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!e first time I crossed paths with John Grimwade’s work was when I was about 
to finish my B.A. in Journalism, in the summer of 1997. I had been offered an in-
ternship in the information graphics desk of La Voz de Galicia, the biggest regional 
newspaper in northwestern Spain. As my knowledge of the discipline was minimal, 
Manuela Mariño and Xoan González (father of Xaquín G.V. [González Veira], who 
you will meet in Profile 3), who led the department at the time, recommended 
that I take a look at some Malofiej publications. Malofiej1 is the International 

1 Visit h#p://www.malofiej20.com.
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Infographics Summit, organized every year by the Spanish chapter of the Society 
for News Design. !e event includes the most important competition in this field, 
which receives submissions from newspapers and magazines from all over the 
world. !e winners are showcased in a series of large-format books.

While browsing several of these books, one graphic caught my eye. It was titled 
“!e Transatlantic Superhighway,” and it explained the busy flow of flights over 
the Northern Atlantic (Figure 10.1). I was enthralled by its elegance and decep-
tive simplicity. My colleagues told me that the piece—which had won a Silver 
Medal at Malofiej—had been designed by a certain British maestro named John 
Grimwade. “Along with Nigel Holmes, Grimwade is the best in this business,” 
they added with a tone of reverence.

Years later, John and I became friends. He is a true gentleman, one of those pro-
fessionals who are always willing to help rookies (as I was when I met him) with 
inexhaustible patience. He has also been a constant source of inspiration for me 
and for many others in this industry. In the current era of big data, complex pro-
gramming, and information overload, his visual style—stripped down, precise, and 
graceful—is a reminder that good design is not about mastering technology, but 
about facilitating clear communication and the understanding of relevant issues. 

 Q Is it true that the way you produce graphics has not changed much in 
the 40 years that you have worked as an information graphics designer?
John Grimwade It is. I started doing information graphics many years before 
computers entered newsrooms. When they did, many colleagues said it was a 
huge change, but not for me. Maybe our methods of work have shi$ed a bit but 
the core principles are exactly the same.

 Q What are those core principles?
JG Our main goal should be to tell a story clearly by achieving order and having 
some sort of narrative through each graphic. Any project should start by analyz-
ing what your story is about and then finding the best way to tell it by spli#ing 
it up into easily digestible chunks, without losing depth.

When I design a graphic, I try to establish a hierarchy, too. In the planning 
stage, one of the first things I do is to identify the main components of the story 
and define how they are going to be sequenced on the page or on screen.

213
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 Q !at sounds like Journalism 101 to me. When you write a story, the best 
thing to start with is a structure for your writing.
JG !at’s because it is! !e only difference between a traditional journalist and 
us is the language. Journalists use words; we use pictures, charts, graphs, maps, 
diagrams, and illustrations.

I think one of the reasons why some people of my generation were very 
successful is because we were designers, but we got embedded in journalistic 
environments. We worked with reporters and editors. !at taught us that we 
should strive for clarity because we are an interface between a chaotic world of 
information and the user who wants to understand something. If we can’t bring 
users clarity, I think we have kind of failed, actually.

When I see a graphic I am interested in, I try to read it critically, and one ques-
tion I ask over and over again is “What’s the point? What’s the story?” !at’s what 
you have to do when you work on a project. It’s not enough to do good research 

Figure 10.2 
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Figure 10.3 

and then present your information to your readers. You have to edit that informa-
tion. We, infographics designers, must work as reporters but, above all, as editors.

 Q Is that why you have expressed reservations about the emerging field 
of data visualization? Many infographics designers in newspapers and 
magazines seem to be embracing it with enthusiasm, but you have said that 
sometimes it feels that visualization designers seem to just throw data at 
their users, without worrying about presenting coherent stories.
JG Embracing a new technique or a new technology is great. Data visualization 
can be really powerful and useful. I can see a lot of potential in it. Nonetheless, I 
also feel that many visualization designers try to transform the user into an editor. 
!ey create these amazing interactive tools with tons of bubbles, lines, bars, filters, 
and scrubber bars, and expect readers to figure the story out by themselves, and 
draw conclusions from the data. !at’s not an approach to information graphics 
I like. Not all readers are data analysts!
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Maybe I am old-school, but I don’t believe I am alone in that concern. !ink of 
Hans Rosling2 and the way he interacts with his wonderful bubble visualizations. 
He doesn’t just show stuff; he explains the main points, focusing the reader’s 
a#ention on the most interesting parts of the information. A$er that, if readers 
want to navigate deeper into other possible stories, they can do it. But first, they 
are exposed to a traditional, linear narrative that lays out the basic facts.

 Q Is it possible to find a synthesis between what information graphics 
designers have been doing for the past 30 or 40 years and what data visual-
izers are trying to achieve nowadays?
JG I am convinced that we will see that in the future. !e New York Times3 is 
exploring that path at this point. For instance, in many of their interactive 
graphics, they present complex sets of data, and they let you go really deep into 
the figures and their connections. But beforehand, they give you some context, 
some pointers as to what you can do with those data. If you don’t do this, if you 
don’t include this layer of information, which the designers call the “annotation 
layer,” you will end up with a visualization that may look really beautiful and 
intricate, but that will leave readers wondering, “What has this thing really told 
me? What is this useful for?”

It’s like a visualization I saw the other day that plo#ed the flow of taxis in 
New York City, as well as their positions at every time of the day and night. It 
looked really cool but, a$er a minute, I asked myself: What is this about? What 
am I supposed to see here? Is it really that surprising that the flow of taxis is re-
ally heavy between La Guardia and JFK, or that there are fewer taxis during the 
night than during the day? !at’s not a very revealing insight, is it?

Or take some gorgeous recent maps that show people tweeting all over Europe 
in the languages of the countries they live in. All right, that’s really interesting 
[said tongue-in-cheek]: !e Germans are tweeting in German! !e map certainly 
looks beautiful with all those li#le color dots shining here and there, but it’s not 
that enlightening. It doesn’t convey much, and that’s a problem. You need to ori-
ent readers into the story before they can navigate your graphics on their own.

 Q Let’s talk a bit about your own design process. How do you get started?
JG When we do a story for Condé Nast Traveler magazine, I try to be involved 
in it as early as possible. Sometimes it happens that reporters don’t realize they 

2 See Profile 8: Hans Rosling.
3 See Profile 3: Steve Duenes and Xaquín G.V.
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will need infographics in their pieces until they get back from trips, so I prefer 
to meet with them before they depart. It helps me get a clear idea of what shape 
the story is going to take, of its focus, and it helps reporters understand how the 
copy and the visual elements on the pages are going to complement each other. 

I bring paper and pencils to those meetings. While we talk, I keep scribbling. 
I do very rough sketches and take notes about the key elements. It’s in these meet-
ings when I decide what we need to show with the graphic so its content doesn’t 
overlap too much with what the copy will tell or the photographs will show.

 Q It seems that you put a lot of work in the planning stage of your projects, 
judging by the detailed sketches and roughs you produce. (See Figure 10.3 
and Figure 10.5.)
JG !ey are part of my thinking process. A$er the preliminary meetings are 
over, I go to my studio and work out the structure of the graphic in a rough form. 
I find that in pencil I can just do a rough version, arrange the elements as I wish, 
and throw away whatever I feel is not related to the points I want to get across. 
!ere’s virtually nothing invested in those sketches.

If you try to do something like that in a computer, you will somehow feel 
commi#ed to your first ideas. Sketching out using design so$ware requires a lot 
of effort. Later, when you go over your plans with editors, everything may need 
to change for some reason, maybe because the focus of the story has switched. 
If you are enamored with your own computer graphics, those that took so much 
time to develop, you may feel resistant to change them down the road.

In other words: at first, don’t just draw a box in Adobe Illustrator and start 
working inside it. !at’s a very bad way to start: You make a lot of art decisions 
and then trap yourself into them. I constantly see graphics that have been done 
like that. A big image or illustration was put in the middle first and then the 
designer tried to make all the other elements in the composition work around 
it, instead of coming up with a solid structure that would help tell the story you 
need to tell. !is doesn’t happen when you work with pen and paper before you 
proceed to the artwork phase.

I try to encourage my students at the School of Visual Arts to draw as many 
sketches as possible, due to this a#achment factor that everybody experiences 
every now and then. Sometimes they feel intimidated by hand drawing, but I tell 
them that they don’t need to be Leonardo da Vinci. What they need to come up 
with is not art; they don’t need to worry about aesthetics at this point, but about 
the structure. In many cases, just a bunch of very simple, rough, and badly drawn 
sketches made with cheap pencils or crayons will suffice to help you understand 
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Figure 10.5 
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how to organize a story, how to create a good sequence of steps, and a good hi-
erarchy in your layout.

 Q Speaking of students, you are well known for your openness to give ad-
vice to beginners and help them develop their own styles. What would you 
recommend to someone who is planning to pursue a career in information 
graphics and visualization? What should that person study?
JG !at’s very difficult question. I guess the challenge is that you are asking me 
to think backward. I learned to design infographics by working in a newsroom. 
Decades ago, I landed in a news publication and learned the cra$ on the job.

I would say, however, that the first skill you need to master is to look at 
graphics with a critical eye. Read newspapers, magazines, and textbooks; visit 
websites that showcase infographics and visualizations; and analyze if they help 
you understand important ma#ers. If they don’t, they are not good. !e next thing 
would be to reflect on the changes that would make those presentations tell clearer 
messages. And, if you have the time, you can maybe even make those changes.

You also have to ponder if you have the passion to enter this field. Infograph-
ics is not the easiest task. It might look like it is but it sure as hell isn’t. You need 
years of self-teaching and trial-and-error to master the techniques and tools. If 
you don’t feel the drive to be absolutely meticulous about research and coming 
to grips with the story, you just can’t produce a good information graphic. If you 
think you are going to skim across the top and treat it like some kind of art job, 
it’s very unlikely that you are going to be much of a success. I don’t know how to 
find or fuel that kind of passion, though.

Figure 10.6 
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Figure 10.7  

 Q I would say this passion you talk about reminds me of the passion good 
educators nourish. It’s the need to be curious, to learn, and to tell others 
about what you have learned. Journalists feel that kind of passion as well.
JG It’s really a journalistic passion, yes. In fact, some of the best people I have 
worked with used to be traditional journalists until they realized the power of 
visual storytelling. When you think about it, infographics and visualization are 
really amazing tools for telling stories when used correctly, aren’t they?
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Do wealthier countries take home more 
Olympic medals? Conventional wisdom 
suggests that they would. It’s no secret that 

having the financial resources to invest in human 
potential leads to success: The U.S. is the richest 
country in the world and has won more Olympic 
medals than any other nation. But if you introduce 
some elementary math and divide a country’s medal 

tally by its gross domestic product, the numbers 
rearrange themselves dramatically. Ethiopia’s track-
and-field victories lift the poverty-stricken state to 
the top of the pile, while economic powerhouses 
like Japan, France, and the U.S. finish near the bot-
tom. Here’s a look at our surprising results, based 
on medal counts from the 2004 Summer Games in 
Athens and G.D.P. data from the same year.

Medal Exchange
Sure, the world’s economic powerhouses dominate the Olympics. Or do they? 
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ings  jostling  f or  space  lik e  the  to w ers  of San 
Gimignano . The  principal  di er ence  wa s 
tha t  the  sk yscra pers  of W all  Str eet  felt  mor e 
lik e  cele bra tions  than  f orti ca tions , since 
they  we re  all topped  by  ela bora te cr o wns— 
orna te  ex clama tion  points  in  the  sk y  tha t 
made  it  clear  tha t  their  cr ea tors  had  struck  it 
rich  and  we re   not  afraid  to  sho w  it. 

Ther e  w as  not  a  gr ea t  deal  to  do  in  Lo we r 
Manha ttan  other  than  wo rk . Ther e  we re 
places  to  ea t  lunch  b ut  almost  no w her e  to  ha ve 
dinner ; ther e  we re   a  fe w  chea p  stor es , b  ut  an y- 
one w ho w anted to shop f or an ything w orth- 
w hile  had  to  go  upto wn. And  it  w ent  without 
sa ying  tha t  cultur e  w as  not  to  be  f ound  south 
of Canal Str eet. T rue , ther e w as T rinity 
Chur ch, Richar d  Upjohn ’s   sumptuous  1846 
spir e  at   the  head  of W all  Str eet, b ut  the  r eal 
ca thedral  of do wnto wn  w as  the  Ne w  Yo rk 
Stock  Ex change , a   b lock  aw ay . W  a tching  the 
b ustle  on  the  gar gantuan  trading  oor  w as  the 
biggest  thrill  this  part  of to wn  had  to  o er , 
and  it  did  little  to  o set  the  feeling  tha t  the 
neighborhood  consisted  almost  enti re ly   of 
narr ow   str eets  fr om  w hich  r ose  dispr oportion- 
a tel y  tall  sk yscra pers  occupied  by   people  wh o 
did things with mone y. Such w as  my  sense of 
do wnto wn, an yw a y—w hich  ma y  e xplain  wh y 
I  did  not  become  a  nancial  journalist. 

But  ev en  back  then, Lo w er  Manha ttan  had 
alr ead y  begun  to  change . The  dull  homo gene- 
ity  of the  place  w as  dri ving  a  lot  of nancial  in- 
stitutions and la w  r ms to the pleasanter and 
mor e  v aried  turf of Midto wn. It  w as  mor e  fun 
to be upto wn in those da ys . And, if y ou came 
fr om  the  sub urbs , d  o wnto wn  w as  w oefull y  in- 
con v enient: a  train  ride  into  the  city  f ollo we d 
by   a  long  sub wa y  ride  south  fr om  Grand Cen- 
tral Sta tion, not the sort of comm ute to glad- 

den the heart of a bank er 
fr om  Gr eenwich, Connecti - 
cut. Lo w er  Manha ttan  wa s 
w her e Ne w  Yo rk  had begun, 
and  it  had  it  all  ov er  upto wn 
so far as history  wa s con- 
cerned. (After  all, this  wa s 

Liber ty  for  all: 
Harbor-facing 
r ooms  at  th e 
Ritz-Carlton  
Batte ry   Park 
come  with  
telescopes  for 
Statue  viewing.   

In  the  past  year ,  Lower  
Manhattan  has  given  new 
meaning  to  the  phrase  “tough 
neighbor hood”:  The  vibranc y 
and  diversity  of  its  attractions 
ar e  a  testament  to  grit  of  the 
tr uest  kind.  St ro ll  ar ound 
downtown  and  you’ll  com e 
acr oss  some  of  New  Y ork’ s 
finest  historic  buildings, 
quirkiest  museums,  grandest 
hotels,  and  loveliest  parks. 
The  dining’s  divine,  the  shops 
one-of-a-kind,  and  the  best 
par t?  It’s  all  in  a  day’s  walk. 
Tu rn   to  page  232  for  details. 

Places & Prices 

Manhattan  Pr oject 
All  eyes  ar e  trained,  these  days,  on  New  Y ork’ s 

downtown—and  ther e’s  no  better  time  to  be  ther e. 

Fr om  T riBeCa  to  Batter y  Park,  fr om  the  Hudson 

R iver  to  the  E ast  R ive r,   her e  ar e  the  don’t-miss 

classics—plus  ever ything  new  and  coming 

The 

Rebuilding 
Gr ound  Zer o 
The  six  preliminary  plans  
submitted  in  July  shar e 
six  common  elements,  
illustrated  above.  The 
final  design  will  likely  
include  them,  along  
with  a  cultural  venue. 2000 feet
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do wnto wn, an yw a y—w hich  ma y  e xplain  wh y 
I  did  not  become  a  nancial  journalist. 

But  ev en  back  then, Lo w er  Manha ttan  had 
alr ead y  begun  to  change . The  dull  homo gene- 
ity  of the  place  w as  dri ving  a  lot  of nancial  in- 
stitutions and la w  r ms to the pleasanter and 
mor e  v aried  turf of Midto wn. It  w as  mor e  fun 
to be upto wn in those da ys . And, if y ou came 
fr om  the  sub urbs , d  o wnto wn  w as  w oefull y  in- 
con v enient: a  train  ride  into  the  city  f ollo we d 
by   a  long  sub wa y  ride  south  fr om  Grand Cen- 
tral Sta tion, not the sort of comm ute to glad- 

den the heart of a bank er 
fr om  Gr eenwich, Connecti - 
cut. Lo w er  Manha ttan  wa s 
w her e Ne w  Yo rk  had begun, 
and  it  had  it  all  ov er  upto wn 
so far as history  wa s con- 
cerned. (After  all, this  wa s 

Liber ty  for  all: 
Harbor-facing 
r ooms  at  th e 
Ritz-Carlton  
Batte ry   Park 
come  with  
telescopes  for 
Statue  viewing.   

In  the  past  year ,  Lower  
Manhattan  has  given  new 
meaning  to  the  phrase  “tough 
neighbor hood”:  The  vibranc y 
and  diversity  of  its  attractions 
ar e  a  testament  to  grit  of  the 
tr uest  kind.  St ro ll  ar ound 
downtown  and  you’ll  com e 
acr oss  some  of  New  Y ork’ s 
finest  historic  buildings, 
quirkiest  museums,  grandest 
hotels,  and  loveliest  parks. 
The  dining’s  divine,  the  shops 
one-of-a-kind,  and  the  best 
par t?  It’s  all  in  a  day’s  walk. 
Tu rn   to  page  232  for  details. 

Places & Prices 

Manhattan  Pr oject 
All  eyes  ar e  trained,  these  days,  on  New  Y ork’ s 

downtown—and  ther e’s  no  better  time  to  be  ther e. 

Fr om  T riBeCa  to  Batter y  Park,  fr om  the  Hudson 

R iver  to  the  E ast  R ive r,   her e  ar e  the  don’t-miss 

classics—plus  ever ything  new  and  coming 

The 

Rebuilding 
Gr ound  Zer o 
The  six  preliminary  plans  
submitted  in  July  shar e 
six  common  elements,  
illustrated  above.  The 
final  design  will  likely  
include  them,  along  
with  a  cultural  venue. 
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Figure 10.11 
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