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1 Editorial note: while the body
text conforms to U.S. English,
all project titles and institution
names adopt British English
where appropriate.
2 Key texts that contextualize
this research tradition include
the journals Visible Language and
the Information Design Journal,
plus conference proceedings or
edited volumes such as Paul A.
Kolers, Merald E. Wrolstad, and
Herman Bouma, eds., Processing
of Visible Language, vol. 1 (New
York: Plenum Press, 1979); Paul
A. Kolers, Merald E. Wrolstad,
and Herman Bouma, eds.,
Processing of Visible Language,
vol. 2 (New York: Plenum Press,
1980); Ron Easterby and Harm
Zwaga, eds., Information Design:
The Design and Evaluation of
Signs and Printed Material (New
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1984);
Thomas M. Duffy and Robert
Waller, eds., Designing Usable
Texts (Orlando: Academic
Press, 1985); and Alison Black,
Paul Luna, Ole Lund, and Sue
Walker, eds., Information Design:
Research and Practice (London:
Routledge, 2016).
3 Christopher Alexander, Notes
on the Synthesis of Form (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1964), 61.
4 OECD, The Survey of Adult
Skills: Reader’s Companion,
2nd ed. (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2016), DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1787/9789264258075-en.
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This paper was commissioned as one of a planned series of research group
profiles, so it is not a research paper in the normal sense, but more anecdotal and
personal—indeed, written in the first person.1
I will be presenting the Simplification Centre, a UK-based organization that
exists to address the problem of the complex information we rely on to manage our
lives—administrative forms, instructions for medicines, financial information, and
the small print that accompanies contracts of all kind. Just as this is not a normal
research piece, we are not a research group in the normal sense of the term,
although we started life as one. Nevertheless, we seek to influence the world, build
skills, and offer new routes to knowledge through our activities, limited as they
are in scale. We could perhaps better describe ourselves as a center for reflective
practice.

Our Problem Domain
Our design specialism is information design, and our work is situated in a tradition established largely in the 1970s, but with many precedents and pioneers in
previous decades. Information design research has rarely considered itself or been
considered as belonging to the mainstream of design research. A Venn diagram of
overlapping disciplines would include—among others—graphic design, applied
psychology, multimodal linguistics, ergonomics, instructional design, technical
writing, and journalism.2
Information design presents particular challenges to design research. To
explain what I mean, allow me to contrast the design of a government form with
the design of a kettle. In Notes on the Synthesis of Form, Christopher Alexander3 uses
the design of a simple kettle to demonstrate just how many interacting factors a
designer must consider, even with the most basic of products, including getting
the water in, getting it out, safety in handling, stability, cost to produce, corrosion
resistance—he lists twenty-one in all, and alludes to the much greater complexity
of designing a car.
The design process for a kettle may be complex, but it is a single stage that
can be entrusted to a competent specialist designer, after which the kettle is manufactured, sold to users, and then used confidently—because all kettles are used in
mostly the same way. Industrial designers, architects, and even service designers
can create concepts and specify them for manufacturing or implementation by
others. But information design is different—there are just too many documents,
signs, interfaces, diagrams, explanations, and pages that need to be individually
crafted.
Until relatively recently, however—and still, in many countries and contexts—
government forms were rarely entrusted to professional designers. This is also
true of many information design products in many industries. Even in cases where
professional designers do become involved, it is often to develop design systems
for others to use—templates, styles, brand guidelines, and so on. In reality, most
organizations we have worked with have thousands of documents and entrust their
development of information to content experts working at a relatively junior clerical level. Information design is implemented through a combination of systems
and page-level craftings. Sometimes it goes well, but in many instances the result is
uneven quality, uninformed by design training and untested with users.
Understanding difficult information is a serious social and economic problem.
International surveys organized by the OECD show that around half the population
across the developed world have a literacy deficit which affects their ability to function effectively in society and at work.4
Literacy is assessed using five levels, Level five being the highest. The OECD
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considers Level three “as a suitable minimum skill level for coping with the
demands of modern life and work.”5
“Adults performing at Level 3 can understand and respond appropriately
to dense or lengthy texts, including continuous, non-continuous, mixed, or
multiple pages. They understand text structures and rhetorical devices and can
identify, interpret, or evaluate one or more pieces of information and make
appropriate inferences. They can also perform multi-step operations and select
relevant data from competing information in order to identify and formulate
responses.”6

5 OECD, Literacy in the Information Age: Final Report of
the International Adult Literacy
Survey (Paris: OECD Publishing,
2000), xiii, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1787/9789264181762-en.

This makes it clear that higher-level literacy is about more than just reading the
words. It is about reading purposefully and strategically. And it is easier to do this
if the words have some shape and texture, if they are legible and accessible, and if
someone has thought carefully about graphic alternatives when these work better
than words alone.
Governments are very aware of the problem, and allocate budgets to adult
literacy programs. Some countries have attempted to enforce this through legislation, such as the 2010 Plain Writing Act in the USA.7 Much of this progress can
be credited to organizations focused on plain language such as Clarity,8 an international organization for lawyers committed to plain language, and PLAIN (Plain
Language Association International).9 Clearly, we are not the first group to address
this issue. Researchers and campaigners have made considerable effort to improve
information transmission over many decades, and this has led to a noticeable
improvement in standards in the UK where we are based, and also in many other
places.
We wanted to bring design issues into the debate—both the problems caused
by poor document and interface design, and more positively the benefits afforded
by good design. Design may not be the obvious route to solving the problem of
literacy, where words would seem to be the main issue, but there are good reasons
to take this path.
Poor documents are typified by long convoluted sentences, technical or jargonridden vocabulary, dense and unstructured typography, a lack of focus and unclear
reading paths. Figures 7 to 10 show examples alongside redesigned alternatives.
The information design contribution involves providing a graphic infrastructure that makes strategic reading easier, using layout, diagramming, access structures—headings, contents lists, and so on—navigational tools, and any other affordances that reveal content structure and support self-aware, purposeful reading.

7 For more information, see
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
law/.

6 OECD, OECD Skills
Outlook 2013: First Results
from the Survey of Adult Skills
(Paris: OECD Publishing,
2013), 66, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1787/9789264204256-en.

8 For more information, see
https://clarity2018.org/about.
9 For more information, see
http://plainlanguagenetwork.
org/.

The Problem of Institutional Literacy
While good solutions to particular, recurring information design challenges do
exist, we also wanted to tackle an important underlying and systematic cause of
incomprehensible communication: the perspective and skills of the people responsible for it.
Plain language rules can be easily grasped by the typical manager in government or industry because they build on concepts most people learn in school.
When we were asked to review the writing guidelines of a large UK government
department, we found seventy-five sets of guidance aimed at staff writing customer
communications before we stopped counting. A content analysis of this guidance
showed that it was overwhelmingly concerned with matters of style, spelling, and
punctuation at the sentence level—information that is well-known to most of its
audience, and which could have been obtained from any number of published
books on style. But pulling back from the micro-level of words and sentences—the
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10 Robert Waller, “Graphic
Literacies for a Digital Age:The
Survival of Layout,” The Information Society 28, no. 4 (2012):
236–52, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1
080/01972243.2012.689609; See
also Mary Hamilton and David
Barton, “The International Adult
Literacy Survey: What Does It
Really Measure?,” International
Review of Education 46, no. 5
(2000): 377–89, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1023/A:1004125413660.
11 This has since been renamed
the Government Communication Competency Framework.
According to its authors, it
“should be used in conjunction with the Civil Service
Competency Framework.”
Government Communication
Service, Government Communication Professional Competency
Framework (London: Government Communications Service,
2016), 3, accessed May 6, 2018,
https://gcs.civilservice.gov.uk/
professional-development/competency-framework/.
12 For more information, see
https://www.aiga.org/design-forgood.
13 For more information, see
http://welcometocup.org.
14 For more information, see
http://www.designerswithoutborders.org.

comfort zone—it becomes clear that few people learn at school how to structure
and design a complex document or interface. This was reflected in the guidance
under offer, which had little to say about how to explain complex ideas or design a
document that supports user comprehension.
We call this “institutional illiteracy.” To be considered literate, people need to
be able to read and write. To us, this should be true for organizations who create
documentation as much as the individuals reading it. So when an official document
is incomprehensible, the blame—the literacy shortfall—is with the organization
creating it as much as with its users. Elsewhere10 I critique the materials used in
literacy testing, which are often very poorly designed, and presented in an uncontextualized manner. If we were to test a bicycle and find that no one could reach
the pedals, we would not conclude that people’s legs are too short. So when we test
a poorly designed document and find that some people cannot understand it, the
document is a design failure as much as a literacy problem.
Throughout our existence, then, the Simplification Centre has grappled with
the issue of how to build institutional literacy—defining the competencies needed,
and developing design tools, processes, and skills based on insight from theory and
research.
Before setting up the Centre, I had acted as a consultant for HM Revenue &
Customs (HMRC), the UK government department responsible for collecting taxes,
and had extensive experience with other government agencies and with many
banks and financial services brands. In most cases, there was a clear institutional
will at a senior level to communicate clearly, but the individuals responsible were
mostly unqualified and unsupported non-graduates with no career path recognizing their specialism. In the UK government, as in most industry sectors, competency frameworks have been developed which define the skills required at each
career level. But while the Professional Skills for Government framework11 recognized other communication specialisms such as public relations and advertising,
it ignored a core function of government: communicate clearly with citizens about
their rights and responsibilities.

A Brief History
Designers of all kinds are typically trained to consider users’ needs, but their
careers may have taken them into areas which compromise their ideals. Some have
responded to this with pro bono “design for good” activity, and much of our work
is in this category. We were inspired by programs such as AIGA’s Design for Good,12
The Center for Urban Pedagogy,13 Designers without Borders,14 and software
hackathons.
We began by creating a manifesto, which we discussed with two universities
who were potential hosts. The University of Reading offered start-up funds and a
chair, and we launched the Centre there in 2008 in the Department of Typography
and Graphic Communication. Founded by Michael Twyman in the early 1970s, this
department and its graduates have played a key role in the shaping of what we now
call information design.
At the university we set up a membership scheme that attracted a number of
corporate sponsors, chiefly UK government agencies but also two financial services
companies, Aegon and AXA. In exchange for membership fees, we offered consultancy on specific projects, a benchmarking service, and training. We then used the
fees to provide those services, and also to embark on a research program. In this
way, we funded an information officer, a training development manager, two postdoctoral research assistants, a PhD student, and a visiting professor of linguistics.
Our specifications for a useful research center included
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Applications

Types of theory

Methods

Theories about
language and
documents

Document corpus

Theories about
design processes

Observation of
design processes

Pattern library
Design/writing guidelines
Training

Theories about
user processes (eg,
reading,
understanding
deciding and
remembering)

Experimental studies
of users with documents

Benchmarking criteria
User testing methods

• Access to real world problems: our member organizations offered this, and
we also held design clinics in cities around the country in which people
brought examples of their work—good and bad—for discussion and
criticism.
• Access to users of information: we worked with a local adult literacy class, and
used the opportunity to gain insight into their needs and use of information. We also set up a research panel of local people prepared to come in for
particular studies.
• Access to customers for research and design thinking: our member organizations
needed practical guidance, and we needed to present this in a compelling
and usable form.
• Access to multidisciplinary thinking: we discussed our plans with other university specialists representing psychology, neuroscience, linguistics, sociology,
law, business, and design methods.
• Access to design ideas: we were situated in a graphic design department, and
were closely associated with a Master’s degree course in information design.
Figure 1 15 shows our research model.16 It divides our domain into three strands,
looking at artifacts (in our case, this means documents), processes, and users. The
model represents our ideal, not our achievement—although we have made a start
on each aspect of our proposed method, including building a prototype document
corpus,17 exploring co-designing with local members of an adult literacy class, and
setting up a research panel of research participants.18
Our philosophy at the outset was that we were not interested in theory development or in data collection for its own sake—we were to be practically oriented so
everything on the left hand side of the model leads to a tool for training, designing,
documenting design, or evaluation. We expected each strand to contribute insight
to the practical applications and tools we aimed to publish and deliver to member
organizations.
These applications included
• Benchmarking criteria: a research-based, continually evolving set of evaluations used to improve documents submitted by member organizations. This
is no longer offered, but the criteria have a continuing life, having been
adapted for the Contract Design Awards by the International Association for
Contract and Commercial Management.19
• Design patterns: many of our projects result in a pattern library tailored to the
needs of the client organization. Originating with the architect Christopher
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Figure 1 Our research model.

15 All figures are from various
Simplification Centre reports and
presentations and are reproduced
here under Creative Commons
License CC-BY-SA 4.0 International (see https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/).
16 A document corpus is an
uncurated collection of real
documents available for (usually
automated) analysis. Document
corpora are modelled on language
corpora used in linguistics, which
are large databases of writing
samples and transcripts of speech
that enable researchers to base
theory on actual usage.Theorists
of multimodality and genre have
advocated document corpora
for similar purposes. Martin
Thomas, Judy Delin, and Rob
Waller, “A Framework for Corpus-Based Analysis of the Graphic
Signalling of Discourse Structure,”
in Proceedings of the 8th MAD
Multidisciplinary Perspectives on
Signalling Text Organisation, ed.
Lydia-Mai Ho-Dac, Julie Lemarié,
Marie-Paule Péry-Woodley,
and Marianne Vergez-Couret
(Toulouse: University of Toulouse, 2010), 46–57, available at
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/
hal-01391515/document; Robert
Waller, “Practice-Based Perspectives on Multimodal Documents:
Corpora vs. Connoisseurship,”
Discourse, Context & Media
20, (December, 2017): 175–90,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
dcm.2017.07.004.
17 Martin Thomas, Judy Delin,
and Robert Waller, “A Corpus for
Graphic Analysis of Texts” (paper
presented at Multidisciplinary
Approaches to Discourse, Moissac,
France, 2010, Simplification
Centre Technical paper 3), last

147

modified April 2011, http://www.
simplificationcentre.org.uk/
downloads/papers/SC3CorpusGraphicAnalysis.pdf.
18 For example, see Karen
Stanbridge, “What Do People
Notice about Their Documents?” (Simplification Centre
Technical paper 7), last modified
April 2011, http://www.simplificationcentre.org.uk/downloads/
papers/SC7DocumentDiary.pdf;
Jeanne-Louise Moys, “Typographic Voice: Researching Readers’
Interpretations” (Simplification
Centre Technical paper 6), last
modified April 2011, http://
www.simplificationcentre.org.
uk/downloads/papers/SC6TypoVoice.pdf.
19 Our benchmarking criteria
are explained in more detail
(including references to their
theoretical underpinnings) in
Robert Waller, “What Makes a
Good Document? The Criteria
We Use” (Simplification Centre
Technical paper 2), last modified
April 2011, http://www.simplificationcentre.org.uk/downloads/
papers/SC2CriteriaGoodDoc_
v2.pdf. Our method is described
in Martin Evans, “Benchmarking
Everyday Documents” (Simplification Centre Technical paper
5), last modified April 2011,
http://www.simplificationcentre.
org.uk/downloads/papers/
SC5Benchmarking.pdf. Evans
also compares our scheme with
others in his “Criteria for Clear
Documents: A Survey” (Simplification Centre Technical paper 8),
last modified April 2011, http://
www.simplificationcentre.org.uk/
downloads/papers/SC8CriteriaSurvey.pdf.
20 Christopher Alexander, Sara
Ishikawa, and Murray Silverstein,
A Pattern Language:Towns,
Buildings, Construction (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1977).
21 Robert Waller, Judy Delin,
and Martin Thomas, “Towards
a Pattern Language Approach
to Document Description,”
Discours: Revue de Linguistique,
Psycholinguistique et Informatique. A Journal of Linguistics, Psycholinguistics and Computational
Linguistics 10 (2012): 1–29, DOI:
https://journals.openedition.org/
discours/8673.
22 Per Mollerup, Simplicity: A
Matter of Design (Amsterdam:
BIS Publishers, 2016).
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Alexander, design patterns represent guidance expressed as solutions to
user problems.20 Instead of the robotic application of rules expected by
most guidance on document design, the pattern approach demands that
the designer actively engage in problem-solving. Design patterns are also
an important tool for reflective practice—we search our design practice for
repeatable solutions which can be documented and shared.21
• Training and design education: having identified the poor skills as part of the
problem, this is still a key output for us, and the next section describes our
approach.

A Note on Our Name: Simplification vs. Simplicity
The name Simplification Centre was originally a working title—but it stuck. It is
generally understood by most who encounter us. But there is a potential confusion
between simplification and simplicity. As Per Mollerup22 argues, simplicity is an
aesthetic and ethical ideal in modernist design. Writing about simplicity sometimes
borders on the mystical—John Maeda’s Laws of Simplicity23 is an example, to my
mind, and at times simplicity is perhaps another word for what Christopher Alexander24 calls the Quality Without a Name, the feeling generated by something we
judge complete, whole, satisfying, right.
Many information designers encounter resistance to surface-level simplicity
amongst their clients, who are suspicious of dumbing down their messages, and
worried about misrepresenting something difficult as something easy, or omitting important nuances and subtleties. And these clients are right to worry about
such things—we have always distinguished between the simplicity of underlying
content, the simplicity of information artifacts, and the simplicity of the user’s
experience.25 Mollerup picked up on this and developed excellent terms that define
this very succinctly: quantity simple versus quality simple. Quantity simple is the
aesthetic preference for information to look plainer and shorter. Quality simple
describes ease of use—usually achieved by highlighting, not hiding, structural
features. Simplified information frequently expands, reducing surface simplicity,
as helpful features are added—diagrams, headings, explanations, and so. Vijay
Bhatia26 has used the term easification to bypass this confusion.

Leaving the University
After three years, we left the university and established ourselves as a non-profit
with charity status. This is not the place to recount all our reasons for doing so, but
many with experience in the higher education sector will be aware of the pressures
of combining research with fundraising, consultancy, and a full teaching load.27
In spite of the stated ambition of funding agencies, multidisciplinary research
is notoriously risky and unrewarded. It is, in many ways, more challenging than
staying within the boundaries of one’s own discipline. Multidisciplinary journals
are regarded as unprestigious, and research proposals can receive baffling reviews
when paradigms collide.
So although we worked with a number of other university departments
on project proposals and grant applications, we were unable to create the truly
cross-university center we had hoped for. Our work did not obviously fit the
agendas or frameworks set up by funding agencies, and we were driven more by a
deep interest in our topic than in raising funds we did not strictly need, or fighting
to define a new ecological niche in the research landscape.
Now, as a not-for-profit, we get by with very little income. We take on consultancy work to pay for our operational costs, where it fits with our declared aims
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as an educational charity. And our annual summer school and occasional conferences cover their own costs, but no more. We also have a good network of volunteers—mostly professional designers and writers—who contribute their time to our
Simple Action days (more on these below).

Our Information Design Curriculum
Education and training were core components of our program. For many research
centers, education is often not a central feature (except for doctoral students) or it
is a tiresome distraction. Content in these cases is a trickling down of knowledge
created through the research program. But because it was a central part of our
research environment, educating gave us access to the state of knowledge, assumptions, and processes used by the people our research is aimed at.
Encouraged by HMRC, the tax agency, we created a part-time work-based
university qualification. It was originally conceived as a postgraduate certificate,
but because so many among our target audience were not graduates, they would
not have qualified for the course. Instead we launched it as a Certificate of Higher
Education, which is the equivalent to the first year of a Bachelors course (ISCED
level 5), with a combination of residential courses, reading, and work-based
assignments.
The Program
The full program of sixteen modules represents our view of the competences
needed by information designers in the public sector and service brands.28 It
included five introductory modules on what we considered core content: simplification principles, clear writing, graphic information design, usability, and the
customer journey (for example, see Figure 2). Students could then choose from a
range of application modules, which included more advanced versions of the same
topics as well as additional topics such as inclusivity, project management, and
evaluation. The program ran for three years, and around forty-five students had
graduated by the time the program was discontinued.

23 John Maeda, The Laws of
Simplicity: Design,Technology,
Business, Life (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2006).
24 Christopher Alexander, The
Timeless Way of Building (New
York: Oxford University Press,
1979).
25 Robert Waller, “Simplification:
What Is Gained and What
Is Lost” (paper presented at
Applications of Information
Design Conference, Mälardalen
University, Sweden, 2008, Simplification Centre Technical Paper
1), last modified April 2011, http://
www.simplificationcentre.org.uk/
downloads/papers/SC1SimplificationGainedLost-v2.pdf.
26 Vijay K. Bhatia, “Simplification
v. Easification—the Case of Legal
Texts,” Applied Linguistics 4, no. 1
(1983): 42–54.
27 Also, I should have prepared
myself better by re-reading
the campus novels of Malcolm
Bradbury and David Lodge.
28 The modules and competences addressed are those reported
by Jenny Waller, “Professionalising
Functional Communications:
What Professionals Need to
Know” (Simplification Centre
Technical paper 12, 2011), last
modified April 2011, http://www.
simplificationcentre.org.uk/
downloads/papers/SC12-ProfessionalisingComms.pdf.

Figure 2 Forms designers from
HMRC work on a customer
journey map.
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Language and writing

Reading and cognition

Basic level language

Processing load

Language organises things in hierarchies, from the general to the
specific. In cognitive terms, the middle level, known as the basic level, is
actually the easiest to understand.

Example

Superordinate level:
Basic level:
Subordinate level:

mammal
dog
wire-haired terrier

Theoretical background

We know that children learn basic level language first,
and experiments have shown that we organise most of our
knowledge around basic level concepts. In perception tests,
people recognise basic level terms more quickly and accurately.
One reason might be the link between basic level language and
visualisation: we can all have a single mental image of a dog,
but only an image of a wire-haired terrier if we know what it is,
and none at all of a ‘mammal’.

Application

Writing which has to communicate quickly and clearly should
make as much use of basic language as possible. This means
avoiding both abstract language at the superordinate level and
jargon at the subordinate level.

Key references

Rosch, E. , Mervis, C., Gray, W., Johnson, D., & Boyes-Braem, P.
(1975) Basic Objects in Natural Categories. Cognitive Psychology
8: 382-439.
Lakoff, G. (1987) Women, fire and dangerous things. The
University of Chicago Press.

Figure 3 (Left) Theory cards
give abstract ideas a place in
design critiquing.
Figure 4 (Right) Two theory
cards from our introductory
course session.

29 William Lidwell, Kritina
Holden, and Jill Butler, Universal
Principles of Design: 125 Ways
to Enhance Usability, Influence
Perception, Increase Appeal,
Make Better Design Decisions,
and Teach through Design
(Gloucester: Rockport, 2003).

The amount of work we can do in working memory – the part of our
brain that processes immediate information.

Example

Some mental tasks require you to compare a lot of information
– for example, choosing a mortgage involves comparing interest
rates (now and later), entry and exit charges, time periods,
flexibility and other factors. ‘Processing load’ describes the limit
to what you can manage. When driving in a complex city centre,
many drivers switch their radio off – this reduces processing
load and frees up cognitive capacity for the main task of driving.

Theoretical background

Theories of memory and cognition usually propose a distinction
between long-term, short-term and working memory (although
the last two are not separate in all theories). Working memory
has limited capacity, and this may explain why plain English is
often easier to understand – with short sentences, less has to
be retained in memory before the whole can be processed, and
familiar words need less effort to process

Key references

Baddeley, A.D., Hitch, G.J.L (1974). Working Memory, in G.A.
Bower (Ed.), The psychology of learning and motivation: advances
in research and theory (Vol. 8, pp. 47-89), NY: Academic Press.

Theory Cards
The course was theory-led, but not in the way that the original theorists might have
envisaged. Theories were treated as tools that, in greatly simplified form, can equip
designers to better conceptualize their problem space.
Each A6-sized card featured a summary of a theory, including a simple definition, an example, and a key reference (Figures 3, 4). The cards were inspired by
exam revision flash cards, the Pokémon-like cards at www.theorycards.org.uk, and
the now-classic Universal Principles of Design.29 The theories mostly come from other
disciplines than design theory—cognitive psychology and linguistics, for example.
The cards introduce just enough of the concept to be useful user insight, but
nowhere near enough to bluff an exam question.
We still use the cards during our annual summer school, which kicks off with
a critiquing session. Students bring examples of good and bad information design
for the group to discuss. The tutors look for opportunities to introduce theories
that help explain their criticisms. Later, the students use the cards themselves in
discussions and presentations.
The cards give the theories a physical presence in the room in a way that is not
the case when they are contained in a closed book or a web browser history. Part of
our whole approach to information design is to see pieces of information presented
graphically (whether textual or visual) as memory tools. Physical tools help us to
reach, grasp, cut, lever, flatten, hammer, filter, and contain—to go beyond the capabilities of our hands. Memory tools extend the capabilities of our long-term, short
term, and working memory, and it is not difficult to find metaphoric equivalents to
reaching, grasping, and so on.
Using the theory cards in teaching raised interesting issues about the nature
and utility of theory. For example, at an early stage we found ourselves with cards
called “world knowledge,” “schemata,” and “assumption.” While these are different
concepts to discourse and cognitive theorists, in the classroom the distinctions
seemed trivial: at their heart they each call for empathy with a user’s experience,
culture, and existing constructs.
The Summer School
Since the Certificate of Higher Education program ended, we have run an annual
summer school. It started as a joint effort with the University of the Aegean, in
Syros, Greece in 2013, but has now settled in Bath, UK. An international group
of around twenty people attend each year for an intensive week of project work,
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Figure 5 Karel van der Waarde
leads the user-testing day.

discussion, and lectures. They include some graphic designers wishing to transition
to information design, but many are from other professions who need to communicate clearly—contract lawyers, health educators, medical textbook writers, civil
servants, technical writers, and statisticians, among others.
We run the summer school in partnership with the International Institute for
Information Design,30 and in fact three of the tutors are on the IIID’s executive
board. Each day’s teaching focuses on a particular aspect of information design
practice: critiquing, diagramming, designing text, user testing, and consultancy
tools (Figure 5). Along with the theory cards and an extensive library we make available, the summer school acts as a kind of sushi belt of relevant ideas. Although the
course is intense, and the ideas come at them quickly, students can grab the ideas,
inspirations, and authors which appeal to them as they pass, to consider in more
detail after the course. They work in small teams on projects which they present on
the last day (Figure 6).
The summer school has a beneficial, even inspirational impact on students
who invariably give us very positive feedback. It attracts individuals who have identified an issue in their professional context and want intellectual and social support
to develop solutions which go beyond their current state of knowledge and skill. So
community building is an important outcome.
Participants bring their own work to share during the week, and some of
them also give presentations about their own specialist knowledge—for example,
a recent participant was a behavioral economist with a government agency, who
was able to contribute new content on nudge theory to the course. We have had a
parliamentary lawyer who writes legislation, a medical textbook editor, a curator
of a legal education website, several statisticians, and others whose contributions
have extended our own perspectives on information design.
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30 For more information, see
http://www.iiid.net.
31 The term comes from Susan
Verba’s Center for Design in the
Public Interest at University of
California, Davis.
32 For example, see Robert
Waller and Nick Parker, “Better
Speeding Notices for Faster
Comprehension” (Simplification
Centre Simple Action report
5), last modified October 2016,
http://simplificationcentre.org.
uk/downloads/reports/SimpleAction5-SpeedingNotice.pdf.
33 Robert Waller and Stephanie VandenBerg, “A One-Day
Transformation Project for
Overdose Emergency Kits,”
Information Design Journal 23,
no. 3 (2018): 319–33, DOI: https://
doi.org/10.1075/idj.23.3.05wal.
34 Robert Waller, “Tenancy
Agreements: A Fresh Approach”
(Simplification Centre Simple
Action report 2), last modified
March 2014, http://simplificationcentre.org.uk/downloads/
reports/SimpleAction2-TenancyAgreement.pdf.
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Figure 6 This project was to
raise awareness of the historical
connection between the wealth
of Bath, and the eighteenth
century slave trade.

35 George Siedel and Helena
Haapio, Proactive Law for Managers: A Hidden Source of Competitive Advantage (London: Gower
Publishing, 2011). For an example
of simplified contract design in
action, with an associated pattern
library, see Robert Waller et al.,
“Cooperation through Clarity:
Designing Simplified Contracts,”
Journal of Strategic Contracting
and Negotiation 2, no. 1-2
(2016): 48–68, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1177/2055563616668893.
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Advocacy and Demonstration
Because we exist to affect (rather than just investigate) our problem domain, we
engage in advocacy. We respond to government consultations on matters such as
the clarity of utility bills or consumer contracts, and comment through our blog.
Orphan design projects are challenges that no one seems to own, or that
no one wishes to pay for.31 Our Simple Action Days are similar to software hackathons—our network of designers, writers, enthusiasts, and students gets together
for a day of creative action. We then publish these as short reports and try to
engage in discussion with potential users of our ideas.32 To date we’ve worked on
tenancy agreements, planning notices, speeding tickets (Figure 7), and medicines
information.
We ran a Simple Action day at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine to address the issue of instructions for overdose emergency kits.33 Opioid
overdoses, increasingly frequent, can be temporarily countered with an antidote,
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Naloxone, giving time for emergency medical help to arrive. Because they are effective and also safe, the kits are distributed widely, and even carried by drug users.
So in an emergency, an untrained person may be required to use the kit to give an
injection. The current instructions include various efforts to communicate clearly—
such as the flow charts you can see in the top image in Figure 8. But there is far too
much information to be useful at the point of use.
The new design uses a box to carry key information, and highly simplified
instructions printed in large enough type to be legible in a poorly lit street or club.
Of course, the design would need thorough testing before use.
Tenancy agreements are among the most common legal documents in use, but
in the UK (and perhaps other countries) they are not standardized. Our redesign34
represents a genre shift, from legal document to user guide. The information that
is typically embedded in complex text (Figure 9, left)—or only implied—is made
explicit and visually available (Figure 9, right).
This is in the spirit of proactive law35—the idea that it’s better for contract documents to communicate so clearly that disputes do not arise, rather than be written
unclearly (to humans)36 but precisely (for lawyers and judges). (See figure 10.)
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36 This is an allusion to Creative
Commons, who publish a “human-readable” version of their
legal contracts. For more information, see https://creativecommons.
org/2009/02/18/the-value-of-human-readable-licenses/.

Figure 7 Official documents
such as this speeding notice (left)
follow no recognized discourse
conventions.They fail on every
level: legibility, vocabulary, sentence construction, structure, and
usability. Our new design (right)
is structured around a narrative
in the left-hand column. Within a
few seconds you know what it is
about and what you need to do.
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Figure 8 The existing overdose
emergency kit (above), and a
redesign (below) that emerged
during one Simple Action day.
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Figure 9 A page from a typical
tenancy agreement (left), and
our redesign (right).

Figure 10 In a typical agreement (top two boxes), tenants
would have to look in two places
to work out the dates when
they could give notice to leave.
The new agreement contains a
simple timeline combining both
sets of information.
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The Future
The Simplification Centre is currently rethinking its direction. The name is likely
to change—we are clearly no longer a center, so we need a more modest title that
does not overclaim. We are also seeking further partnerships to help us network
more effectively. Activities like the summer school, lecturing, and participation in
conferences help us build a community of practice: another key function of useful
research centers.
The summer school is likely to grow, and perhaps merge with our advocacy
work—past participants have expressed a wish to return, and we will work together
on orphan design projects in parallel to the regular more instructional summer
school program delivery.
One of our summer school participants remarked, “Most of my work is to do
with communicating effectively, and I feel like I’ve been given x-ray specs that
enable me to see it in a whole new way.” I don’t include this just as a glowing
product endorsement, but because it exactly describes our objectives, both when
we were a research center and now when we focus on advocacy and education. We
want to develop better x-ray specs—better tools for the organizations and individuals who develop information products. We want to offer design patterns, insight,
methods, and educational experiences that help them see how content, context,
structure, language, layout, visualizations, and channels can work together to good
effect. And we want all this to result in communications that help people to cope
with complexity in their everyday lives—more than we want it to result in research
grants, accolades, and publications.
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