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ABSTRACT
The explosion of map use in the past few decades as part of everyday
activities, accelerated through the digital production and dissemination
of maps and the availability of low-cost, location-aware devices, has
made the job of cartographers and map display designers more
challenging. Yet, how do these recent changes affect effective map
design? Can we accurately predict which designs will work for a
given context? We investigate the concepts of design transferability
and context and their potential to help us create map design
outcomes that are effective for varying map use situations. We then
present a model for operationalizing map use context to support
evaluating map design transferability and pose several open research
questions that need to be answered to support operationalizing map
use context. This is followed by a research agenda that identifies
research opportunities related to key research needs that will
underpin transferable map design.

RÉSUMÉ
L’explosion durant les dernières décennies de l’utilisation de cartes
comme activité quotidienne, accéléré par la production et la diffusion
numériques de cartes et la disponibilité de dispositifs de localisation
peu chers, a rendu plus difficile le travail des cartographes et des
concepteurs de cartes. Alors se pose la question de savoir comment
ces changements récents impactent la conception de cartes efficaces.
Peut-on précisément prévoir quelle conception fonctionnera pour un
contexte donné? Nous questionnons les concepts de transférabilité
de conception et de contexte, ainsi que leur potentiel, pour nous
aider à créer des résultats de conceptions de cartes qui sont efficaces
pour des usages diversifiés de cartes. Puis nous présentons un
modèle pour rendre opérationnel le contexte d’utilisation de cartes
pour évaluer la transférabilité de la conception de carte et poser
certaines questions ouvertes de recherche qui attendent des
réponses pour l’opérationnalisation du contexte d’utilisation de carte.
Enfin nous présentons un agenda de recherche qui identifie les
opportunités liées aux besoins prioritaires pour avancer sur le concept
de transférabilité de la conception de carte.
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1. Introduction

The explosion of map use in the past few decades as part of everyday activities, accelerated
through the digital production and dissemination of maps and the availability of low-cost,
location-aware devices, hasmade the job of cartographers andmap designers more challen-
ging (Griffin & Fabrikant, 2012). We used to design for just one static map medium: paper. In
comparison to today, where the general public can access maps almost anywhere and at
any time of day (given the necessary resources), maps not too long ago were more often
consumed by domain professionals, most typically inside, with the required permission to
access them, the necessary income to afford their purchase, and with the luxury of time
to pore over them. The digital distribution of maps over the Internet has greatly increased
the potential, albeit unevenly, for anyone to use and create maps (Graham, Hale, & Stephens,
2012). Despite this unevenness, a larger number of people with a wider range of individual
differences, background knowledge, and training are using and creatingmaps. New technol-
ogy has enabled trained cartographers to design maps for many more map use situations
(e.g. maps for mobile, location-aware devices to be used on the go; immersive wall displays
for collaborative decision-making; desktop displays; online; offline; responsive maps; etc.).
We also have the possibility to develop algorithms for map design, and work with increas-
ingly voluminous data sources, often of uncertain provenance, sometimes updated in real
time (Robinson et al., 2017); unimaginable even 50 years ago.

Yet, how do these recent changes affect effective map design? Can we predict which
designs1 will work for particular use situations (i.e. contexts)? We take context to
include information about who is using the map (the map user), where the map is
being used (the environment), what is being done with the map (the activity), and the
graphical object itself (the map). Even early perceptual studies showed that contextual
factors, such as using different map production technologies (e.g. tint screening versus
laser printing),2 produce different requirements for effective map design (Griffin & Mon-
tello, 2015). While understanding how and why a given factor affects performance is
useful and even desirable, realistically, making highly reliable and accurate design predic-
tions often requires more knowledge than we currently have about human map use.
Moreover, a complete model of map use will likely result in conflicting design require-
ments that cannot be resolved, but only traded-off by the designer (Petchenik, 1983).

Carefully controlled studies can help to pin down some of the relationships between all
of the potentially relevant factors and the mechanisms by which they influence human
map use performance. Because our knowledge of these relationships in all possible use
contexts is limited, there may be some value in considering the concepts of transferability
and relevance to improve map design efficacy in different use contexts. Transferability is an
idea with roots in qualitative research, in which researchers seek to understand the con-
texts to which the results of their research might be transferred, rather than generalized
to all contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Many qualitative researchers use the concept of
transferability (among other criteria) to judge the quality of case-based qualitative
research. Its counterpart in quantitative research is external validity, or generalizability
(Hoepfl, 1997), yet it differs in its overt attention to the bounds of generalizability,
bounded rather than universal. Qualitative researchers operationalize transferability by
providing a rich description of context, so that readers of the research can judge the
degree of similarity between the reported context and their own research case studies.
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Expert cartographers, with tacit knowledge about cartographic design principles, are
able to make map design trade-offs using context information implicitly; a result of design-
ing many maps for use in different situations. Yet some maps are made by non- or less-
expert designers, who often mostly learn from seeing other maps. The number and
design quality of maps that less-expert designers have seen may vary. Hence, some
map designers may be more informed than others. Yet is looking at and designing
many maps the only way to improve map design expertise? For a time during the early
days of computing, it seemed as though expert systems might provide an answer (Pfeffer-
korn et al., 1985). After decades of effort and research, some national mapping agencies
have in fact recently managed to completely automate the design of particular map
series (Howard, Blick, & McNamara, 2009). Nevertheless, there is no expert system that
will automatically generate an acceptable design for all map use contexts. This is
perhaps because design experts are unable to express their knowledge in a concise set
of rules or facts that could be simply followed by a computer, or even a less-expert
designer (Lawson & Dorst, 2009). Indeed, in a series of interviews Tolochko (2016, p. 58)
undertook with expert cartographers who design web maps, one designer stated: ‘I can
tell it’s a well-designed map when I see it, but I don’t know exactly why.’ We propose
that the concepts of transferability and context can be harnessed to structure tacit
design knowledge and to provide guidance without being overly prescriptive or simplistic.
Rather than looking at the search space of all maps for design guidance and inspiration, it
can narrow the focus to maps that share key contextual characteristics. For more expert
designers, such an approach may provide guidance about to which aspect of a design
the designers should devote their limited resources (typically time) when exploring differ-
ent design solutions.

What do we need to understand to be able to successfully identify which designs or
which aspects of designs will transfer from one context to another? Do we need to
describe all possible context information? Are some pieces of context information more
important for understanding some map use situations than for others? In other words,
how relevant are particular pieces of context information for a given map use situation?
These are as yet unanswered questions.

Should we agree that the concept of transferability has merit for map design, a key
open research question then is:Which contextual information is relevant for making reason-
able judgments about whether a particular design solution, developed for one map use situ-
ation, might be transferable to another?

In the following sections, we consider the merits of transferability and the preconditions
necessary to determine whether a design would be transferable. First, we clarify the
concept of transferability, which underlies our proposed approach for improving the
map design process. Second, we define our concepts of context and relevance, and intro-
duce a general model that allows us to operationalize context within cartography. Third,
we examine some ways context impacts upon each of the model’s four components—the
map user, the map use environment, the map use activity, and the map itself—which in
turn shape the design solution space for a particular map use situation. Finally, we illus-
trate how context, relevance, and transferability can be applied situationally. Across
each of these sections, we identify research opportunities that can progress our under-
standing of context and how this knowledge can improve our map design processes.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CARTOGRAPHY 3



2. How can we judge whether a design is likely to be transferrable?

In a design discipline, such as cartography, design transferability is about leveraging one or
more aspects of an existing design for a new application or map use situation (Ruecker,
Radzikowska, & Sinclair, 2011, p. 23). The goal is not generating or finding a generalizable
design that will work for all possible applications. Rather, the goal is to be able to modify a
design so that it functions effectively in a given map use situation. Identifying needed
design modifications requires understanding the particularities of the map use situation
and how they may differ from the situation for which the original design was developed.
Importantly, it is the cartographer who modifies the original design who must judge the
extent to which the design is transferrable to the new situation. Yet, a precondition for
confidently making such judgments is that the original designer or design process pro-
vides sufficient contextual information about the map use situation. In the face of not
knowing a priori which context information about a map use situation will be important
for a future modification use of the design for a new situation, what should be captured?

Thus, a second open research question is: How can we best structure or model context infor-
mation so that it supports judgments of transferability? Does the needed amount of context infor-
mation to make transferability judgments differ between expert and novice cartographers?

We could also consider clinical practice in medicine, in which medical professionals must
make informed judgments about how to apply clinical guidelines to the specific patient,
many of whose individual differences and embedded social circumstances may vary in
important ways from those of patients who participated in the clinical trials that led to the
published research (Pearson, 2013). The field of implementation science studies how research
produced by experts gets implemented in a particular situation by practitioners or policy-
makers who are working within political realities and with different levels of motivation.
Thus, a central focus of the field is on how context affects the implementation of evi-
dence-based interventions. While health practitioners do not yet have all the answers to
how context affects their practice, they have suggested that action research methodologies
originally developed by organizational development scientists, with their focus on real-world
contexts, might be a fruitful approach (Glasgow et al., 2012).

Judging the transferability of a design requires an understanding of the contextual cir-
cumstances shaping a particular map use situation. If our end goal for transferability is the
improved implementation of design solutions, we must first understand what we mean by
context and its role in cartography.

3. Context and its role in cartography

One oft-cited definition of context states,

context is any information that can be used to characterize the situation of an entity. An entity
is a person, place, or object that is considered relevant to the interaction between a user and
an application, including the user and applications themselves. (Abowd et al., 1999, p. 305)

Context is a dynamic and interactive construct, at once predictable and unpredictable,
constituted of many static and dynamic factors (e.g. virtual and physical locations, time,
social interactions, activities, people, objects) (Chen & Atwood, 2007; Greenberg, 2001;
Reichenbacher, 2003), and the importance of particular contextual factors is highly
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variable according to the goals, abilities, and affective states of the involved individuals
and groups (Abowd & Mynatt, 2000; Bauer, Newman, & Kientz, 2014). These factors are
also highly interdependent and overlapping, and only when combined can they begin
to capture what we describe as ‘context’. Some conceptualizations of context emphasize
individuals and how their actions and interactions are what create context (Abowd &
Mynatt, 2000; Chen & Atwood, 2007).

Although context plays a significant role in all aspects of map research, design, and use,
cartographers do not subscribe to a common definition of it, nor do they agree upon how
it should be modeled. It is not a prominent topic of discussion within the literature. For
example, in the 2009 research agenda of the International Cartographic Association
(ICA) (Virrantaus, Fairbairn, & Kraak, 2009) and its 2012 follow-up (Moellering, 2012),
map users, map design, and usability merited considerable attention, whereas context
received no mention at all. Presumably, cartographers are well aware of the importance
of context, and yet there is no evidence that any effort to define and formalize context
(e.g. MacEachren et al., 2004; Sarjakoski & Sarjakoski, 2008; Schlichtmann, 2009; Tomas-
zewski, 2008; Tomaszewski & MacEachren, 2012) has gained traction within the broader
community. As such, we continue to lack effective, consistent strategies for describing
context and implementing our understanding of it to solve design problems.

Tomaszewski (2008) and Tomaszewski and MacEachren (2012) conceptualize context as a
product of human reasoning processes used to filter, constrain, and provide meaning to all
information arising from a situation; the specific information used to represent context is
termed context information, for which there are two descriptive categories, contextual (infor-
mation that provides context) and contextualized (information given meaning through
context). Taking the view that context is an emergent, dynamic property of map use
(adapted from Chen & Atwood, 2007; Dourish, 2004), we propose that distinct map use con-
texts emerge from individual map use situations. In this approach, map use is the situation,
and context information emerges from the interaction of four components: the map user, the
map use environment, the map use activity, and the map itself (Figure 1).

Figure 1. A model for operationalizing map use context to support evaluating design transferability.
The left image shows how context information emerges through the interaction of four situational
components (map, user, activity, environment). The right image visualizes emergent context infor-
mation as a triangular pyramid; context nearer the apex is considered more relevant.
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The challenge then, as noted by Tomaszewski and MacEachren (2012), is to implement
a model that is neither impractical nor too general to be useful. Map use situations are
unique, but it is impractical, if not impossible, to model all possible context information
within a particular use situation; however, if the model generalizes too much, ignoring
the uniqueness of each use situation, it loses its utility. In Figure 1, we present a model
that we believe can be used to operationalize context without being either too specific
or too general.

Each model component is an essential part of a map use situation: the user (e.g. individual
differences, capabilities, mental states), the environment (e.g. the setting of the map use), the
activity (e.g. purpose for using the map, actions undertaken while using the map), and the
map (e.g. representation design, nature of data, display device, interface). Importantly, this
model is not conceived as a one-size-fits-all model of map use, but as a tool to facilitate
the comparison of map use situations and to support evaluation of design transferability.

Our proposed model provides a mechanism to organize the context information emer-
ging from a given map use situation. The expectation is that this model will help deter-
mine which contextual information is necessary to compare two distinct use situations,
and then extract from that information the most relevant factors. Importantly, we do
not have to compare every contextual factor, only those most pertinent to the map use
situation. And so, we draw upon another concept, the relevance of contextual factors.

In seeking effective design solutions, the cartographer must answer two questions: (1)
What are the relevant contextual factors that emerge from twomap use contexts? (2) What
do these contextual factors tell us about the transferability of a particular design solution?
Just as context filters and constrains situational information, the relevance of contextual
factors acts as a selection filter to reduce context information to its most essential and
salient factors (Figure 2).

The contextual circumstances surrounding map use situations are potentially limitless;
evaluating all of them is both impractical and unnecessary. By first identifying what is con-
textually relevant about two situations, and then determining their congruence, we can
evaluate the applicability of a particular design solution. Within our proposed model, for
context information to be relevant it must directly affect the map’s design, and the
user’s ability to use the map for the map use activity for which the map is being designed.

Figure 2. The basic function of our context model. As conceived by Tomaszewski and MacEachren
(2012) (left figure), context is produced from situational information via human reasoning processes.
Likewise, we posit that context is produced from information that arises from a map use situation
(right figure); relevance of contextual factors is the selection filter used to determine which context
information is essential.
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In emphasizing the concept of relevance of contextual factors, we can confirm key simi-
larities or reveal key dissimilarities necessary to make transferability decisions, or modifi-
cations to existing designs. This is perhaps the greatest benefit of emphasizing
transferability and relevance of contextual factors within our context model: the identifi-
cation of essential context information as it emerges from the components of context.

Ideally, the model can also be used to build toward developing design processes that
identify design solutions that are transferrable despite changes in context information
among map use situations. Sarjakoski and Sarjakoski (2008) presented a similar model
in their investigation of the roles of adaptiveness and context sensitivity specific to adap-
tive map design; in their model, map adaptation is controlled by context parameters.
While our context model and notion of transferability are applicable but not limited to
adaptive technologies, successful design remains predicated on identifying the relevant
contextual parameters of a given situation.

If we seek transferable design solutions, then here our model of context must be
allowed to become more explicit so we can position various contextual factors as they
emerge, and thus predict, cope with, or determine how to meet a particular design chal-
lenge. Although we may not know a priori which specific factors will emerge in a given
context, we can use our understanding of how context manifests within and between
each component in the context model to compare the two map use situations, and
predict the viability or transferability of a particular design solution.

While we have proposed this model of context, we have not yet put it into practice or
evaluated its utility. Thus, a third open research question is: What are the reliability and val-
idity of the proposed context model? Does it produce usable and useful results?

Next, we examine each of the four components of our context model and identify
opportunities for research that will extend our understanding of that contextual com-
ponent, with the aim of improving the chance that the context model can be used to
produce useful results.

4. Context and map users

Empirical cartographic design research conducted with map users has some tradition of
studying the role of individual differences in map reading, interpretation, and use (Mon-
tello, Lovelace, Golledge, & Self, 1999). For example, there have been studies that have
looked at the role of sex in map reading (Lloyd & Bunch, 2005, 2008), color vision impair-
ment and successful map use (Olson & Brewer, 1997), or the role of expertise of various
types in successfully using maps (Lloyd & Bunch, 2005; Roth, 2009). There is thus some
understanding that to provide effective visualizations, cartographers need to pay attention
to these individual differences, either in terms of modifying the design of the visualizations
themselves or in training users to use them more effectively (Davies, Fabrikant, & Hegarty,
2015). Individual differences are an essential component of context because they shape
the design solution space. Use of a spectral color scheme is likely to cause problems for
many color vision impaired map readers, for example. In this section, we focus on identify-
ing research opportunities related to individual differences that we believe need more
research attention: spatial abilities, disability, the relationship between individual differ-
ences and affective and emotional responses to maps and spatial information, and system-
atizing individual difference definitions.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CARTOGRAPHY 7



4.1. Spatial abilities

One individual difference that has received increased research attention recently is a cat-
egory of related abilities generally grouped as ‘spatial abilities’, for example, those found at
SILC (2016). A number of researchers have demonstrated their importance in successful
use of maps to complete a variety of types of tasks, ranging from navigation to a route
planning task (Maguire et al., 2000; Wilkening & Fabrikant, 2011). It is clear that training
and practice can improve spatial abilities (Uttal et al., 2013) and that doing so actually
changes the structure of an individual’s brain, as demonstrated by the well-known
study of London taxi drivers (Maguire et al., 2000; Woollett & Maguire, 2011).

The general public now experiences maps as nearly ubiquitous. They are spending
more time using maps of all kinds, but in particular, maps that help them to navigate
from place to place, including those found in GPS navigation tools. While these kinds of
applications can facilitate people’s daily activities and decision-making, they potentially
bring some detrimental effects. As mentioned by Montello (2009, p. 1835), ‘technologies
change how we think, often by reducing our ability to reason effectively without the tech-
nology’. Therefore, there is a strong need to understand the potential side effects of over-
reliance on these technologies. Just as practice can improve our spatial abilities, if we fail to
use them, they can atrophy. There are several initial studies hinting in this direction, and
they show that over-reliance on navigation systems actually harms our spatial abilities and
spatial knowledge acquisition (Aporta & Higgs, 2005; Gardony, Brunyé, Mahoney, & Taylor,
2013; Huang, Schmidt, & Gartner, 2012; Ishikawa, Fujiwara, Imai, & Okabe, 2008). However,
until now, a systematic understanding of these issues and their relationship to other indi-
vidual differences is still missing, and very challenging, as it requires longitudinal empirical
research.

Opportunity #1: How is spatial ability affected by spatially enabled devices? How can we
design technologies that facilitate users’ activities and decision-making and augment rather
than harm their spatial abilities?

4.2. Disability

Maps are no longer simply seen; they are heard, they change over time, and they are inter-
active (Krygier, 1994; MacEachren, 1995; Maggi, Fabrikant, Imbert, & Hurter, 2016; Magnus-
son et al., 2009). Maps are often multi-sensory devices that require users to see, hear, and
move in ways they have not done previously. Perhaps the best-studied disability within
research on map design is vision impairment (Brock, 2013; Lawrence & Lobben, 2011;
Lobben & Lawrence, 2012). Today’s cartographers have to take into account not only
visual impairments, but also other physical and mental disabilities that prevent all users
from interacting with maps in exactly the same way. In some situations, new forms of
map interaction (e.g. voice-controlled interaction or sonified maps) may make maps
more, rather than less, accessible for map users with particular forms of disability
(Brock, Truillet, Oriola, & Jouffrais, 2014; Brock, Truillet, Oriola, Picard, & Jouffrais, 2015;
Loomis, Golledge, & Klatzky, 1998).

While not traditionally considered a disability, illiteracy in today’s world certainly places
strong limits on what many would consider to be ‘normal’ activities. Despite improve-
ments in access to education in many countries, there are still many people who
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cannot read, and this affects how they are able to use maps, not only for navigation-
related activities, but also as geoinformation repositories that can support decision-
making (Vitos, Lewis, Stevens, & Haklay, 2013). The advances in GI technology that allow
people to access interactive maps, such as Google Maps, Microsoft Maps, or OpenStreet-
Map, make it possible for illiterate people to use maps. However, their map reading and
map use skills may operate quite differently to those of literate people. Therefore, it is
important to direct research to understanding whether some map reading skills are
common among most illiterate people. With attention to this individual difference, we
can design interfaces to enable users of all literacy levels to benefit from access to geoin-
formation (Medhi, Sagar, & Toyama, 2006; Stevens et al., 2013).

Opportunity #2: How can we design to extend the benefits of interactive maps to people with
various forms of disability or levels of literacy?

4.3. Affective and emotional responses and individual differences

Cartographers have studied the perceptual and cognitive processes involved in using
maps and other forms of spatial information for decision-making. Yet there are gaps in
this understanding, especially in understanding how emotions interact with these pro-
cesses (Schwartz & Bless, 1991) and the relationships among perception, cognition,
affect/emotion, and individual differences such as personality traits (Thoresen et al.,
2016) and attitudes. While some early work suggested that map designers should aim
to induce positive affective responses in map users who are in a stressful situation
(Meng, 2005), compared with other aspects of map design, there has been only a small
amount of work on emotion and maps (Fabrikant, Christophe, Papastefanou, & Maggi,
2012). Much of this research has looked at spatially representing emotion or using
maps to collect information about emotions (Griffin & McQuoid, 2012). Little work has
been done to assess emotional responses to maps, or how these responses interact
with analytical reasoning processes, and the work that exists has largely involved theoreti-
cal studies rather than empirical measurement of map readers’ emotional responses (but
see Frei, Richter, & Fabrikant, 2016; Maggi et al., 2016). Other types of visual stimuli have
been shown to arouse emotions in ways that are designed to change people’s attitudes
and behaviors (Joffe, 2008; Lang, Greenwald, Bradley, & Hamm, 1993). Persuasive and
emotive images and graphics are also linked with greater levels of attention, meaning evo-
cative visuals grab attention.

Opportunity #3: How are individual differences associated with affective and emotional
responses to maps? Which design factors are effective in arousing emotional responses
that lead to a map user changing his or her attitudes and behaviors?

4.4. Systematizing individual difference definitions

The importance of thinking about individual differences between map users has been
recognized for some time – it was also one of the research challenges identified in the
2001 geovisualization research agenda (Slocum et al., 2001). Yet, White’s (2015) systematic
review of individual abilities, behaviors, and characteristics reported in 108 cartographic
user studies showed that there is wide variation, at least among English-language
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cartographic research, in attention to individual differences. For example, while he found
that almost two-thirds of studies reported sex and age, other potentially relevant variables
(e.g. map reading experience) were less frequent, and still others were rarely studied (e.g.
spatial abilities, color vision impairment). While clearly not all individual differences might
be relevant factors in a given map use context, it is curious that there has not been more
progress in understanding the role of individual differences other than those of sex and
age. Another key issue is that researchers often do not operationalize individual difference
definitions in the same way, making it difficult to explore the domain generality and con-
sistency of differences that are found to be important for map reading (White, 2015).

Opportunity #4: Systematize individual difference definitions to allow studies to bemore easily
comparable and support meta-analysis of individual difference effects.

5. Context and map use environment

Context also includes non-human factors, and it is important to realize that although in
some situations, users have choices about where activities are undertaken, in other use
situations, the activity is constrained to specific settings (e.g. maps to support sports
and leisure activities, an interactive map kiosk in a museum). Map users now have
devices that make maps available to them at any time, and they view and read maps in
places we never before imagined they would. The environment(s) in which maps are
used shape the design solution space, and relevant contextual information may vary sub-
stantially between physical use environments. For these reasons, we focus on two primary
research opportunities: first, modeling context information that emerges from the physical
environment or ‘location’ of a map use, and second, understanding the role of distracting
environments and how they affect a map’s design and use.

5.1. Physical environment characteristics

Factors describing the physical environment of map use might include lighting, tempera-
ture, weather conditions, noise level, or position in the surrounding landscape. Today,
these factors can be easily captured and monitored during map use with smart mobile
devices that are already equipped with a variety of sensors. The user may have the
ability to control some aspects of the physical environment, but not others. For
example, if standing in bright sunlight that renders the map unreadable on their device,
the map user may be able to move to a shaded area or the map display may adapt auton-
omously. Yet other factors, such as air temperature, or the need for protective equipment
in a hazardous environment (e.g. for firefighting), might be less easily changeable. Temp-
erature might affect outdoor use if users are wearing gloves – in such a context, they might
prefer to give input via a voice command instead of using a touchscreen. Weather con-
ditions might also affect the content that should be displayed in the map, depending
on the map use activity. A position on a hill might enable a map user to get an overview
of an area to orient herself, whereas orientation in a forest requires very detailed infor-
mation about what is adjacent to the map user because visibility might be limited.

Opportunity #5: Develop a model of physical environment context factors and how they can
affect successful map use.
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5.2. Distraction

Map user performance may be negatively affected in high-distraction environments such as
loud environments, poor weather conditions, or other high-distraction environments. Map
users are often forced to use maps in high-distraction environments (Hernández et al.,
2011; Prasanna, Yang, & King, 2013). The design of some maps has changed to ensure
that they are used effectively during times of high cognitive load. For example, in-vehicle
navigation devices use sound to avoid the user having to constantly look at the device.

Opportunity #6: Determine how varying types and amounts of distraction require maps to be
redesigned; is there some common threshold among differing types of distracting environments?

6. Context and map use activity

Map use activities arise from interactions of users with maps. Any consideration of map use
activities and context must examine the activities themselves; the characteristics of these
activities and when they occur may be important determinants of the effectiveness of a
particular design solution. Here, we describe a number of factors of context related to
map use activity that we believe may be important to know more about, including the cre-
ation of a task taxonomy for interactive cartography, the potential for behavior profiling to
help us understand activities, temporal dimensions of map use activities, and activities that
require the collaborative use of maps.

6.1. What is being done?

Various task taxonomies have been developed by different groups in different disciplines, for
various purposes (e.g. Board, 1978; Davies, 1995; Roth, 2012; Shneiderman, 1996). Roth (2012)
probes the reasons why there have been dozens of taxonomies produced, many of which con-
tradict each other. Most taxonomies stem from an era where display use and interactions
related mainly to windows–icons–menus–pointer (WIMP) interfaces used indoors on static
display devices. Today’s display devices offer many more activities and types of interactions
with themap display (i.e. virtual reality goggles, augmented reality, touchscreens, etc.), therefore
such taxonomies need to be further developed. The lack of a commonly used, agreed upon task
taxonomy makes it more challenging to determine if tasks in multiple experiments are similar
enough to be comparable. Clearly, the challenge of determining comparability (and thereby the
potential for transferability) increases with the complexity of a task. Simple, low-level tasks (e.g.
finding the state with the highest voter turnout) are more likely to be well understood and well
defined when compared to high-level, multi-step tasks (e.g. detecting potential pirates by com-
paring a specific ship’s behavior to the ‘usual’ behavior of a fishing ship).

Opportunity #7: Develop a comprehensive composite task taxonomy to describe map use
tasks for interactive cartography and promote its adoption and use among researchers.

6.2. When is an activity being done?

Map use activities sometimes take place at particular times. Time might affect the design
of maps by affecting what type of information is relevant for the activity the map is
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supporting (Reichenbacher, Crease, & De Sabbata, 2009; Reichenbacher, De Sabbata,
Purves, & Fabrikant, 2016). For example, in summer and winter seasons, a useful map in
national parks could be quite different (e.g. in cold areas, users can ski on lakes in
winter, while in summer the lakes are used for swimming). Thus, points of interest or
routes displayed in the maps might differ greatly depending on the time at which the
map is used (Nivala & Sarjakoski, 2003). Time of day might also be relevant (Kettunen,
Putto, Gyselinck, Krause, & Sarjakoski, 2015). Many LBS, for example, show only nearby
options with availability at the time of search (e.g. restaurant reservation apps). In-
vehicle navigation devices commonly use different map designs for daytime and night-
time driving to make it easier to quickly extract important information from the display.
This could also include content if a nighttime map displays only those landmarks that
are visible at night (Raubal & Panov, 2009). Time of day might also be relevant to the sug-
gestion of the actual route itself, with many navigation devices now including live traffic
congestion information, and suggesting alternative routes if the ‘fastest’ route is affected
by heavy traffic.

Opportunity #8: Develop a model of temporal contextual factors relevant to successful
map use.

6.3. With whom is an activity undertaken?

Map use activities can be undertaken by individuals or by groups of users when they are
collaborating. These groups of users may or may not be working synchronously and/or in
the same place (MacEachren, 2001). Asynchronous or different-place collaborations may
present the most design challenges as it may be important to communicate what has
been done with or changed in the map to other members of the group. While there
was a spurt of research on supporting collaboration with maps in the early 2000s (e.g.
MacEachren, 2000, 2001) and the theme featured prominently in the 2001 Geovisualiza-
tion research agenda (Slocum et al., 2001), the theme seems less prominent in the carto-
graphic literature in recent years although some exceptions such as Jones, Haklay, Griffiths,
and Vaughan (2009) and An et al. (2014) exist. Yet, a healthy level of interest in the topic
persists in related disciplines such as information visualization and visual analytics (e.g.
Chen, Alsakran, Barlowe, Yang, & Zhao, 2011; Donalek et al., 2014; Hajizadeh, Tory, &
Leung, 2013; Isenberg et al., 2011; Mahyar, Sarvghad, & Tory, 2010; Wu, Convertino,
Ganoe, Carroll, & Zhang, 2013). This is a curious turn of events given that the growth of
Web 2.0 technologies such as Twitter or Facebook and VGI have arguably greatly increased
the level of collaboration worldwide on geospatial problems.

Opportunity #9: What constraints do time and location place on the design of map-based Web
2.0 collaborations? Do extant map collaboration tools support them effectively, or are new
tools and techniques required?

6.4. Behavior profiling

While many of the activities for which maps are used remained the same, how users com-
plete an activity has often changed. Map readers can have a map available to themmost of
the time because they carry their mobile devices with them everywhere. The map is always
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just an eye-blink, click or finger-swipe away (Dillemuth, 2005), it shows where a person is
within the map, includes step-by-step instructions on how to navigate, and is updated on a
real-time basis (Ishikawa et al., 2008). Because users are often moving, the mapped infor-
mation, such as labels, needs to adapt to where the person is, what is around them, and
their direction of travel. Patterns of user interaction with the map are being sensed in an
effort to identify or profile users with particular needs and goals, and to thereby provide
the most relevant, personalized information to the user (MacAoidh, Bertolotto, & Wilson,
2008, 2012; Tory & Carpendale, 2015).

Opportunity #10: What important factors of map use activities do behavioral profiles of map
interactions miss, and are these missing factors somehow automatically ‘sensable’?

7. Context and the map

The final component of our model deals with the characteristics and content of maps
themselves. This section focuses on contextual factors that relate directly to the map
itself, including the data used in the map, the device for which the map is designed,
the design of the map (representation) itself, and the interface through which interactions
are mediated. With the exception of the characteristics of the mapped data and potentially
the device type, this is the component of context over which cartographers have the most
control. Many of the characteristics discussed here are also relevant to other information
visualizations (Robertson, Ebert, Eick, Keim, & Joy, 2009).

7.1. Frequently updated data

Smartphones allow the data represented in a map to be updated with great frequency.
Such updates may be driven by the map use activity. For example, to ensure better usabil-
ity, the data in maps used in LBS may be updated to match the user’s movement speed
(e.g. providing fewer details when the user is moving very fast). But the source of the
data may also generate data updates independent of the map use activity. A particular
characteristic of crowd-sourced maps is their ability to change anytime (Goodchild,
2007). Some application domains that may be particularly affected by dynamically chan-
ging data include maps supporting social interactions (e.g. where potential social contacts
move in and out of contact), or crisis response or military applications.

Opportunity #11: What kind of design supports map users who work with data that may be
constantly changing due to frequent updates?

7.2. Privacy

The dynamism of map updates is not the only challenge produced by crowd-sourced data
and location-enabled smartphones. Many smartphone apps now require users to allow the
app to know the user’s location, requiring the user to forfeit their right to locational
privacy (Benisch, Kelley, Sadeh, & Cranor, 2011; Monmonier, 2003). While app users often con-
tribute data about their location for use by others (e.g. Waze), generating what Stefanidis,
Crooks, and Radzikowski (2013) describe as ambient geospatial information, they may or
may not be aware that their data are being contributed (Blatt, 2015; Elwood & Leszczynski,
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2011). The extent to which users will be willing to trade-off privacy for fit-for-purpose infor-
mation (Kounadi, Bowers, & Leitner, 2015) in what Batty, Hudson-Smith, Milton, and Crooks
(2010, p. 12) describe as the ‘location-aware and moment-relevant Internet’ remains to be
seen. Alternatively, there is a need to develop mapping and analytical methods that
protect individual locational privacy without diminishing the usefulness of the data or geos-
patial information service (Andrienko, Andrienko, Fuchs, & Jankowski, 2016).

Opportunity #12: How can we help map users understand that access to more contextually
relevant information is often directly related to loss of individual privacy?

7.3. Device design constraints

The device is the most obvious technical context factor that constrains map design. Whether
a design is transferable depends on the inherent characteristics of the devices in question
and whether the design has been tested on the range of devices on which it may be
used. Designs may or may not be conceived for adapting to multiple types of devices. For
example, it is simply not possible for one design to work optimally for both an iWatch and
a large command center display. Some display forms (e.g. audio maps) may be less difficult
to transfer between devices than others. Device specifications also interact with data charac-
teristics such as the volume or frequency of data updates. A given device can sometimes deal
with different data characteristics, but sometimes it does not or cannot.

Opportunity #13: Identify data types and representation forms that are particularly susceptible
to difficulties in transferability across devices. Because new device types and display forms will
always be introduced, this will be an ongoing need.

7.4. Representation design strategies

Another factor of context andmap design relates to the design of the representation itself (as
distinct from the interface or the user interactions). Various design strategies might allow a
design to be transferable between devices or users or activities. For example, multiscale rep-
resentation has been a subject of much research over the past 10 years, with attention to the
design of multiscale representations for a variety of map use activities, including for use on
mobile devices (Harrie, Sarjakoski, & Lehto, 2002), for serving base maps to contextualize the-
matic webmaps (Foerster, Stoter, & van Oosterom, 2012), and in the production of national
topographic maps (Brewer & Buttenfield, 2007). In visual analytics, multiple representations
are typically brought to bear on an (often) ill-structured problem. Here, many design
decisions relate to the choice of which representations to use, which information to
display on a device of a given size (Robertson et al., 2009), and how to coordinate represen-
tations so that map users can (cognitively) fit all of the information displayed together.

Opportunity #14: Identify the types of representation design strategies that might allow a
design to be transferrable between devices, users, or activities.

7.5. Interfaces and interactions

Designs can also be classified according to their ability to accommodate different inter-
action methods, such as touchscreens (sensing touch of a finger or stylus), tangible
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interfaces, voice command, gesture, or even gaze-based interaction, all of which are
expected to be used more frequently in the future. Since the last research agenda in
2001, a significant change has been the spread and widespread adoption of haptic
devices, leading to new interaction ‘languages’, such as pinching to zoom out or spreading
two fingers to zoom in.

Whereas the focus of interaction design is on the user, the focus of interface design is
on the visual display (Beaudouin-Lafon, 2004; Roth, 2012). Lack of attention to both the
human and the display can prevent successful map use. Different cartographic interfaces
afford map users the ability to accomplish some tasks, but not others, or to accomplish
some tasks more easily than others (Fabrikant, Rebich-Hespanha, Andrienko, Andrienko,
& Montello, 2008). For example, an interactive 3D map that allows the user to rotate the
view may make it easier for the map user to observe a particular relationship between vari-
ables (Kveladze, Kraak, & Van Elzakker, 2015), but it also affords the user the chance to miss
seeing the relationship if the ‘right’ view is not found (Keehner, Hegarty, Cohen, Khoosha-
beh, & Montello, 2008). A well-designed interface also allows for personalized exploration/
interaction with the map in that it enables users to manipulate the map to suit their pre-
ferences, though sometimes user preferences don’t match with the most effective display
(Hegarty, Smallman, Stull, & Canham, 2009).

Opportunity #15: Identify the affordances of different interface components and how they
invite specific types of interaction experiences.

8. Operationalizing the context model: an example from two map use
situations

We propose using the map use context model to systematically evaluate transferability
across distinct map use situations. Designers can more consistently recognize where
map use contexts overlap or diverge by organizing context information according to
the principal components of a situation (i.e. user, environment, activity, map); thus,
knowing whether a particular design solution is transferrable is concomitant with
knowing how relevant context information emerges in a map use situation. To illustrate
this process, we present two map use situations. Entering context information describing
the two situations into our model, we can examine the similarities and differences
between each use situation, and determine which contextual factors are relevant to the
maps’ designs. Then, it is possible to imagine possible map designs that might be effective
for each situation.

Our example concerns two different drivers, both alone in the car, using the same in-car
GPS device to navigate to the same destination across the city during rush hour. It is
neither particularly warm nor cold, and there is no rain falling. In map use situation A,
the driver, unfamiliar with the city, has no arrival deadline. In map use situation B, the
driver is a local, and has an arrival deadline; additionally, the driver has red-green
colorblindness.

Which context information indicates if the default map design is transferable to either
map use situation, or whether design modifications are necessary? Taking the context
elements one by one, we illustrate how the context model could be used to evaluate
the transferability of a map design for the two map use situations.
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(1) Map user: The users in situations A and B have three relevant contextual differences:
color vision impairment, familiarity with the city, and time pressure (or lack thereof).
Other individual differences (e.g. age, gender) are less likely to be relevant for evalu-
ating whether the standard map design, which will work for situation A, will be effec-
tive for situation B.

(2) Map use environment: Both situations occur in similar environments: in a car driving
from the same origin to the same destination. Therefore, there are no relevant contex-
tual differences that we can identify for this context element.

(3) Map use activity: The maps in both situations are being used to accomplish the same
task (navigation), at the same time (rush hour), and with the same number of people
(both are alone). Therefore, there are no relevant contextual differences for this context
element.

(4) Map: The maps in both situations are being displayed on the same in-car GPS device,
but situation B is likely to require the ability to change a route easily if the driver
encounters traffic congestion, requiring more interaction with the map than the
driver in situation A. Thus, the map interface is a relevant contextual difference.

Having identified the relevant context information, we can now consider which map
design choices might not be transferrable from situation A to situation B. We present
an example of this in Table 1. Other design elements that do not relate to these contextual
differences could be considered to be transferrable.3

Importantly, the map use context model itself does not directly devise design solutions;
it facilitates the identification and organization of context information to determine to
what extent a design solution might be deemed transferable. Additionally, transferability
is not an ‘all or nothing’ proposition. Depending on the degree of certainty with which rel-
evant contextual factors are known, only specific aspects of a design may be judged to be
transferable. In the example above, there may be other differences between the two situ-
ations, but only those listed in the original description are known with certainty.

These discussions lead back to our initial question: ‘What factors of context information
are relevant for making reasonable judgments about whether a particular design solution,
developed for one map use situation, might be transferrable to another?’ The transferabil-
ity of any design solution is predicated on a common understanding of how context

Table 1. Examples of potential design solutions for map design modifications made to accommodate
contextual differences.
Contextual
difference Design solution, situation A Design solution, situation B

Color vision
impairment

Stoplight color scheme (red–yellow–green)
used to communicate traffic congestion
information

Represent traffic congestion on streets using line dash
spacing instead of color hue

Familiarity with
the city

Label every street close to the current
location of the vehicle

Reduce the number of street labels to reduce visual
complexity, especially because the different design
introduced to accommodate color vision impairment
increases visual complexity

Time pressure Provide the most direct and least
complicated route

Provide the route with the shortest travel time, even if
it is a longer distance or is more complicated

Map interface Enter origin and destination using touchpad Allow voice-activated, hands-free interaction with the
map, to enable re-routing to avoid traffic congestion
while the driver is underway
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manifests across the entirety of a map use situation. That is, a designer should be capable
of identifying the relevant contextual properties of map use in situ, knowing how those
properties relate to design decisions, and wielding that information effectively, as demon-
strated in Table 1. For less experienced map designers who do not have this ability, the
context model could operate as a suggestion generator for map design solutions that
the designer can further refine. If implemented as a passive feature within design software
(i.e. activated only when the map designer desires its guidance), it could use prompts to
assist the map-maker to assess the context of the map use situation, explore the design
solution space, and offer design examples that might work well from knowledge of
designs that were effective in similar contexts.

9. Prioritizing research opportunities

In this paper, we introduced how the concept of transferability might be used to model con-
textual factors. Context or situatedness of map use is increasingly relevant to map design, as
map use situations have significantly broadened in recent years due to technological changes
(e.g. LBS) and societal transformations (e.g. mobility). Context information needs to be used to
improvemap design outcomes. The transferability approach usesmap use context to evaluate
the degree to which two or more similar map use situations overlap. Context emerges from
within and between situational factors. The relevance of contextual factors comes into this
because not everything is of equal importance for a map use situation. It is the filter by
which we determine which contextual factors are most important, and whether two situations
are similar enough to consider a design to be transferable or identify potential design changes.
Whether we label it congruency, fittingness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), or compatibility (Tomas-
zewski & MacEachren, 2012), the degree of contextual overlap can highlight where existing
design solutions might succeed, and where they require modifications.

We have identified many areas in which we need to improve our understanding of the
individual factors of context information, as described in the research opportunities we
detail in Sections 4–7. From our review of the literature, we contend that these are mani-
festations of context that the community does not yet know how to handle. Yet perhaps
the most important task for the community at this stage of the research agenda develop-
ment is testing the degree to which our proposed context model and the concept of trans-
ferability will lead to improvements in the process and outcomes of map design. Hence,
we hope the community will work with us towards answering what we believe are the
three most important and fundamental open research questions in our research
agenda, which all relate to further developing and using our proposed context model:

Which contextual information is relevant for making reasonable judgments about whether a par-
ticular design solution, developed for one map use situation, might be transferable to another?

How can we best structure or model context information so that it supports judgments of
transferability? Does the needed amount of context information differ between expert and
novice cartographers?

What are the reliability and validity of the proposed context model? Does it produce usable
and useful results?

Modeling design transferability and more deeply probing and exploring the concept of
context are not the endpoints of this research agenda. The model we propose here is an
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enabling structure that may support researchers and practitioners in giving context the
attention it deserves, both within the research process and during the design process,
in the hopes of making it easier to work with contextual information. Answering all of
these questions will require engagement with professional cartographers to understand
how design expertise manifests in judgments about the relevance of contextual factors
and how they informed design decisions.

Through our work in the ICA’s commissions, we hope to organize future activities that can
engage the broader community in answering these open research questions and improving
our understanding of context. It is only through collaboration and cooperation within our
community and across cognate communities that we might achieve these goals.

Notes

1. We consider the design of a map to be the result of the set of choices a cartographer makes
about every aspect of the map’s appearance and functionality, including which data to use,
the type of data representation and generalization, the modes of map interaction made avail-
able to the map user, the visual characteristics of map symbols, and the placement and
arrangement of map elements such as legends, titles, explanatory text, and scale bars.

2. Today’s equivalent requires consideration of display characteristics, such as screen resolution.
3. Remembering our earlier point made in the Introduction that design decisions are often

traded-off against each other, the new design solutions introduced to accommodate contex-
tual differences in situation B might require adjustment of otherwise transferable design
elements.
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