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You wouldn’t expect from a book on graphic design anything less than content that consists of rich and impressive images. In Information graphics and visual clues, Ronnie Lipton delivers images of “design concepts that [made] it past the clients into print and into the minds of viewers” (p. 8) with explanations from the spotlighted designers sprinkled with her helpful tips. The outcome is a lesson book on graphic design that teaches as well as inspires.


In the introduction, Lipton borrows a slogan from the Tim Kenney Marketing Partners design firm to propose the book’s message. “Be seen, be heard, be noticed, be remembered” (p. 6) seems like a simple enough goal for the graphic designer, but as Lipton points out throughout the book, designers often go through many iterations of a design concept before they (and often the client) are satisfied that the intended message is appropriately conveyed. To prove her point, Lipton chooses examples that go beyond the appealing. As she explains, with most viewers “’pretty’ won’t cut it” (p. 10).


Information graphics and visual cues is divided into five categories of graphic works. 
Chapter 1, “Publication identity systems” is a lesson in creating images that are relevant to how an organization will be represented graphically in such items as covers and product packaging. Lipton shows how the graphic that displays on the front cover must flow through to the content that is within the work. And as required in some design projects, Lipton lets the images do most of the talking. Her examples include the undemanding (such as a map in a colorful catalog presented to college students) to the emotional (such as a cover of a journal featuring a water hose tied like a hanging noose). The examples in this chapter include publications, journals, video packaging, an identity system, catalogs, annual reports, and a book cover.


Chapter 2, “Posters and other promotions,” is the largest section of the book. Lipton explains that when designing posters, the main goal is simplicity, because posters are usually viewed at a distance. With such promotional works as ads, logos, brochures, and invitations, “the audience is meant to view it at arm’s length or less, as you hold the magazine or newspaper it appears in” (p. 26). The examples in this chapter range from the uncomplicated, a photograph of an entire shelf of rare books to celebrate a public library’s anniversary, to the ridiculous used to convey the “urban, funky, fun, and unexpected” (p. 68) tone needed to attract potential clients to an exercise gym. In addition to posters, this chapter includes samples of ads, a theater marketing tool, brochures, invitations, an anniversary campaign, logos, promotions, a program booklet, a moving announcement, a commemorative pin, a shopping bag, and a press folder.


Chapter 3, “Logos and stationery,” explores design and space. Whereas the samples in Chapter 2 are effective at getting the viewer’s attention quickly, the samples in this chapter show how to “capture a world of meaning in a nutshell” (p. 108). This chapter also shows how some design concepts get some help from existing images such as the AIDS ribbon and the “familiar walking fingers” of the Yellow Pages (p. 165). Lipton considers the images in this chapter effective because they fulfill the requirement “to communicate the image, spirit, function, diverse activities, and name of a company, and to do it in a variety of media and in a range of sizes” (p. 108).


Chapter 4, “Illustrations,” is short on examples but long on information. As the examples in this chapter suggest, illustrations delve deeper into the viewer’s perceptions. The examples express how illustrations should involve “boiling down a concept to its essence, translating that essence into graphics, and subtracting everything that doesn’t contribute” (p. 172). In addition to illustrations, this chapter includes a sample calendar, a patient communication tool, an instruction manual, a design machine, and a book.


Graphic designers know that a portfolio is an excellent means of showcasing their quality and style of work. In chapter 5, “Holiday greetings,” Lipton gracefully wraps up the book by offering that the holiday season as a time to “show off your creativity without a hard sell, or even a soft one” (p. 186). Although she recognizes that designers might feel uncomfortable with the idea, she explains that it is an acceptable means of self-promotion. She states that “what is welcome is imagination; graphics that convey gratitude for the association, and friendly, warm feelings in general . . . maybe some gentle, inoffensive humor” (p. 186). The examples in this chapter are heavy on imagination and go beyond the traditional greeting card. The examples include a deck of holiday card/playing cards and a Christmas card that when opened gives the viewer an unexpected “shock.”


Information graphics and visual cues is a great teacher and inspiration of the right elements to consider when designing information graphics. I think the book is a great reference as well as an inspiration. Although the book doesn’t really provide “bad” design examples, it does include some of the rejected pieces that were eventually scrapped or redone. I think the book is a good refresher for designers whose work may have become stale, as well as for anyone interested in understanding the task of effectively communicating information with graphics.
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