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Abstract

Visual systems are designed to be conventional. With signage, such

as symbols and pictograms, it becomes pertinent to create visuals that
are easily understood and, ideally, objective in regards to the message
it is trying to convey. Ambiguity and subjectivity are qualities of failure
when attempting to make a sign that needs to be processed quickly
while also being legible to a wide audience. The majority of these signs
are used to represent the simple, typical, or mundane.

Functions or rules that we face every day, e.g. speed limits, safety
warnings, instructions, navigation. When the functions become novel
and more specialized, the signs become more complex, opening up the
symbol to interpretation, left to be stripped of its intended meaning.

At the most extreme end of novelty we fi nd that which has never need-
ed to be visualized: the abstract. Concepts such as emotion and feeling
are very much part of our day-to-day; it is experienced by everyone on
this planet and thus universally understood. Yet, feelings are extremely
volatile when attempting to design a single visual that refl ects collec-
tive human emotion.

Emotion is entirely situational and dependant on environment, mood,
and circumstance. A happy face (along with the barrage of emojis
available to us today) may be representative of the physical attributes
of these emotions, but they do not do justice to the individual human
experience of feeling.
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Today | feel...

When | was a kid, my family had this funny magnet that hung from
our refrigerator door. | remembered being obsessed with these litt-
le characters and amused by how varied and expressive all the faces
were. The purpose of the magnet was intuitive and direct: to simply
move the little planchette-like square across the board in order to

fi nd the emotion that rightfully expressed your current mood.

| would always fi nd myself coming home from school and making

a change to the board. It would be stuff like, “"Happy"” today because

| had a great day at school, or “Frustrated” the next because | got

in a fi ght with my brothers. But what was not so apparent, at least not
until | started working on this project, was that | wasn’t the only one
moving it. | would come across the board and sometimes fi nd that the
marker wasn't on the same face that | had left it on earlier. In a house-
hold of six, someone else besides myself also felt emotion.

It was never apparent who was moving the magnet, and perhaps when

I moved the mamarker, my family wassiunaware that it was me. Despite th he
anoonymity of theseemoovements, ome thing that was certain was that we
knew how someonne inrtthhis family fy felt. Showing others how you really
feel can be diffifi cuult. Eveen now withhin my own family, we still aren’t the
best at communicatting across our eemotions. Yet, back when we had

that magnet, we hadd accee esss to a mo a medium of expressing ourselves visi
ally, using the meaniimg o g of tt he face esto better understand how we feel.

Anecdote
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We use visuals to express ourselves constantly, either for personal
communication or something more universal. We have more emojis
than we know what to do with and we surround ourselves with picto-
grams in order to better understand our environment.

We are able to connect signs and symbols to ideas. We recognize the
meaning behind a frown as having a negative connotation, but our abil-
ity to decipher whether the frown is a sign for sadness, discomfort, or
disapproval, is something more nuanced.
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Thesis statement

Signs and symbols are understood easiest when the patterns and con-
texts are widely understood and simple. This is why pictograms are so
great at representing simple objects and ideas; the pictogram requires
little context and references universal patterns i.e. people, stairs, cars.
Facial expressions are also signs that are easy to understand, even when
they are expressing more complicated ideas i.e. laughter, astonishment,
disappointment. Yet, once the objects start getting more complicated,
or start to describe more novel actions, then signs and symbols are
harder to decipher. The more complicated the idea, the less patterns
and context we have to understand it's meaning. In this case the context
is most important as it helps us refi ne the patterns we need in order to
make sense of the sign i.e. mammograms, no steam, bobsledding.

Emotion is found at the very end of this spectrum, opposite of the sim-
ple. There is way more context needed in order to understand emotion
because the emotion relates to the individual. Without the ability to
read minds, we have no way of telling what emotion means to a person
and what it potentially might look like when given a medium to visualize
their feelings.

So what does

look like 2
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Methodology

Since emotions are relevant to the individual the project will need

to rely on the participation of the public. This means that the individual,
not the designer, will be creating the visuals of how what emotion looks
like. In order for the participant to create their sign, they would need

to be given a medium in which they could easily create a visual without
prior experience. While they could be given a pencil and then asked

to draw their emotion, not everyone may feel comfortable with drawing.

Thus a different method was explored. In Henry Dryfuss’ symbol
sourcebook, The author reduces pictograms and signs to their most
basic shapes. By using the shapes we can supply the participants with

a physical and straightforward method of image making. The use of the
shapes also allows for a constant in this activity. This allows each par-
ticipant’s submission to have some amount of relevancy to each other.

The participants would then be given one of the six emotions to repre-
sent with however many different shapes they thought would be appro-
priate. There was no limit in time or in the amount of shapes used.

Once the form was create, a short statement was collected from the
participants. They were asked to describe the experience that infl u-
enced the form that they had created. This would supply the context
that we desperately need in order to make sense of these signs.






Initial results










Application

In downtown San José the city attempts to connect with its citizens
by creating a campaign with the intent of engaging community pride.
Shown on the opposite page, the “Find Your Place” campaign shows
imagery of the city paired with statements like “l found my place” or
“| create in this place”. The statements are exploring concepts that
are universal and could be said about any city in the world. The worth
behind the campaign falls flat, and lacks substance.

Rather than having the city define how its residents feel about it, why
not have the residents be the ones that express themselves? This can
result in raising public awareness of concerns or appreciation of the
city— sourced straight from the residents.

In order to do so, we need to reframe the focus of the methodology.

here?
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feel in San José?




Results

The activity went public on the 7th Street quad of the San José State
University campus. By creating a makerspace in public, participants
were able to fi nd an open and welcoming environment. In an activity

that asks for personal stories, it is important to give participants a clear
understanding of what they are participating in. Visitors were educated
on the basics of sign, and shown submissions from the initial results.
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Database

The collected information is uploaded to an online database dedicated
to sharing the stories and signs submitted by the participants. The
sections are divided by emotion. Through the database, visitors can
gain insight on how people feel within their city. The visitor can scroll

through the stories and make comparisons, perhaps fi nding stories that
resonate with the visitor as well.

www.design.josuecruz.com/de-sign.html
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Collecting stories and experiences in
San José, CA. Told through emotions, represented
by signs & symbols.
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*My Mother lied to me about not getting me nothing for my birthday. But when my
bday came up she went o the extrema and threw me a huge bday party.®
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