with the partners  
—setting timelines  
—keeping the project on task

The project manager is responsible for coordinating the metadata, working closely with the partners for the project, setting timelines and keeping the 
project on task.

project manager

usability expert
developer

designer

—conduct a heuristic evaluation 
—stakeholder interviews 
—user analysis 
—user testing

The usability expert will conduct a heuristic evaluation, stakeholder interviews, user analysis and user testing.

project manager

usability expert

developer
designer

— programming of all digital aspects

The developer is responsible for the programming of all digital aspects related to the project.



project manager

usability expert

developer

designer —visual design 
—interactive system

The designer oversees the visual and interactive aspects of the project.
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user experience  
design

As the digital library is being archived and cataloged, the project manager initiates the “user experience design” component of the project. Depending 
on the needs of the partners and the project, various phases within this component may or may not be implemented to develop a functioning solution.
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The phases and the documents created throughout the user experience component look something like this: 

Heuristic Evaluation 
An analysis of the system focused on usability, playability, accessibility. 

Stake Holder Interviews 
Leads to overall goals and needs that should be addressed throughout the project. 

Landscape Analysis 
Is an evaluation of partner or competing websites. 

Contextual Inquiry 
A walkthrough of activities at the user’s workplace or other “natural” setting.  

Design Solutions 
Attempt to address areas of concern. 

Usability Evaluation 
Tests proposed solutions by potential users.  
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The first four phases are considered as part of the “research phase”. Knowledge retrieved during this phase directly informs decisions made 
throughout the design solutions phase. The usability testing and functional solution along with the design phase go back and forth to ensure feedback 
from the testing is addressed. It goes without saying that the team meets regularly throughout this process to ensure all the needs of the project are 
being met. By the time we reach the “design solutions” phase...
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we know the user goals and motivations for searching and the necessary information needed to meet that goal, as well as the content we have to work 
with. This gives us enough to begin organizing information into a sequence for interaction. 

design 
solutions

information 
organization

structures for organization



design 
solutions

information 
organization

structures for organization

category structure

The structures for organization used can affect the speed and efficiency of searching and processing information. A common way is to organize 
information into categories creating pages and lists of information built off a hierarchy that reveals more with each click. 

design 
solutions

information 
organization

structures for organization

beginning endmiddle

episode episode

story structure

Applying characteristics of story structure to the organization of information creates an environment in which the content is approached much like a 
story. Stories have a beginning, a middle, and an end, are connected by episodes, consist of expectations and generally are approached with abstract 
knowledge. 
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For example, The Slave Biographies project, an open access digital repository maintained by Matrix, holds over 1000,000 records related to individuals 
involved in the Atlantic slave trade. This database is a valuable resource for scholars because it is searchable across various collections and record 
types, as it is organized by categorical structures. For an audience interested in uncovering an individual’s detailed biography, organizing the 
information into a story structure would be more beneficial. 

Slave Biographies: ipad application concept

To propose this idea, we created a prototype for an ipad application that would pull records from the repository but organize it in a way that would 
better reveal the stories created from the data. 

Here the information is accessed by location and aligned with a specific year, on the map the number of slaves at the specific time are indicated. 



Here a zoomed in view of the map reveals specific plantations on record and a search tool that enables a more specific individual search based on 
gender, age, and skill set. Individuals that meet the search criteria are highlighted on the map.

Upon selecting one of the indicators on the map, the individual’s story unfolds. Here we see the story of Phyllis and the records associated with her. 
The tabs to the right will lead to more information about her journey and relationships.

When selecting the journey tab, a map opens up to show her specific journey as it occurred across time and physical space. The relationship tab would 
show her family connections across space.



story structure
general audience

category structure
research audience

Organizing the information using story schema structure, sets up a better experience for an audience interested in an individual narrative, whereas 
using categorical structure is more beneficial for the serious researcher needing specific information.

story structure
general audience research audience

category structure

design 
solutions

interactive 
sequence

Once it is determined how the information will be organized and the means through which the information will be accessed (website, iphone, ipad, 
etc.) The next step is to plan for the interactive sequence.



design 
solutions

interactive 
sequence

wireframing

Wireframing is the low-stakes method to organize content and plan for interaction. Typically they show a specific task flow rather than all aspects of the 
site.
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content
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navigation

behavior

How will the pieces of this site be put together?

What will be displayed on this site?

How is this information organized and displayed?

How will this interface work?

How will someone get from one place to the next?

How does it interact with the user? How does it behave?

Wireframes answer several questions pertaining to the structure, content, hierarchy, functionality, navigation, and behavior of the online environment. 
How will the pieces of this site be put together? 
What will be displayed on this site? 
How is this information organized and displayed? 
How will this interface work? 
How will someone get from one place to the next? 
How does it interact with the user? How does it behave?

design 
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How will the pieces of this site be put together?

What will be displayed on this site?

How is this information organized and displayed?

How will this interface work?

How will someone get from one place to the next?

How does it interact with the user? How does it behave?



This is the set of wireframes for The Slave Biographies project that I just shared. Specific interactions related to the functions of the timeline and the 
map are worked out here. It is an easy tool to change before investing time in the visual design and development stages. 

1

2

3

4

5

In this case we worked through 5 iterations to get to a point where the sequence was working from all aspects. 

ANALOG 
SKETCHES

DIGITAL 
COMPS.

low content high content

Wireframes can function at varying levels, from a sketch, to simple black and white digital compositions, to working with actual content. Here are the 
simple sketches I worked through before starting the digital black and white versions.



design 
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visual  
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After determining a plan for the interactive sequence, the visual design of the interface begins. 

design 
solutions

visual  
design

design compositions

design 
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design compositions

colors
typography

media

orientation

“Problems with visual design can turn users off so  
  quickly that they never discover all the smart choices  
  you made with navigation or interaction design.”

Jesse James Garrett

This process defines the application of colors, typography, media, and orientation of all the elements. These decisions can either make or break the 
experience for users. As Jesse James Garrett states...Problems with visual design can turn users off so quickly that they never discover all the smart choices 
you made with navigation or interaction design. 
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“Problems with visual design can turn users off so  
  quickly that they never discover all the smart choices  
  you made with navigation or interaction design.”

Jesse James Garrett

The most visually complex screens from the wireframes are worked up into visual design compositions. From this scenario, these four screens were 
selected to be worked into the visual design comps. shown here. 

static images

The comps are often static images, however, in some projects the comps maybe rendered into a video scenario showing a demo of interaction. 



video scenario

As we see here in a prototype for a project that connects people to the past, present, and future of a specific location through interacting with videos. 

visual design decisions

To talk more in detail about the decisions made during the visual design process, I will reference another Matrix project. 

The MSU Vietnam Group Archive project offers an interactive experience into the records and materials documented in Vietnam during 1957-1963. 
This is the research planning site for students and scholars building the collection. 



A different part of the site is being developed for an curious audience interested exploring and browsing the various documents, maps, and photos 
collected in the archive.

screen real estate

The first decisions made had to do with “screen real estate”. Using a full screen image of the map at the beginning immediately signifies it as the main 
source for interaction. 

screen real estate

The next highly interactive area is the list of documents that is revealed later in the sequence, planning for this feature is considered early on in the 
screen sequence. The list then shares the screen space with the map as they are intended to inform each other.  



screen real estate

Once the “view details” of a document is selected, it too takes over the screen as it has become the primary feature for attention. 

grid system

Next is determining a grid system, the underlying structure that helps to align elements and visually organize the space. Although subtle in this case, 
the lack of a grid can easily create a sense of disorganization and disorientation.

typography

Next is typography, this is a big decision as typography needs to be readable, directional, and subtle all at the same time, whatever it does, it cannot 
get in the way of the design. 



typography: function

document selectionsyear options

document info

directs to more info
opens tab

The first step is determining the function and information communicated by each piece of text to select typeface, size, style, and weight. Breaking the 
text into function categories will help to set a consistent approach.

PT sans

PT sans

Driod Serif

typography: typeface

Next is selecting the typeface. There are several typefaces available for the web, we are no longer locked into using Ariel and Georgia for all websites. A 
quick google search will reveal many decent options. Keeping it to 2-3 typefaces is optimal, using too many different typefaces can easily overwhelm 
the space.

Sans Serif

Serif

typography: style

A A Sans SerifSerif

Selecting the right style for the function is important. Sans serif typefaces are void of the decorative elements making them more appropriate for the 
smaller navigational text, whereas serif typefaces evoke a more formal quality appropriate for titles or narrational text.



typography: style

4 styles

Using style appropriately and consistency can communicate just as quickly as reading the text. In this detail of the document listing, 2 typefaces and 4 
styles are used. sans serif uppercase for location, serif title case for the title, serif italic for the document type, and then the directional “view details” is 
in sans serif sentence case. This type formula is consistent throughout the site.

color

Finally, decisions of color are just as critical as the typography choices as they work together to communicate. Arbitrary decisions can lead to a site 
that is hard to navigate. Using color in smart ways can communicate to a user where they are in the site and where they are going.

color

At the beginning of this project I was working with an initial color palette that was inspired by one of the maps in the collection, I was drawn to the 
pastel colors that evoked a certain retro feel similar to the period the documents are from. It lacked contrast and vibrance that would help draw the 
user into the information quicker.



Working with the initials colors I began with, I developed a richer palette and used it in ways to draw the eye into the main map image, like using dark 
brown at the top and bottom bars.
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This concludes a brief overview of the design solutions phase within the user experience component of a DH project.  
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To summarize, considering the use of stories to organize information will lend itself to a better experience. Using wireframing to plan for an interactive 
sequence will get team members on the same page and allow for multiple iterations. Making decisions related to screen real estate, grid systems, 
typography, and color will create a better environment that one can navigate through with ease. 

Taking into consideration any of these areas into your DH projects can greatly enhance the end experience for all audiences.



Rebecca Tegtmeyer, Michigan State University 
tegtmey2@msu.edu 
twitter: RebeccaTeg 

Thank you.


