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Abstract

This paper chronicles the development of a visual map representing a literature search on key theorists 

and thinkers in two principal topics: Typography and New Media. Its aim is to visualise and facilitate 

conceptual connections between key ideas and philosophies across disciplines. This literature map was 

drawn up by reviewing available influential literature within these topics. Related categories were later 

added and a further series of literature searches were conducted to build references in each topic. This 

on-going cyclical process serves to construct a comprehensive contextual map of knowledge. The benefit 

of the map is twofold. Primarily, aiding the researcher to navigate and understand complex layers of 

information. Secondly, allowing the researcher to present and share representations of knowledge. 

The clarity of the representation is crucial in eliciting the participation of fellow design researchers and 

practitioners to the development and growth of the literature map.
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Introduction

The aim of this paper is to present a snapshot of an on-going process in a PhD research study. This 

snapshot captures the process of a literature search and review conducted for the PhD research 

degree (refer to Figure 1). It is not meant to demonstrate the effectiveness of mapping nor provide 

a comprehensive list of literature in Typography and New Media. The first part of this paper details 

the development process of the literature map and its scholarship value in relation to the research 

enquiry. The second part provides instructions to readers who are interested to participate in further 

developments of the literature map.

A literature search and review are an essential starting point for a PhD research degree. An in-depth 

literature search will reveal the scope and breadth of ideas, theories and knowledge of the research 

area. A literature search will lead to a literature review. Hart (1998) writes that the literature review ‘is 

integral to the success of academic research’. He defines a literature review as:

‘The selection of available documents (both published and unpublished) on the 

topic, which contain information, ideas, data and evidence written from a particular 

standpoint to fulfil certain aims or express certain views on the nature of the topic 

and how it is to be investigated, and the effective evaluation of these documents in 

relation to the research being proposed.’ 

(Hart, 1998:13)

Friedman (2001) states that there is no substitute for a literature review in pursuit of a 

research degree. He gives two simple but powerful reasons for this:

‘Only a researcher who knows the current state of knowledge in a field can know 

whether his or her thesis makes an original contribution to the knowledge in that 

field.’

Only a researcher who convincingly outlines the current state of knowledge in a field 

can persuade a properly trained examiner or committee that the thesis contribution is 

original.’ 

(Friedman, 2001)

Subject of the Literature Search and Review

This literature search and review was conducted as part of a PhD research degree currently undertaken 

by the researcher. The primary aim of the research enquiry is to develop a practice-led framework for 

the application of typography in screen-based interactive media. Current theory and vocabulary utilised 

to describe typographic practice and scholarship are based on a historically print-derived framework. 

As a result, this research seeks to address the knowledge gap by conducting a cross-disciplinary enquiry. 

Its aim is to develop a critical practice-led framework designed to inform design practitioners and 

educators about the future application of typography in screen-based interactive media.
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Figure 1. Dynamic Literature Map: Typography in Screen-Based Media
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Flatlands – Visualising Knowledge

The idea of ‘flatland’ is based on the classic book by Edwin A. Abbott, entitled Flatland: A Romance 

of Many Dimensions. The narrator is A. Square, a four-sided polygon in a world of two-dimensional 

creatures (and thinking). Its inhabitants are geometric shapes that only see each other as lines of varied 

colour and light. They live in Flatland, where they think themselves as superior to their poor neighbours 

in Lineland who only have a point cross-section to deal with and can never get ahead of whoever 

is in front of them. All is orderly and unchanging until they get a visitor from the world of three-

dimensionality, which challenges their fixed way of thinking and living.

According to Tufte, ‘Escaping this flatland is the essential task of envisioning 

information – for all the interesting worlds (physical, biological, imaginary, human) 

that we seek to understand are inevitably and happily multivariate in nature.’ 

(Tufte, 1990: 12)

Maps are essentially our attempts to escape flatlands. Any information that needs to be communicated 

must be translated from a multifaceted representation into a two-dimensional surface. Maps come 

in a variety of forms and sizes. We are probably most familiar with cartographic maps, which provide 

geographic information about a place. Maps are used to communicate a specific kind of information 

through the usage of symbols, text, models and graphics. At its most basic level, to map is to visualise 

and communicate a specific group of information. Maps are useful to emphasize spatial relatedness, 

classification and connection. Almost any groups of information can be mapped out. As MacEachren 

points out in his paper, An evolving cognitive-semiotic approach to geographic visualization and 

knowledge construction (2000), the role of mapping has evolved from being an information storage and 

communication device to a method for processing and analysing information. This perspective may have 

led to the increased application of mapping in other fields where a large body of information needs to 

be organised, analysed and communicated through other map users. 

In the course of looking at alternate forms and usages of maps, the researcher discovered many 

variations. Some of the more commonly used maps are Concept Maps (Lawless and Smee, 1998; 

Oughton and Reed, 2000), Knowledge Maps (Wexler, 2001), Content Maps (Kinchin and Hay, 2000), Idea 

Maps (Pritchard, 1997), Cognitive Maps (Eden, 1988; Langfield-Smith, 1992), Strategy Maps (Fletcher 

and Huff, 1990) and Mind Maps (Buzan and Buzan, 1997). These maps may have different functions, 

but essentially they are tools to facilitate the organisation of complex information and to visualise the 

representation of data in a manner understandable to other map users.
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To start the mapping process, some form of information organisation is required. Organising 

information into sections and subsections will enable the mapmaker to construct connections between 

them. In the process of a literature review, a researcher will come across varied ideas and theories 

contained in different articles, books and published works over a given period of time (Hart, 1998). This 

provides a starting point for the researcher who will start constructing and deconstructing connections 

between the layers of information. Just as there are several layers of information to separate, there are 

also several layers of mapping to be constructed. In this study, the first step was to classify the literature 

into two principal topics.

Structuring the Map

Classification
Before the literature search was conducted, a topic list was compiled for the purpose of the search. The 

list began with the two principal topics: Typography and New Media. These two topics were obvious 

choices as they related directly to the topic of the research subject. However, as the nature of the 

research enquiry required a cross-disciplinary search, the map needed to present a wider representation 

of other disciplines. As a result, the literature map was divided into two general discipline areas. 

Definitions used for the purpose of this literature mapping are listed below.

Visual Communication as a design discipline referred to the usage of a single, or a combination 

of, any graphic, photographic, moving imagery or textual element for the purpose of 

communicating a message to an audience.

New Media referred to specific forms of digital and interactive technologies such as the Internet, 

Interactive television and CD-ROM medium.

Further classifications were added under each of the two principal topics. These were referred to as 

Subject Headings. However, this does not present the view that the Subject Headings were fixed in 

their categorisation. It only implies that the Subject Heading was influential in the development of 

knowledge and scholarship for that Topic. This list was not categorised based on any hierarchy, though 

the spatial placement of each Subject Heading illustrated their relative connection to each other. The 

further apart the Subject Headings were placed, the less related they were to each other when judged 

against the research subject.
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Under each Subject Heading, Subject Topics were added (Figure 2). Each source was classified based on 

its core ideas, concepts and narrative focus. The darker and lighter shaded arrows indicated possible 

links between key ideas and concepts. The researcher utilised the map to visualise possible theoretical 

influence and connections between different Subject Topics. Each Subject Topic had been allocated 

different gradient colour background to indicate their level of relevance and importance to the research 

study. The level of relevance receded in relation to the colour tint. A secondary role of the map was 

to help frame the research boundary and to focus the literature search to only relevant key topics. 

However, by including peripheral Subject Topics in the map, it provided a much more holistic view of the 

research enquiry. This was crucial as the research subject was dealing with issues that straddled many 

different disciplines.

It must be stressed that the classification put forward in this map is neither fixed nor definitive. They are 

considered as sign posts to assist the mapmaker and the map user to navigate through mass amounts 

of ideas, concepts and methodologies encountered in the literature. For the purpose of clarity, selected 

definitions of the Subject Headings are listed in the ‘Contributing Instructions’ section at the end of 

this paper. It is not the intention of the researcher to review all literature references contained in the 

map. Instead, the researcher will focus on literature mapped in the ‘Typography’, ‘Communication’, 

‘Hypertext’ and ‘Interactivity’ groups. While these areas are the core focus of the theoretical 

development in the research enquiry, understanding their relationship with other disciplines are an 

essential process to understand the current state of knowledge within the research field.

Figure 2 

A close-up view indicating the Classification 

levels in the Literature Map. 
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Joining the Dots – Creating Contextual Links

As the literature search widens, the list of classification subjects expands and changes. Finding 

relationships between the ideas, concepts and methodologies allows the researcher to think analytically 

about the key ideas and to construct new knowledge structures in relation to the research subject. 

These links are indicated by the unidirectional and multidirectional arrows between Subject Headings 

with Subject Headings, and between Subject Headings with Subject Topics. However, these links have 

not been defined and include stylistic, methodological, argumentation, theoretical, influential, historical 

and beliefs connections.

 

Contributions to the Literature Map

Facilitating a Discourse

A key part to the development of the literature map is the contribution of fellow design researchers 

and practitioners. While the researcher has visualised the main structure and suggested contextual links 

in the map, participants are encouraged to add or suggest possible literature references and links. Two 

separate sessions were held by the researcher to facilitate contributions from fellow design researchers 

and practitioners. The first session was conducted at the Centre for Design Research, Northumbria 

University, where the research study is based. 

A brief power-point presentation was given to explain the aim of the literature map and to provide 

a contextual understanding of the subjects and classification. Subject Headings and Topics used in the 

map were listed and introduced to the participants. The participants’ design backgrounds were varied, 

ranging from Product Designers, Graphic Designers, Design Researchers to Medical Product Researchers. 

This collection of multi-disciplinary participants was ideal as it reflected the cross-disciplinary approach 

of the literature search. Each discipline has its own established structure of knowledge classification and 

interpretation. These differences has helped enrich the content of the map.  

Basic instructions were given to the participants on how they can contribute to the map. 

They were asked to:

 1.  Add any Literature which they think was missing from the map

 2.  Add, delete or reroute existing contextual connections inferred by the researcher on   

  the map

 3.  Highlight ‘hot’ issues which have a higher relevance to the research study and should   

  be given more emphasis by the researcher
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Five copies of the literature map were posted around the presentation and seating area. The 

participants were asked to alter or add directly onto the map. Most participants took a few minutes to 

study the map in more detail before adding any comments to it. The participants’ views and comments 

were recorded on these posters. These new references were then added formally to the map after the 

researcher has reflected on the relevance of the contribution to the research enquiry. Figures 3 and 4 are 

close-up examples of the commented posters collected during the first session. 

   

Figure 3 and 4

A close-up of the literature map with participants’ comments and contributions
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As an Educational Tool

Following on from the first session held with design researchers and practitioners, a second session was 

held with second and third year Graphic Design students from Northumbria University. While there were 

interesting contributions from the students, the primary aim of this session was to introduce the richness 

of literature in a field traditionally deprived of quality and depth in its critical discourse. As Steven Heller 

writes, until fifteen years ago, Graphic Design has been seen but not heard. And when critical discourse 

did start in the 1950s and 1960s, it was usually only in the academic arena, used mostly as critical design 

textbooks. It was only at the start of the 1980s that the profession looked to other ideas rooted in 

semiology and deconstruction theories to influence the critical discourse in Graphic Design (Beirut ed. et 

al, 1997).

The usage of maps as an education tool or technique has been well researched and documented. For 

example, many teachers have accepted ‘Mental Maps’ or ‘Ideas Maps’ as a useful way to establish or 

clarify students’ knowledge about a particular topic. (Pritchard, 1997). Pritchard mentions the idea of 

using maps to aid learning have been discussed in Novak and Govin’s work (Novak and Govin, 1984) 

and also the work of Harry-Augstein et al. (Harry-Augstein, Smith and Thomas, 1982). The construction 

of the mental maps or ideas maps are dependent on the level of understanding and application of 

skills to classify and organise the text given to the students. Farrand, Hussain and Hennessy presented 

the usage of ‘Mind Maps’ as ‘an effective study technique when used to improve factual recall from 

written material’ (Farrand, Hussain and Hennesy, 2002: 427). Kinchin and Hay writes that the process 

of constructing and reconstructing knowledge using ‘Concept Maps’ will lead to meaningful learning 

(Kinchin and Hay, 2000). They go on to illustrate this point with a statement by Novak and Govin that 

‘students and teachers constructing concept maps often remark that they recognise new relationships 

and hence new meanings or, at least meanings they did not consciously hold before making the map 

(Novak and Govin, 1984:17). 

Based on the positive and enthusiastic attitude shown by the students and the tutors of the course, the 

researcher feels that there is an opportunity to introduce key literature in the field of Graphic Design, 

Typography and New Media using this map as the main communicative device. It is an effective and 

powerful visual tool for students to investigate and form new links between cross-disciplinary subjects 

with their own design discipline. 
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The Next Step

Contributing Instructions

The second part of this paper aims to provide some basic guidelines for interested readers to participate 

in the further development of the literature map. Interested readers are advised to go through these 

steps to clarify how and what they can contribute to the growth and development of the literature 

map. 

Step 1

Selected definitions of Subject Headings are listed in order of importance and relevance to the research 

project. It is recommended the participant read through them to reduce any ambiguity in way the 

classification has been set.

Typography:  The arrangement and appearance of type with a specific aim to  

 communicate an implicit or explicit message to a reader. 

Print Typography:  Relates specifically to typography produced for the    

 medium of print and includes the aesthetic,     

 philosophical and historical development of it.

Screen Typography: Relates specifically to typography produced for the   

 medium of screen and includes the aesthetic,    

 philosophical and historical development of it.

Hypertext:  A termed coined by Theodore H. Nelson in the 1960s. He defined  

 it as ‘non-sequential writing – text that branches and allows   

 choices to the reader, best read at an interactive screen’ 

 (Nelson, 1981).

Interactivity:  A process of describing a continuous two-way transfer   

 of information between two or more sources. 

Communication: Communication as a discipline involves studying the   

 nature, processes and effects of human communicative  

 interaction. This encompass the study of both oral and   

 symbol-based written communication.

Graphic Design: As defined by the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) is  

 the profession that plans and executes the design of visual   

 communication according to the needs of audiences and in the  

 context for which communication is intended.

Technology & The effects and role of technology in shaping all aspects of human 

Society:  society specifically human communication.
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Step 2

Take a few minutes to peruse through the map. In order to view the map online, you can access it at 

www.cfid.co.uk/joyce/map.pdf. Participants are encouraged to read through the general instructions 

below before contributing to the map.

a. List down bibliographic references with corresponding Subject Heading or Titles from 

the map. If you disagree with the categorisation of subjects, and need to create a new 

Subject Heading or Title for your contribution, please indicate so in your response. The 

bibliographic reference should include the author’s full name where possible and the 

title of the piece. If the date and publisher is known, please include those details as 

well.

b. If you disagree with the placement of the existing literature links on the map, please 

indicate where you think it should be placed. 

c. If you disagree with the subject links suggested by the researcher, indicate where the 

new or alternate connections should be by listing down the two related subjects. In 

addition, indicate if the connections are unidirectional or multidirectional.

 Send in your comments and contribution to the researcher at 

 joyce.yee@northumbria.ac.uk.

Discussion

This poster and accompanying paper has provided a snapshot of the process and the result of the 

literature mapping conducted for a PhD research study. The development of the literature map has 

demonstrated an objective and subjective value. It remains an invaluable tool for the researcher to 

facilitate the understanding and construction of prior knowledge in the research enquiry. At the same 

time, it has provided an effective means of engaging participants to reveal their implicit knowledge and 

attitudes towards their own and other disciplines. Moving beyond the context of the research subject, 

the mapping process represents a valuable contribution to design research process methods as it helps 

contextualised and formulate the framework for practice-based enquiry.

While it is important to consolidate the comments and contributions of fellow design researchers 

and practitioners, it is vitally important that this process remains on-going and evolving. As the 

interpretation of the literature presented by the researcher is directly related to the research enquiry, 

the structures and relationships in it may change and shift in accordance to the development of the 

study. This evolutional shift will continue to occur as the researcher develops a declarative, procedural 

and finally content knowledge of the research subject (Hart, 1998).
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