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ABSTRACT

This workshop engages the phenomenon of synesthesia to explore
how translating between sensory modalities might uncover new
ways to experience and represent data: What does it mean to taste
a timeline, hear a network, or touch a categorical scale? We employ
the method of sketching, which traditionally favors visual represen-
tations, and consider what it means to ‘sketch’ in other modalities
like sound, taste, and touch. Through a series of rapid, playful
activities ideating data representations across sensory modalities,
we will explore how the affordances of sketching—like intentional
ambiguity—might help designers creatively map data to experience.
We will also discuss challenges for sensory sketching in remote,
collaborative environments and brainstorm suggestions for digital
tools. The outcome of this workshop will be a series of exercises
and examples that serve as a toolkit for designers, researchers, and
data practitioners to incorporate sketching across the senses into
their work.
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1 BACKGROUND

“..translating is simply the sheer joy of trying to do
something deeply paradoxical: namely, to carry off in
medium 2, radically different than medium 1, some
virtuoso stunt that someone else once carried off from
medium 1....a game, an exercise in creativity, a challenge
that, if met with sufficient flair, provides a wonderful
esthetic reward” — Douglas Hofstadter, Le Ton Beau
De Marot, p. 366 [19].

Design is fundamentally an act of translation: translating obser-
vations into design insights, and translating those insights into
artifacts. In this workshop, we explore how a specific kind of
translation—translating between sensory modalities—might benefit
human-computer interaction designers as an ideation practice. We
focus our inquiry into sensory translation on the domain of data
representation and the method of sketching. While the HCI com-
munity has a strong foundation in sketching as a way to explore
design possibilities, sketching tends to privilege visual outcomes.
Thus, to develop techniques for designing multisensory data rep-
resentations, we ask: How can we sketch across the senses in
order to creatively map data to experience?

In the workshop, we will facilitate rapid, playful activities that
encourage participants to creatively transgress sensory boundaries
by invoking synesthesia, a phenomenon where stimulus in one sense
provokes an experience in another [18]. What does it mean to taste
avisual timeline, or hear a texture scale? By juxtaposing unexpected
sensory representations, we seek to disrupt our standard practices
of communicating data. We will explore how sensory translation
can expand the way we experience and encode data by unearthing
relationships between the senses that are not initially apparent. It
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Figure 1: Graze translated the "My Favorite Painter" exercise from Observe, Collect, Draw! [22] into a food experience sketch. A
bold visual outline, which represented really liking a painting in the visual sketch, became food that was “wrapped/encased”
in the food sketch. She documented the sketch through text notes in the digital whiteboard tool MURAL.

is impossible to translate one hundred percent of the meaning from
one sensory experience to another; instead, we seek to call attention
to differences between sensory experiences by attending to what is
lost and what is gained through acts of sensory translation. Similar
to how traditions such as seamful design [8] and diffractive tactics
[12, 25] invite us to re-examine our relationship to technology, we
are curious how sensory translation might invite us to re-examine
our relationship to data: We hope to reflect on what meanings in
the data we are able hold constant as we shift between sensory
modalities, as well as what new meanings emerge as the data is
diffracted through new modalities. Our goal is not to seek out
a single best sensory representation of a data set, but rather to
learn from the multiplicity of sensory translations, embracing the
“cascading” nature of translation [19].

Sketching supports this goal by showcasing the value of the
ambiguity inherent in the rough, unfinished quality of a sketch. As
Buxton writes in Sketching User Experiences, “much of [sketches’]
value derives from their being able to be interpreted in different
ways, and new relationships seen within them, even by the person
who drew them” [7]. A sketch is distinct from a final artifact in cru-
cial ways: sketches are quick, plentiful, “suggest and explore rather
than confirm,” and are inherently social [7]. Yet it is often difficult
to sketch with data sets, which are by nature specific, precise, and
unambiguous. We seek to explore how sensory translation may free
us from the rigid materiality of data, opening up new avenues for
engaging sketching as a tool for thinking and designing with data
sets. A primary outcome of this workshop will be a participant-
fueled website that provides guidance to future practitioners by
offering exercises and examples of sensory translation in service of
representing data.

1.1 Extending HCI traditions of
multi-modality, sketching, and making the
familiar strange

Experiences and technologies that embrace the role of taste, smell,
and touch have been topics of interest at recent HCI workshops
[3-6, 9, 24]; further, sketching is of perennial interest to the HCI
community as a method for ideation, communication, and under-
standing people [7, 15-17, 26]. We combine and extend multisen-
sory experiences and sketching by centering the act of sensory
translation: What happens when, in a quick and playful manner,
we take an experience in one sensory modality and reconstitute it
in another? We focus on translation, not with the goal of completely
transferring meaning, but of highlighting the new knowledge that
can be gained through translation. Our workshop is also inspired
by past work on making the familiar strange through techniques
for noticing [2] and synesthetic aides [21]. We apply these tech-
niques to data representation: Perhaps sensory translation can help
designers become more deeply acquainted with data, be more open
and curious as they explore how to represent data, and be more
intentional and reflexive about data mapping and encoding.

1.2 Experiments in Sketching Across the
Senses

This workshop grew out of a series of open-ended design explo-
rations that two of the workshop organizers, Wirfs-Brock and Graze,
undertook: We adapted visual data sketching exercises from Ob-
serve, Collect, Draw! [22]—a hands-on data diary—for sound, taste,
gesture, and texture. For example, in Figure 1, Graze has translated
a data-driven visual sketch about her favorite painter as a food
experience, which she described in written notes. Additionally, we
selected a data set of interest to us, the air quality index [1], and
created sensory sketches using this data set as inspiration (Figures
2, 3). We found these activities to be challenging at times (What does
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