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THE VISUAL IN SOCIAL, URBAN AND 
GEOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH



- To use our eyes (and brains!) more; 

- To discover the patterns and connections 
that matter; 

- To design information to make more 
sense; 

- To tell a story; 

- To focus only on the information that is 
important; 

- To tease out unseen patterns and 
connections; 

- Good design is the best way to navigate 
information glut 

…and it may just change the way we see the 
world!

OBJECTIVES OF THIS 
CLASS



WHY DO YOU VISUALIZE INFORMATION?



“WHAT IS TO BE SOUGHT IN DESIGNS FOR THE DISPLAY OF INFORMATION 
IS THE CLEAR PORTRAYAL OF COMPLEXITY. NOT THE COMPLICATION OF 
THE SIMPLE; RATHER THE TASK OF THE DESIGNER IS TO GIVE VISUAL 
ACCESS TO THE SUBTLE AND THE DIFFICULT – THAT IS, THE 
REVELATION OF THE COMPLEX.”

TUFTE (1983: 191)



THE INTERPRETATION OF VISUAL IMAGERY



- Several studies use visual 
research methods involving 
pictures or video to portray a 
selected aspect of a research 
question, construct, or process. 

- Images may not be the main 
research method, but when they 
are used in relation to other 
materials in the case study the 
visual knowledge will add to the 
depth of understanding.

VISUAL RESEARCH 
METHODS



- All imagery is produced by someone, for some purpose, and that relative standpoint 
must be acknowledged. 

- Images are constructed from diverse practices, technologies, and knowledges; as such, 
they function to communicate about the social worlds that gave rise to them. They also 
are interpreted within different contexts, which means that the effects on diverse 
audiences can be analyzed. 

- We can analyze visual images along several simultaneous planes of interpretation, 
including the construction of the image, reactions to the image, and the emotive aspect 
of the communication, to name a few.



- The contemporary world is becoming ‘hypervisible’ – modern technological 
developments in media and telecommunications have made much of the world present 
to us in real time 

- With such an array of visual images, how do we know what is real or authentic?  

- More importantly, how are these visual images manipulated to exercise power, and how 
might they induce a form of detrimental ‘social inertia’? 

- Visual imagery always produces cultural meaning

ESSENTIALS ABOUT PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEORETICAL IDEAS



Images serve different 
methodological 
functions. How they are 
used depends upon the 
motivating research 
question.  
Both found and created 
visual representations 
can be employed for 
research purposes. 
There are at least three 
foci that can be 
analyzed: 
1. the production of the 

image; 
2. the actual image; 
3. the audience impact. 

VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS



- Who produced the image? 

- What do we know about the 
producer of this image in terms of 
background education and 
training, and social identities (age, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality)? 

- Do these influences inspire the 
production of the image? 

- Who commissioned the image, 
when was it made and when was it 
exhibited/shown/broadcast?

THE PRODUCTION OF 
THE VISUALS



- Describe the image 

- Identify the symbolic elements 
of the visual image  

- How does the visual image 
relate to specific cultural 
genres? Is it indicative of a 
particular moment in cultural 
history? Does it represent a 
departure from the conventions 
of its genre? 

- How does the exhibition/display/
broadcast of the visual imagery 
affect its critical reception?

THE ANALYSIS OF THE 
VISUALS



- Archival images, which were 
produced for other purposes, 
can be interrogated as to their 
intended meaning in their time, 
how they were made, the 
content of the image including 
what is missing, their link to 
accompanying text as well as 
other texts, and how audiences 
over time have interpreted 
them. 

- The critical scrutiny of archival 
visual data challenges 
“official” stories, thereby 
surfacing counter-narratives



- PHOTO ELICITATION is a 
variation of open-ended 
interviewing where 
photographs are used to elicit 
the cultural insider’s 
understanding of what is in the 
photo. 

INTERPRETING  
AUDIENCES



- PHOTO VOICE: the cultural 
insider is given the means of 
production, thereby amplifying 
the voice of the insider. The 
insiders are given the power 
and the means of telling their 
story in a manner chosen by 
them, and the researcher 
becomes a collaborator in 
telling their stories.

INTERPRETING  
AUDIENCES



- Researchers in urban issues need to engage with the interpretation of visual imagery in 
a critical fashion. 

- The interpretation of visual imagery is intricately linked to philosophical and theoretical 
debates about the production and experience of culture. 

- Visual imagery can be explored through an understanding of the relationship between 
the ‘sign’ and ‘signification’. 

- We can interpret visual imagery by asking detailed, pragmatic questions about the 
production of images, image aesthetics and audiences. 

- Visual images affect. They inspire us to think, feel and act, and we produce distinctive 
geographies accordingly.

SUMMARY



QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS



DATA REPRESENTATION AND VISUALIZATION



The basic objective of data visualization is to provide an efficient graphical display for 
summarizing and reasoning about quantitative information. 
Data visualization plays several important roles in science:  

- it helps create informative illustrations of the data, recapitulating large amount of 
quantitative information on a diagram; 

-  it helps formulate new or supporting existing hypotheses from data;  

-  it guides a statistical analysis of data and checks its validity. 

AN EXTREMELY IMPORTANT TOPIC  IN A COMPLEX WORLD



The first uses of graphics 
to represent data, 
interestingly, were very 
bare and abstract, and at 
the same time were mostly 
tools for communication.



- John Snow's dot map 
demonstrated a correlation 
between intensity of cholera 
and proximity to the Broad 
Street pump. 

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

EARLY TO MID–1800S: PLAYFAIR, NIGHTINGALE, SNOW, MINARD



- Florence Nightingale’s chart of 
deaths in the Crimean War was 
used to illustrate her argument 
that improvements in hygiene 
would save many lives. 

- Florence Nightingale invented 
modern nursing, and 
established its importance 
based on data she collected 
during the Crimean War in the 
19th century. 

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

EARLY TO MID–1800S: PLAYFAIR, NIGHTINGALE, SNOW, MINARD



- Otto Neurath designed a visual 
language, the ISOTYPE, that not 
only showed numbers in ways that 
were easy to read, but that also 
communicated what they meant. 

- His illustrations were meant to 
stand on their own, without 
somebody there to explain.  

- Neurath aimed to make his images 
self-contained and self-
explanatory.

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

1920–30S: NEURATH



- From presentation to analysis. 

- Tukey was interested in what he 
could learn from the graphical 
depiction of the data, not 
whether it would work as a good 
presentation device.  

- Bertin used graphical means 
both for analysis and 
communication, though his 
more presentational graphics 
were mostly maps.

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

1960–70S: BERTIN AND TUKEY



- The elaborate information 
graphic was starting to be 
used to communicate 
numbers. 

- Explanation graphic: to explain 
the data and its context.

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

1970–80S: HOLMES





- Towards a minimal and 
unembellished style, with a 
strong emphasis on displaying 
the data.  

- His focus is clearly on 
displaying data for analysis. 

- Tufte and Holmes represent 
the two extremes of the 
embellishment spectrum.

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

1980S: TUFTE





- Infographics are used to attract 
eyeballs and links to otherwise 
mundane articles. 

- Many of today’s infographics just 
add eye candy that is of little 
practical use, while playing fast and 
loose with the data. 

- At the same time, the academic 
community is all about analysis and 
exploration of data, and almost 
entirely ignoring information and 
explanatory graphics.

THE CHANGING GOALS 
OF DATA VISUALIZATION

2000S-TODAY: INFOGRAPHICS VS. VISUALIZATION



- DATA VISUALIZATION: graphical presentation of information, with the goal of providing the 
viewer with a qualitative understanding of the information contents  

- Graphical display is an excellent way of communicating results. When done properly, it is 
concise, memorable, persuasive and honest. 

- Graphical representations serve three main purposes: (1) preliminary exploration of patterns 
within data; (2) checking the quality and assumptions of statistical and mathematical models; 
and (3) communicating results to the reader or audience.  

Four principal guidelines for graphics are recognized: 

- Patterns of interest should be shown without adversely affecting the integrity of the data. 

- Graphics should be ‘honest’. 

- It should be as easy as possible for the reader to read the data (as numbers) off the graphic. 

- Figures should be efficient.

SUMMARY



- We need to be able quickly to 
judge how well quantitative work 
has been done, what the value 
and implications of the results are 
and, indeed, whether we have 
been given enough information 
to make such judgements. 

- illustrations are typically used to 
imply that the pattern we see (the 
form) results from the causes 
depicted (the function). 

DATA EXPLANATION AND 
INTERPRETATION
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WORLD
HAPPINESS REPORT

7.08 6.79 is the min-
imum in this group.

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX

0.92 0.79 - 0.95 is the range of the
happy side. No overlap with
0.37 - 0.76 of the less happy.

FIFA®
RANKING

24We've got
the Belgians!

GOVERNMENT EFFECTIVENESS
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-2.50 is bottom.
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in this happy group.
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40%In percentage of GDP.
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25-28
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(but a lot of outliers)
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QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS



MAPPING AND GRAPHICACY



- As big data is too big to be 
understood at a glance or by reading 
tables, visualization is often pivotal 
in making sense of big data and for 
communicating findings to a wider 
audience. Big data is often 
associated with new forms of data 
visualization, infographics and maps.  

- Data Visualization has internal and 
external power. 

- Data Visualization has social and 
political dimensions.

WHY VISUALIZE SOCIAL 
SCIENCE RESEARCH?



Several groups of methods for data 
visualization can be distinguished in 
the social sciences: 

- Statistical graphics and 
infographics; 

- Geographical information systems; 

- Graph visualization or network 
maps; 

- Projection of multidimensional 
data.

WHY VISUALIZE SOCIAL 
SCIENCE RESEARCH?



- Decide whether the purpose of a data visualization is analysis, communication, or both. 
Analysis requires careful attention to the parameters used. When communicating 
research data to a non-specialist audience, a simpler representation is likely to be more 
appropriate.  

- It is worth piloting representations for communication purposes (i.e. try them on 
someone else) to be sure they are clear and effective. Consider the needs of different 
audiences, and do invest time in giving key findings a visual impact. 

- Consider the functions of the different visuals (comparison; concept visualization; 
correlation; distribution; display of geographical data; part to whole; trend over time)

A PICTURE IS WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS



There are numerous examples of 
mistakes or intentionally 
introduced distortions in a data 
visualization plot that can result 
in a message that is significantly 
different or even opposite to the 
one contained in the data.  

THE MISUSE OF 
GRAPHICAL DATA DISPLAY



The problems can be induced by 
the researcher (intentionally or 
unintentionally) or by the user of 
the diagram.  

THE MISUSE OF 
GRAPHICAL DATA DISPLAY





- well-designed presentation of interesting data, a combination of substance, statistics 
and design; 

- be transparent and honest, tell the truth about the data and be consistent; 

- show data variation and not design variation; 

- have a clear and detailed labeling, no ambiguity; 

- representation of numbers has to be in proportion to quantity; 

- use standardize measures.

WHAT MAKES GRAPHICAL EXCELLENCE AND INTEGRITY?



- Maps are not just artifacts; 
mapping is a process reflecting 
a way of thinking  

- Balchin and Coleman (1966) 
argued that graphicacy should 
be placed alongside numeracy, 
literacy and articulacy as 
educational prerequisites. 

- Graphicacy has become 
increasingly important 

MAPPING



- Practical tools 

- Models 

- Language and representation 

- Inventories and databases 

- Visualizations 

- Cultural artifacts and practices 

- Imaginings 

- Political devices 

- Metaphors for scientific knowledge 

- Persuasive icons 

- Contested texts 

- Geography

SOME OF THE POSSIBLE ROLES PLAYED BY MAPS AND MAPPING



Recent research has increasingly 
shown how mapping practices are 
fundamental in understanding the 
significance of the medium. 

Edward Tufte (1983) has argued 
that this artistic aspect of design 
implies a quest for quality. 

THE TERRAIN OF 
MAPPING



It has also been argued that maps 
are all imbued with power and 
that the work they carry out is 
always political. 

Maps interact with other 
discourses, may be read in 
conflicting ways by different 
social groups and say different 
things to different people

THE TERRAIN OF 
MAPPING



- Show the data. 

- Induce the reader to think about the substance rather than the methodology, graphic design, 
the technology of graphic production or something else. 

- Avoid distorting what the data have to say. 

- Present many numbers in a small space. 

- Make large datasets coherent. 

- Encourage the eye to compare different pieces of data. 

- Reveal the data at several levels of detail, from broad overview to the fine structure. 

- Serve a reasonably clear purpose: description, exploration, tabulation or decoration. 

- Be closely integrated with the statistical and verbal descriptions of a dataset. 

Source: Tufte (1983: 13)

UNIVERSAL RULES? BE EFFECTIVE BUT BE TRANSPARENT!



“GRAPHICAL EXCELLENCE IS THAT WHICH GIVES THE VIEWER THE 
GREATEST NUMBER OF IDEAS IN THE SHORTEST TIME WITH THE 
LEAST INK IN THE SMALLEST SPACE … AND GRAPHICAL 
EXCELLENCE REQUIRES TELLING THE TRUTH ABOUT THE DATA.”

TUFTE (1983: 51)



- Data-handling skills are both a prerequisite for statistical analysis and allow 
presentation and interpretation of numerical results. 

- The fundamental starting point is the realization that there are different levels of 
abstraction from the ‘real world’: data collection, graphical and numerical 
representation of data, and generalization from statistical or mathematical modelling. 

- Data (re)presentation can affect understanding, judgement and inference and is a vital 
part of the examination of geographical pattern and process. 

- Mapping works as a social process. 

- Maps work as representations, highlight spatial properties and provide a visual means 
of creating generalizations, classifications and symbolization. 

- There is a need for more critical use and design of mapping.

SUMMARY



QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS



TOOLS, REFERENCES, COUNTERPOINTS



- Piktochart: https://piktochart.com 

- Easel.ly: https://www.easel.ly 

- Infogr.am: https://infogram.com 

- Tableau Public: https://
www.tableau.com/products/public 

- Power BI Desktop: https://
app.powerbi.com/home?
noSignUpCheck=1 

- Gephi: https://gephi.org 

- ATLAS.ti: https://atlasti.com

A QUICK OVERLOOK OF SOME 
VISUALIZATION TOOLS



- Easily create engaging content in any 
format. 

- With Piktochart’s robust charts and 
maps you can quickly translate your 
data into a visual story that will grasp 
the attention of your audience.  

- Link up an Excel or Google Sheets file to 
easily create graphs that automatically 
update when your data does. Add 
interactive maps to your presentation to 
highlight your main points. 

- https://piktochart.com

PIKTOCHART

https://piktochart.com


- Easelly is a simple infographic maker 
that lets you visualize any kind of 
information. 

- Pick from hundreds of professionally-
designed infographic templates; 

- Customize it with their library of 
icons, charts, illustrations, and 
images; 

- Download your infographic in every 
major format. 

• https://www.easel.ly

EASEL.LY

https://www.easel.ly


- Infogram is an intuitive 
visualization tool. 

- Infographics, Maps, Reports, 
Dashboards, with many 
different chart types. 

- Example: http://
www.politico.eu/article/
catalonia-independence-
referendum-what-spain-has-to-
lose/

INFOGR.AM



- Tableau is a visual analytics platform that 
creates custom maps, charts, and graphs. 

- Easily create stunning interactive graphs, 
maps, and live dashboards in minutes on 
our free platform. No coding required. 
Connect to data in a variety of formats 
like Excel, CSV, and Google Sheets. Save 
to your Tableau Public profile to pick up 
where you left off. Create a data 
visualization by downloading Tableau 
Desktop, or learn more from the free 
Resources. 

- Check the videos: https://
public.tableau.com/en-us/s/resources

TABLEAU PUBLIC







- Power BI Desktop is a free 
application you install on your 
local computer that lets you 
connect to, transform, and 
visualize your data.  

- You can connect to multiple 
different sources of data, and 
combine them into a data 
model. This data model lets 
you build visuals, and 
collections of visuals.

POWER BI DESKTOP



- There are three views available in Power 
BI Desktop, which you select on the left 
side of the canvas. 

- Report: In this view, you create reports 
and visuals. 

- Data: In this view, you see the tables, 
measures, and other data used in the data 
model associated with your report, and 
transform the data for best use in the 
report's model. 

- Model: In this view, you see and manage 
the relationships among tables in your 
data model.

POWER BI DESKTOP



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yKTSLffVGbk


- Gephi is the leading 
visualization and exploration 
software for all kinds of graphs 
and networks. Gephi is open-
source and free. 

- https://gephi.org/tutorials/
gephi-tutorial-quick_start.pdf

GEPHI





The 100 most frequent words used by the 
Italian Prime Minister in the Recovery Plan 

and their importance. 
Elaboration  by: F. Celata & A. Romano



- A case study project is created in 
ATLAS.ti as a hermeneutic unit (HU) 
that bundles together all relevant 
data sources, codes, conceptual 
linkages, memos, and comments. 
The data included in case study 
research are imported into the 
software and organized, managed, 
coded, and analyzed. 

- ATLAS.ti is a storage, organizational, 
management, and analysis tool for 
case study research. A variety of 
data types can be imported into 
ATLAS.ti, enriching the study.

ATLAS.TI





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uHx0GMkBuPM


- LSE Cities’ mission is to study how 
people and cities interact in a 
rapidly urbanising world, focussing 
on how the design of cities impacts 
on society and the environment. 
Through research, conferences, 
teaching and projects, LSE Cities 
aims to shape new thinking and 
practice on how to make cities 
fairer and more sustainable for the 
next generation of urban dwellers, 
who will make up some 70% of the 
global population by 2050.

COUNTERPOINTS: THE 
URBAN  AGE PROJECT 

HTTPS://URBANAGE.LSECITIES.NET

















- LSE Cities’ mission is to study how 
people and cities interact in a 
rapidly urbanising world, focussing 
on how the design of cities impacts 
on society and the environment. 
Through research, conferences, 
teaching and projects, LSE Cities 
aims to shape new thinking and 
practice on how to make cities 
fairer and more sustainable for the 
next generation of urban dwellers, 
who will make up some 70% of the 
global population by 2050.

COUNTERPOINTS: THE ANTI-
EVICTION MAPPING PROJECT 

HTTPS://ANTIEVICTIONMAP.COM/BLOG







‘Il numero 1’ is a composite book. 
It includes a preface written by a 
homeless, a full-length 
ethnographic novel, 20 black 
and white illustrations, and a 
more academically sound 
appendix. 

Michele Lancione is Professor of 
Economic and Political 
Geography at DiST in Turin and 
Visiting Professor of Urban 
Studies at the Urban Institute, 
Sheffield. He is also a co-founder 
and Editor of the Radical 
Housing Journal and 
Corresponding Editor at IJURR. 
https://www.michelelancione.eu

COUNTERPOINTS: GRAPHIC NOVELS  ON THE RISE 



An anthropological graphic novel 
that reconstructs the history of 
Thailand in the last four decades 
through the life of Lek, a fictional 
character based on real-life 
motorcycle taxi drivers in 
Bangkok. A story of migration 
and life in the city, of personal 
growth and political violence. 

Claudio Sopranzetti is assistant 
professor in Social Anthropology 
at the Central European 
University, a Quondam Fellow at 
All Souls College, and a 
Research Associate at the 
Oxford Programme for the 
Future of Cities. 
https://
www.claudiosopranzetti.com

COUNTERPOINTS: GRAPHIC NOVELS  ON THE RISE 



The border dimension between 
the city of the rich and the popular 
city of San Siro in Milan, the new 
pride of Arcella in Padua, the 
memory of the Bolognina's past 
worker in Bologna, the thousand 
contradictions of Tor Bella Monaca 
in Rome, the stigma suffered from 
the inhabitants of the ZEN in 
Palermo: an anthology of 5 stories 
of 5 neighborhoods of 5 Italian 
cities with the aim to read – from 
inside and from below – some of 
the most famous Italian 
peripheries. 

Adriano Cancellieri is assistant 
professor in Urban Sociology at 
IUAV University of Venice. 
Giada Peterle è postdoctoral 
fellow in Cultural Geography at 
the University of Padua.

COUNTERPOINTS: GRAPHIC NOVELS  ON THE RISE 
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