
52 .  3

52 . 3
decem

ber 2018

december 2018

Visible Language
 
the journal of 
visual communication 
research

the journal of visual com
m

unication  research

ISSN 0022-2224

Published continuously 
since 1967.



Before there was reading there was seeing. Visible Language has been con-
cerned with ideas that help define the unique role and properties of visual 
communication. A basic premise of the journal has been that created visual 
form is an autonomous system of expression that must be defined and 
explored on its own terms. Today more than ever people navigate the world 
and probe life’s meaning through visual language. This journal is devoted to 
enhancing people’s experience through the advancement of research and 
practice of visual communication. 

Published tri-annually in April, August, and December

w e b s i t e :

http://visiblelanguagejournal.com

s e n d  a d d r e s s  c h a n g e s  t o :

Mark Hunter
College of Design, Architecture, Art, and Planning 
University of Cincinnati 
PO Box 210016 
Cincinnati, OH 45221-0016 

Mike Zender, Editor 
Dr. Maria dos Santos Lonsdale, Associate Editor- Typography
University of Cincinnati, School of Design, Publisher
Mark Hunter, Publication Manager
Merald Wrolstad, Founder
Sharon Poggenpohl, Editor Emeritus

© Copyright 2018 by University of Cincinnati



Visible Language
Student Special Issue

the journal of  
visual communication  
research   

Guest Editor:
Maria dos Santos Lonsdale 

December  2018

3



2 3 

Visible Language        5
2

.3

A d v i s o r y  B o a r d

Naomi Baron – The American University, Washington, D.C.
Michael Bierut – Pentagram, New York, NY
Charles Bigelow – Type designer
Matthew Carter – Carter & Cone Type, Cambridge, MA
Keith Crutcher – Cincinnati, OH
Mary Dyson – University of Reading, UK
Jorge Frascara – University of Alberta, Canada 
Ken Friedman – Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia
Michael Golec – School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL
Judith Gregory – University of California-Irvine, Irvine, CA
Kevin Larson – Microsoft Advanced Reading Technologies
Aaron Marcus – Aaron Marcus & Associates, Berkeley, CA
Per Mollerup – Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia
Tom Ockerse – Rhode Island School of Design, Providence, RI
Sharon Poggenpohl – Estes Park, CO
Michael Renner – The Basel School of Design – Visual Communication Institute,   
    Academy of Art and Design, HGK FHNW
Stan Ruecker – IIT, Chicago, IL
Katie Salen – DePaul University, Chicago, IL
Peter Storkerson – Champaign, IL
Karl van der Waarde – Avans University, Breda, The Netherlands
Mike Zender – University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati, OH

Informing personal branding through self-assessed handwriting analysis:   

proposal of a supportive online platform

Laura Bakalka, Catarina Lelis 

9  —   29

Informative and decorative pictures in health and safety posters for children  

Sara C. Klohn, Alison Black

30  —   51

Two-dimensional vs three-dimensional guide maps:  

which work best for museum visitors?

Andrew McIlwraith 

52   —   73

eInk versus paper:  

exploring the effects of medium and typographic quality on recall and reading speed

Jeanne-Louise Moys, Peter Loveland, Mary C. Dyson

74   —   95

Exploring illustration styles for materials used in visual resources for people  

with aphasia 

Jeanne-Louise Moys, Carmen Martínez-Freile, Rachel McCrindle 

Lotte Meteyard, Holly Robson, Luke Kendrick, Maitreyee Wairagkar 

96   —   113

52 . 3 Visible Language

C o n t e n t s



4 5 

Visible Language        5
2

.3

Editor’s note:

All the articles for the Student Special Issue went through our standard 
double-blind peer-review process. The only concession to our normal 
research publication standards was occasional allowance for fewer research 
participants than might otherwise be necessary. 

We hope to repeat this student special issue at various times in the future as 
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Visible Language is happy to present a Student Special Issue that includes 
articles on student research into Typographic and Graphic design involving 
user-centered research methods. The importance of focusing on user-
centered approaches emerges from a need identified through years of 
experience as a lecturer, researcher and design practitioner. Design solutions 
that are driven merely by opinion and intuition, without having involved 
the target user throughout the different stages of the design process, nor 
having been tested and developed through several stages of iteration and 
re-design, might be prone to failure. Design that is developed for the user 
and with the user stands a greater chance of high and long-term impact.

The objective of the Student Special Issue was to support early 
career scholars by giving them an opportunity to experience the publication 
process, and to encourage supervisors/tutors to be involved in the publica-
tion process with joint authorship where appropriate.  

In this Student Special Issue we have included a wide range of 
research themes that show the potential of the field of Typographic and 
Graphic Design to produce novel user-centered design and research solu-
tions that are directly applicable to real life contexts. These include research 
on: the interrelation between handwriting and personal branding; children’s 
engagement with health and safety posters; the effectiveness of two-dimen-
sional versus three-dimensional museum guide maps; the appropriateness 
of different styles of illustration for visual resources used in combination 
with assistive technologies for people with aphasia; the effects of reading 
from paper versus an eInk display on recall and reading speed; the poten-
tial of garment label design and companion information to communicate 
fashion sustainability issues to young consumers; the application of digital 
drawing within remote Indigenous contexts; the documenting of live art by 
locating and empowering the document user.

The publication of this Student Special Issue would not have been 
possible without the support of Mary Dyson (Department of Typography & 
Graphic Communication at the University of Reading, UK), the hard work of 
a strong body of reviewers from various parts of the world, and the patience 
and skill of Mike Zender, editor of Visible Language, in making sure the layout 
and images were a good representation of the research and design outputs.

Maria dos Santos Lonsdale, Guest Editor

3 Student Special Issue
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Exploring illustration styles for  
materials used in visual resources  
for people with aphasia

Jeanne-Louise Moys 

Carmen Martínez-Freile 

Rachel McCrindle 

Lotte Meteyard 

Holly Robson 

Luke Kendrick 

Maitreyee Wairagkar

Images are often used in cueing therapy and other kinds of rehabilitation  
activities for people with an acquired brain injury. This paper presents a 
small-scale pilot study (part of a larger multidisciplinary project) explor-
ing the appropriateness of different styles of illustration applied to visual 
resources used in combination with assistive technologies for people with 
aphasia. The study investigated participants’ preferences and impressions 
of the materials with a view to informing design choices made for resources 
developed for the larger project. A focus group was conducted where 
participants were shown examples of materials developed as resources for 
cueing therapy and lifestyle activities: four sets of illustrations varying in vi-
sual complexity – from icons with no context to illustrations with developed 
backgrounds. Participants shared their impressions of ease of use and their 
preferences for different levels of visual complexity in the illustrations, as well 
as changes in format and layout. Findings show that participants preferred 
simple, icon-style illustrations rather than those with contextual detail. Fa-
miliarity with this style of illustration – based on their everyday engagement 
with mobile interfaces – seems to be the explanation for this preference. 

Keywords

aphasia
assistive technologies
cueing therapy
icons
illustration
pictorial language
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1 .  B a c k g r o u n d  a n d  r a t i o n a l e

1 . 1  P r o j e c t  b a c k g r o u n d

The pilot study presented in this paper considers the role of images used in 
resources designed to support cueing therapy and everyday communica-
tion activities for people with an ‘acquired brain injury’ – ABI. This includes 
individuals who live with the long-term consequences of stroke or traumatic 
brain injury and, in our particular study, people with aphasia – an “umbrella 
term to cover all types and severities of the language processing difficulty” 
(Pearl, 2014: 10). 

The study is part of a larger, multi- and inter-disciplinary re-
search collaboration involving researchers in Biomedical Engineering, Clini-
cal Language Sciences and Typography & Graphic Communication. This larg-
er project explores how a range of assistive technologies can support the 
rehabilitation and lifestyle needs of people with an ABI. The project involves 
the development and evaluation of resources that people with aphasia can 
use to aid their recovery in hospital or at home. Examples include resources 
using near frequency communication (NFC) tags with mobile devices and a 
low cost portable system that uses a Kinect gameplay therapy tool that can 
be targeted to the rehabilitation needs of a patient (Wairagkar, et al., 2017). 
The tags are used to create responsive cueing therapy boards, information 
cards that can be placed around the house to help people perform everyday 
tasks, and functional accessories like key-rings and wristbands that people 
can wear and use to communicate if they need help. The tags enable indi-
viduals to use their mobile phone to activate functions or sounds associated 
with particular images. For example, they could automatically dial the num-
ber of a personal contact or let a carer know they are thirsty by activating a 
recorded statement.

All of these resources incorporate images. The pilot study 
presented in this paper considers the appropriateness of different kinds of 
illustration and changes in visual presentation for people who are engaging 
in rehabilitation activities for aphasia following an ABI. The aim of the study 
was to inform decisions about what kinds of images would be most appro-
priate for resources developed for the wider project, drawing on Houts et al. 
(2006) who recommend including the intended audience in the develop-
ment of images for medical contexts. In particular, we were interested in as-
sessing participants’ preferences for illustrations that differ in terms of visual 
complexity. The objectives of our study were to identify: (1) what kinds of 
illustrations participants preferred for a set of illustrations that are similar 
in graphic style but exhibit different levels of contextualisation; and (2) the 
appropriate scale and combination of images to use in boards developed for 
the larger research project. 

1 . 2  T h e o r e t i c a l  f o u n d a t i o n s

A number of studies support the use of pictograms in healthcare contexts 
such as medicine leaflets and other kinds of patient information. Barros et al. 
(2014) provide an overview of such studies. There are also several examples 
that have been published in previous issues of this journal (e.g. Zender and 
Cassedy, 2014; Patton et al., 2015). Much guidance for designing pictograms 
and icons highlights the importance of simplicity and familiarity (Black 2017; 
McDougall et al. 2000). Zender and Mejía (2013) note that it is important to 
ensure an appropriate level of detail is provided to ensure meaning is clear 
and unambiguous. 

Studies about the use of pictures in healthcare resources 
similarly suggest that it is important to minimise distracting details within 
images (Houts et al. 2006). However, in particular medical contexts, the 
appropriate level of detail may vary in relation to the specific needs of the 
individuals concerned. For example, guidelines for the presentation of visual 
materials for people with aphasia tend to suggest that images need to be 
presented in context rather than as decontextualised icons. For example, the 
Aphasia Alliance (2012: 3) suggest that for activities like making a cup of tea, 
showing the activity (someone making tea) rather than a picture represent-
ing an object associated with the activity (a cup of tea) is more helpful. Icons 
and very simplified images, according to aphasia-friendly design guidelines, 
do not give enough information about the concept and therefore can be 
more difficult for people with aphasia to understand than images with nar-
rative context.

These guidelines are supported by research that considers, for 
example, what “visuographic features people with chronic aphasia perceive 
as helpful” (Knollman-Porter et al., 2016: 273). Some health communication 
studies suggest that images with more context or detail can take longer to 
process (e.g. Ellis and Morrison, 1998). However, Meteyard and Bose (2018) 
note that studies specifically involving participants with aphasia (PWA) either 
show no difference between pictures that are more or less visually complex 
(Nickels and Howard, 1995) or suggest that having more visual detail is help-
ful and improves recognition (Cuetos et al., 2002). Thus, there is variability in 
the results and recommendations arising from research in this area. 

Using relevant images is a general recommendation for health 
communications for older adults (McHugh Sanner, 2003). In particular, 
photography is considered to be very effective in rehabilitation activities 
because it enables the resources to have a high degree of personalisation or 
“personal relevance” that may aid the “processing of symbolic information” for 
people with aphasia (McKelvey et al., 2010: 32). However, general guidelines 
for health education resources arising from research suggest that line draw-
ings may be more effective than photographs in aiding comprehension (Rose 
et al., 2011). Thus, Rose et al. (2011) suggest that it is important to consider 
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the appropriateness of different kinds of images for people with aphasia. 
Knollman-Porter et al. (2016) compared four kinds of colour im-

ages: icon, portrait photograph with no context, high-content photograph 
with contextualising background and low-content photograph with contex-
tualising background. They report that participants in their study indicated 
a preference for “high context photographic images” (Knollman-Porter et al. 
2016: 273) that include backgrounds to contextualise an image. However, 
other studies comparing different styles of visual representation have vari-
able results. For example, Rose et al. (2011) found no significant differences 
between resources with photographs, line drawings or no illustrations used 
in printed educational materials for people with aphasia, although some 
participants indicated a preference for photographs (suggesting that these 
made reading quicker or easier). In comparison, in a study focused on narra-
tive retell, Griffith et al. (2014) noted that while participants seemed to refer 
to photographs more than line drawings, they reported both photographs 
and line drawings to be helpful.

From a graphic communication perspective, research in this 
area may not be adequately considering the subtleties of visual and pictorial 
language. In this respect, some studies may not control the role of colour 
across different test conditions sufficiently. In the Rose et al. (2011) study, for 
example, their findings could also be related to the presence and absence of 
colour, as the line drawings were shown in black and white. In other studies, 
where all materials are shown in colour, the photographs often have more 
naturalistic, authentic colour palettes whereas the illustrations tend to have 
very stylised colour palettes with limited modulation of colour (e.g. McK-
elvey et al. 2010; Griffith et al. 2014). 

In addition, the style of illustrations used in these studies may 
be relatively stylised and less naturalistic than the photographs they are 
compared with. Preferences for photographs could also be related to partici-
pants’ impressions that the style of illustration is patronising, unprofessional 
or inappropriate (e.g. more suited to children than adults). Thus, even when 
the inclusion of colour has been controlled in the study, there may also 
be substantial differences in overall visual style and the level of detail and 
naturalism that could influence results. For example, the Knollman-Porter et 
al. (2016) study does not include any forms of illustration that could have an 
equivalent level of detail to the photographs used. In this respect, the icon 
condition in their study is substantially distinct from the three photographic 
conditions and may seem like the odd one out. 

Overall, it seems that the materials used in many of the studies 
exploring the role of images in visual resources for people with aphasia 
often overlook how different styles of visual representation may differ 
substantially in quality, perceived professionalism or carry particular genre 
associations. Photographs, line drawings and icons, from a graphic commu-
nication perspective, are substantially different pictorial forms. Accordingly, 

the exploratory study presented here explores PWA preferences for different 
levels of visual complexity in illustration, with a view to identifying what 
level of detail we should include in any visual resources developed for the 
on-going project that considers particular remedial and everyday applica-
tions of images. 

For the purposes of identifying appropriate images to incor-
porate into our research materials, we decided to explore whether par-
ticipants still express a preference for highly-contextualised images rather 
than icons when all the images shown are illustrations and when these are 
developed to a higher standard of illustration rather than resembling clip art 
illustrations. Interestingly, the importance of using images of a professional 
standard, rather than generic clip art seems to be increasingly recognised 
as a number of recent studies have included or consulted graphic designers 
within their research teams (e.g. Kheir et al., 2014; Van Beusekom et al., 2015).

2 .  M e t h o d s  a n d  m a t e r i a l s

2 . 1 .  P a r t i c i p a n t s

A focus group explored participants’ impressions of ease of use and their 
preferences for different visual examples. The participants were recruited 
from the patient and public involvement group of the larger research 
project. In this respect, the participants can be considered to have an on-
going interest in the project and in assistive technologies. Three people 
with chronic aphasia and one care-giver (the partner of a PWA) attended 
the focus group. The participating individuals with aphasia (all more than 
three years post-stroke) were able to express their views verbally and with 
sufficient comprehension to follow and contribute to a group discussion 
with support.

Given the exploratory nature of the focus group and its 
relationship to the larger project, the slightly small number of participants is 
sufficient as a starting point to consider what kinds of materials (in terms of 
illustrative style and format) to develop for further evaluation. It is also ap-
propriate for a focus group involving people with aphasia – these individuals 
often find large group conversations very challenging and require support 
to communicate their ideas. The small sample has precedent in other small 
studies involving people with aphasia (e.g. Knollman-Porter et al., 2016 – six 
participants; Griffith et al., 2014 – four participants) and other preliminary 
studies conducted as part of this project (Wairagkar, et al., 2017 – three 
participants). However, for any subsequent studies where we may need to 
evaluate the usability and effectiveness of particular images or are seeking 
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more generalisable results, we would aim to recruit a slightly larger number 
of participants or conduct more than one focus group. 

2 . 2 .  M a t e r i a l s

We considered participants’ preferences for three attributes: 
the different levels of visual complexity applied to a set  
of illustrations
the number of images presented in combination (six, nine,  
or 12).
the size of the boards on which the images were presented  
(A3 or A4).
Participants were shown a range of illustrations presented in 

sets to replicate the sorts of boards that could be used in cueing therapy 
activities or as personal communication aids at home. The boards were pre-
sented in combinations of six, nine or 12 images and participants were also 
given an opportunity to compare A3 and A4 sized resources. In addition, 
participants viewed some examples of the illustrations used in functional 
accessories (e.g. key-ring and wristband) and a customisable board (Figure 
1) which allowed participants to place or remove the images (according to 
how often they may wish to use an image). This enabled us to consider some 
of the different visual applications using NFC tags that are being incorpo-
rated into the larger research project. 

F I G U R E  1

The illustrations were 
applied to resources such as 
customisable boards in which 
users can select concepts 
or functions which they are 
likely to use more frequently 
in their daily lives.

All resources were developed and presented in full colour. The 
materials were printed on a white card stock of 250gsm. This card is resistant 
but light, ensuring the materials were easy for participants to handle with-

out being either flimsy or heavy. 
Two standard sizes were chosen for the boards: A3 and A4. 

Each participant was given a set of A4 resources to look at and then the A3 
boards were displayed to facilitate group discussion.

The use of labels and text presented across all the boards 
was standardised. The resources were designed with reference to guidance 
outlined by the Stroke Association (Herbert, 2012) and the Aphasia Alliance 
(2012) which support: the use of a large font size, using a sans-serif  
typeface, and having sufficient white space around images to keep each 
image distinct.

We developed materials including four kinds of illustration, 
systematically varied and applied to a set of 12 concepts. These concepts 
were selected from concepts that were already being used in the wider mul-
tidisciplinary project; specifically, they all represent functions or recorded 
statements that NFC tags could trigger for a person using a hand-held 
mobile device. Individuals became familiar with all concepts at the start of 
the focus group, through direct demonstration of the NFC technology. The 
concepts used in the focus group are shown in Table 1.

1. Watch TV 5. Look at a map 9. I am thirsty

2. Make a phone call 6. Turn off the alarm 10. I love you

3. Access email 7. I need the bathroom 
(toilet)

11. Open calendar

4. Send a text message 8. Open a website 12. Open photos

Four styles of visual variation were applied to these concepts:
Set A: An object representing the action, in an icon style 
(Figure 2a)
Set B: An object representing the action, in a naturalistic style 
(Figure 2b)
Set C: A hand holding an object representing the action, in a 
naturalistic style (Figure 2c)
Set D: An object representing the action being used in con-
text, in a naturalistic style (Figure 2d).

F I G U R E  2  A

The changes in visual variation 
applied to the test materials:  
(a) object in icon style

T A B L E  1

Concepts illustrated in the cueing therapy boards used in the study
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The only exception was the presentation of “I love you” (Figure 
3), which was kept consistent in icon style across the conditions given its 
more abstract meaning. As a frequent phrase that was likely to be used in 
the resources developed as part of the wider study, our team decided it was 
important to include this in the materials even though it was going to be 
controlled across all conditions.

F I G U R E  3

“I love you” – this image 
represented an emotion so 
was not varied across the 
conditions.

Adding in the hands and context meant that the critical object 
in the illustrations became smaller in these conditions, particularly as we 
were aiming to keep the overall size of each image reasonably consistent. 
Our material design process aimed to balance these issues of scale, and 
ensure that in addition to keeping each critical object distinct, the overall 
visual weight of the illustrations and amount of white space surrounding the 
illustrations in each set was as consistent as possible.

As shown in Figure 4, the naturalistic style of drawing was less 
geometric and stylised than the icon style. The icons also applied colour in a 
slightly more flat, saturated way (in comparison to the more naturalistically 
shaded colours in the other examples).

F I G U R E  4

The four styles of visual 
variation used in the study, as 
applied to the “Turn off the 
alarm” concept.

2 . 3 .  P r o c e d u r e s

The focus group facilitators included researchers who are experienced in 
working with people with aphasia and could provide a supportive com-
munication environment. This ensured that, for example, the interviewers 
could provide participants with adequate clarification of questions, confirm 
responses and facilitate discussion, allowing each participant to contribute 
equally in a supportive environment.

Participants were introduced to the concepts at the start of 
the focus group and shown how the phone would be triggered to do things. 
So, when they were shown the different images to decide upon, they were 
familiar with what those images needed to represent.

Participants were asked specific questions are well as being 
given the opportunity to make general suggestions for how the design of 
the resources could be improved. The group was asked the following ques-
tions (in order):

What images are easiest to understand? Why? 
What do you think the images mean?
What looks better visually? And why?
Which layout do you prefer? And why?
Which would you feel most comfortable using when at home or 
when out and about?
Is there anything you would change?
 

Each individual was given a copy of the questions to refer to, in order to 
support their comprehension and follow the discussion. For each question, 
a researcher (LM) presented the question verbally and directed individuals’ 
attention to it on the printed sheet. Responses were then invited from the 
whole group. If any individuals had not given a response, the researcher 
asked that individual directly for their opinion. The researcher then pre-
sented a verbal summary of what had been said, and asked participants 
if that were accurate. If not, clarification was sought from the participant. 
Participant responses were transcribed during the session and the discus-
sion was audio recorded. Responses from the three PWA were summarised 
against the questions and follow up questions that were asked during the 
discussion (see Results section). Responses from the care-giver have not 
been included. This individual took part in the discussion but made clear 
that since they would not be the one using the icons day to day, they felt 
their opinion was less important than that of the PWA. 

F I G U R E S  2  B - D

(b) object in naturalistic style, 

(c) hand holding object, and 

(d) object shown in context.
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3 .  R e s u l t s

What images are easiest to understand? Why? 

What do you think the images mean?

Two participants agreed that Set A was the easiest to understand. Partici-
pant 1 liked the way this was understandable at a glance and felt they could 
take all the information in at once because only the most essential charac-
teristics of the objects were represented. Participant 2 noted that the icons 
on Set A were similar to those they were used to seeing on their mobile 
phone and therefore the familiarity made these easier to understand. The 
third participant thought that both Set A and Set C were easy to understand. 
In particular, they suggested that for concepts that were more complicated 
the detail of the hand in Set C was helpful.

All three PWA said that they found Set D, the board with the 
most context to be the hardest to understand. As shown in Table 2, their rea-
sons for this shared observation were similar, with all three PWA indicating 
that it made it harder to distinguish the main idea being represented.

T A B L E  2

Reasons expressed for difficulties with Set D

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3

Said images gave too much 

information – some of this 

information was considered 

unnecessary and had the ef-

fect of diluting the intended 

focus of the picture 

Did not know what part of 

the image to focus on and 

could not associate the im-

age with one single idea 

Thought each image might 

have been expressing 

more than one idea and 

found it difficult to identify 

the single concept that 

the picture was aiming to 

represent

Follow up question: 

Are there any images that you think are confusing?

Three examples were identified:
Participant 1 suggested that the clarity of the alarm clock icon 
would be improved if it had numbers instead of small dots 
representing the hours
Participants 2 and 3 both suggested that the “open photos” 
image was potentially confusing. Participant 2 suggested that 
this one was clearer on Set D (the board with the most context) 
because it looked more like a real photo of two people.
Participant 3 noted that the map icon (Figure 5) was poten-

tially confusing as apart from the representation of it folding 
and the location symbol it did not have anything similar to 
a real-life map (such as roads), while the other boards did 
include such elements.

F I G U R E  5

The map illustration in Set A 
(icon style).

What looks better visually? And why?

Participants 1 and 2 agreed that they liked the style of the icons in Set A the 
most. Participant 1 liked the icons because they found these to be clear and 
they preferred the simplicity of the shapes and colours. Participant 2 noted 
that they thought the icons in Set A seemed less “patronising” than the im-
ages on the other boards. In contrast, Participant 3 expressed a preference 
for the more naturalistic illustration style of the other materials although 
they indicated that it was “frustrating” that they did not understand the 
concepts represented in this. Overall, they preferred the icon board, as this 
one was easier to understand.
A follow up question was asked: 

On which board do you like the style of the illustrations the least?

Participant 1 stated that they did not dislike any of the styles presented but 
that they found the boards with a more naturalistic style to be more confus-
ing and sometimes patronising. Similarly, Participant 2 suggested they 
found the board with more context to be potentially patronising. However, 
they explicitly attributed this to the amount of information shown rather 
than the style of the illustrations. Participant 3 noted that even though they 
liked the more naturalistic style on the other boards, the board with more 
context came across as patronising.

Which layout do you prefer? And why?

Follow up question: 

Do you prefer the bigger (A3) or the smaller size (A4)?

All three PWA agreed that the icon illustrations in Set A were sufficiently 
visible at the smaller size. One participant also suggested that they would 
prefer them to bigger but noted that the bigger boards were more difficult 
to handle. One participant suggested that for Sets B–D the bigger size may 
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be more appropriate, especially for Set D where more context was shown. 
Follow up question: 

How many images do you think we should have on each board?

All three PWA agreed that nine was the appropriate number of images and 
a more “friendly” approach. They indicated that the boards with only six im-
ages on them seemed potentially patronising whereas those with 12 images 
were overwhelming and made it more difficult to focus on one at a time.

Is there anything you would change?

In response to this question, participants reiterated the suggestions they 
had made in relation to the images they found confusing. Overall, their 
suggestions focused on including helpful details to improve the clarity of 
images at a glance: changing the dots on the alarm clock to numbers, ensur-
ing the photograph behind the camera was not blank, and adding realistic 
details to the map.

Which would you feel most comfortable using when at home 
or when out and about? Participants expressed positive responses towards 
the examples of wearable technologies that they were shown in the focus 
group. In particular, they all agreed the key ring was what they found more 
useful for its apparent advantages when carried around as well as its discre-
tion. They agreed the customisable board was more useful in a home envi-
ronment as it was easy to find. However, they suggested that having to carry 
this around could be less convenient and uncomfortable. All participants 
agreed that these objects could help them in their everyday lives.

4 .  D i s c u s s i o n

Contrary to what we had anticipated based on previous studies, participants 
expressed a clear preference for Set A – the illustrations that were most 
like icons and which they said they generally found easier to understand. A 
potential explanation for this result could be related to how the NFC tags 
enable people to use cueing therapy, activity or communication resources 
in combination with their mobile phones. In this context, it is possible that 
icons that are more similar to those used in mobile interfaces, and therefore 
have greater familiarity for participants, are perceived as more appropriate. 
It is also possible that this finding was related to the inclusion of activities 
that are primarily completed with a mobile phone (e.g. viewing photographs, 
making a phone call, opening a calendar) and that participants may have dif-
ferent expectations for activities using other equipment (e.g. making tea). 

There was a unanimous preference for a small board with nine 
images upon it. It seemed that this agreement was informed both by par-
ticipants’ impressions that 12 images could be too much for them to process 
simultaneously and their opinion that the board with only six images was 
potentially patronising. However, it should be acknowledged that individu-
als with different levels of aphasia severity or engaging in different kinds 
of activities at particular stages of their rehabilitation might have different 
needs or preferences.

Overall, participants’ recommendations for improving the 
examples pointed to the importance of relevant details in enhancing their 
understanding of images. This finding suggests that contextualising details 
should be informative details that help clarify the meaning of a graphic 
rather than details that make an image more complex and potentially more 
multifaceted. However, given the small sample, the findings are potentially 
anecdotal and may not be generalisable beyond the scope of this pilot 
study. It is also possible that in such a small focus group, participants may be 
more inclined to express agreement.

Nevertheless, from an information design point of view, the 
difference between our findings and previous studies indicates scope to 
explore how different levels of visual complexity may have varying levels 
of appropriateness for different contexts of use and identify what kinds of 
detail are relevant to include to ensure images are graphically-informative 
without becoming too complex or distracting. If we are to champion the 
potential social impact of graphic design, designers need to consider how 
‘good practice’ may be very different in particular contexts of use.

Despite the small scope of this study, it highlights that a ‘one 
size fits all’ approach to pictorial language could undermine the effective-
ness of visual resources used in real contexts. For empirical research, the aris-
ing implications are that research teams need to develop a more nuanced 
and critical approach to their material design. In this respect, graphic design-
ers and illustrators can play an important role in cross-disciplinary research 
teams, as can more systematic engagement with the variation and control 
of materials. This finding is also relevant beyond research for people making 
tools for others to use, particularly in contexts where people with disabili-
ties need support to achieve basic tasks. While our participants indicated a 
preference for the simpler, more iconic style of illustration, their comments 
also suggest that they would find many of the icons more helpful and easier 
to understand if they included more precise details. This could suggest that 
previous studies testing icons or clip art style illustrations used images that 
were not sufficiently visually informative. In this respect, our findings sug-
gest scope in this field to conduct further studies to identify the appropriate 
level of detail to achieve the appropriate balance between visual simplicity 
and visual informativeness for people with aphasia. 
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Our study takes steps towards ensuring a reasonable level of 
visual equivalence in the test material created for this pilot study. However, 
we have not yet sufficiently explored considerations such as differences 
between the representation of different kinds of concepts. For example, the 
concepts used in the resources created include actions (turn off my alarm 
clock, open my digital photograph album), needs (I need the toilet, I am 
thirsty) and the expression of emotion (I love you). The differences in levels 
of abstraction and concreteness require more systematic consideration 
(Black 2017; Zender 2006; McDougall et al. 2000).

In addition, it is also important to consider the effectiveness 
of particular visual representations in authentic contexts of use. The actual 
effectiveness of the visual resources may be different when used in everyday 
life to how participants imagine they will use them in a research focus group 
setting. This aspect has been built into the research design of the larger proj-
ect, which builds on a series of focus group investigations prior to conduct-
ing studies with participants in their homes or preferred environment. 

The pilot study findings have been useful in providing direc-
tion and guidance to help suggest some considerations we need to bear in 
mind when developing materials for our on-going investigations into how 
assistive technologies can benefit people with aphasia. As the focus group 
chose the icons as their most preferred illustration style, this style is now 
being used in the second phase of the project. Individuals with aphasia are 
being set up with NFC technology in their homes, and an individualised 
board is being created for their use.
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