
BY DESIGN

thesis digest

PERFORMANCE 

body-centric design systems

an exploration of 

PE
RF

OR
M

AN
CE

 
BY

 D
ES

IG
N

an
 e

xp
lo

ra
tio

n 
of

 b
od

y-
ce

nt
ric

 d
es

ig
n 

sy
st

em
s

thesis digest

2024

PERFORMANCE 
BY DESIGN

body-centric design systems
an exploration of

thesis digest 2024

2024

by gabriella escobar



gabriella escobar

PERFORMANCE BY DESIGN 3

an exploration of body-centric design gabriella escobar2

PERFORMANCE BY DESIGN 3

 5 GB / DAY
35 GB / WEEK

150 GB / MONTH
1.8 TB / YEAR

103 rows
x 43 gigabytes
= 4515 gigabytes

4.5 terabytes
2.5 years of data

˿

in the cloud...

the data we generate is an the data we generate is an 
extension of our identities, extension of our identities, 
as personal as our DNA.as personal as our DNA.

what can we learn from it?˿
can we create from it?˿
how much of this data do we access?˿
what is the DNA of graphic design?˿

the stats

dr
ivi

ng
 qu

es
tio

ns

your data fleeting and floating
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I am reconstructing graphic design 
systems around the human body using 
“body-centric design” to create a deeper 
and more authentic connection between 
graphic design and the human experience.

As graphic design influences evolveAs graphic design influences evolve
 from nature, comes the opportunity to  from nature, comes the opportunity to 
embrace a human-focused framework embrace a human-focused framework 
through body-centric design.through body-centric design.

body-centric design.body-centric design.

˿

movement-made
pattern, long jump

˿˿

thesis:
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As a runner of 7 years, I have tracked my 
performance data since day one. This data 
has crafted my journey from running the 5k 
to 50 mile ultramarathons. 

From 3 years on Strava, an activity tracking 
platform, I have logged over 800 activities. 
These activities not only track my fitness 
but a journal for life through the pandemic, 
navigating my undergraduate, and graduate 
degree. 

Strava has over 120 million registered 
users. Multiply these numbers by the 5 daily 
gigabytes of data collected per person that 
wears smart wearables. That is 600,000 
terabytes (600,000,00 gigabytes) of data 
collected per day by athletes.

Much of this becomes dead data as it piles 
up day by day, and activity after activity. For 
athletes, like myself, strides in performance 
often commemorate significant life 
accomplishments. 

I am curious about how to bring life, and 
body, into this data that we generate and 
lose exponentially. 

perfomance data perfomance data 
visualizations fail to visualizations fail to 
connect with athletes.connect with athletes.

pace

distance

ve
rti

ca
l g

ai
n

all of these graphs are documenting 
the same run on different activity 
tracking platforms: training peaks, 
strava, and garmin connect

˿

all graphs are horizontal

repetitive data, visually 
inefficient to understand.

different metrics take on 
similar graphs and forms.

data day after day, and person 
by person looks the same. It is 
impersonal and stale to read.

˿˿
˿
˿

insights:

I am reframing these 
systems through 
the athlete’s body, 
leveraging performance 
data and biomechanics 
to influence core 
graphic design 
elements.

˿

I am an athlete (it is as core to my identity 
as being an artist).

athletes are very good at logging their 
activity data over time.

performance data metrics are challenging to 
understand as is.

a greater connection understanding our 
bodies can be created when connecting 
with data generated by the body.

activity tracking holds meaningful memories 
and events. let’s give the data some life.

why?why?

problem

how did I get here?
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data visualizationdata visualization
experimentationexperimentation

Over the past two months, I 
have been taking the data from 
each run that I have done and 
visualized it in a different way. 
I have over 30 graphs to-date. 
Here are a few highlights from 
this process.

this was an uphill 
out and back trail. 
the graph created a 
correlation between 
cadence with 
training stress on 
uphill vs. downhill

distance

he
ar

t r
at

e

cadence

cadence

he
ar

t r
at

e

˿

one run, three 
people’s data

˿

three runs,
in one visual˿

* step speed

this is my only graph on 
speed. I believe other data 
sets can be more valuable 
at demonstrating athletic 
performance so, I chose to 
explore these instead.

˿

human-generative 
randomization of elements

˿ ˿

my graphing systems are 
imperfect and have areas 
within the “rules” that are 
undetermined. this adds a 
generative aspect to each 
visualization that keeps 
the result unexpected.
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final thoughts

An ecosystem thrives by responding to stimuli and 
striving to maintain equilibrium within its environment, 
a dynamic process that has driven human evolution. 
Similarly, graphic design is a continually evolving 
discipline. 

By integrating the body as a central element, 
graphic design has the potential to establish deeper, 
more personal connections with its audience. 
The principles of design, inherently flexible and 
adaptable, can be reimagined to create functional 
systems born from experimentation. 

As graphic designers, it is essential to embrace this 
evolution, challenge conventional norms, and explore 
innovative pathways, building a design discipline that 
resonates with human experience.

˿

science and artscience and art

everything we do 
generates data.

˿

our data tells an 
important story 
about ourselves

˿˿
if we don’t use it, 
we lose it.

we rarely go out of our 
way to  access this data

˿

why not create 
from it?

Design is expressive. It is based on the principle of 
aesthetics and function and is created by artists. 

Alternatively, data is analytical. Any and all events 
can become data. Extracting this data involves a 
simplification of form and explosion of its concrete 
elements. It is produced by everyone but, decoded by 
scientists. 

The discipline of data-visualization does just that, 
create visuals to accompany data. Through this 
thesis, I am creating data-informed visual systems 
where core design foundations are the expression 
of data. An integration of science, art, and the DNA of 
our data. 

This practice reimagines how data visualization can 
connect people on both functional and instinctual 
levels, offering a dynamic, human-centered design 
approach. It is giving new meaning and purpose to 
data we generate every day and weaves it into the 
core of our visual systems. 

what’s next?what’s next?
Create an interface that you can upload activity data into that 
re-constructs the performance data into a visual that is personal 
and visually stimulating.

Develop human-centric principles to design elements like 
typography, color, form, etc.

Stay curious, and keep exploring data visualization.
why are we so 
private about it?

data is not just 
numbers, it is in the 
beat that we breathe, 
the paths that we 
walk, and the lines our 
noses trace when we 
turn our head.

˿

what does 
this look like?

˿

graphic design ecosystem

symbiotic

designer

designed

discourse

adaptation

(cultural, personal, 
societal)

design intentiondesign execution

reaction

graphic design within 
human systems shifting purpose

of design

impact

human interaction

Graphic design is an evolving ecosystem where each 
element—typography, color, imagery, grid—collaborates to 

serve a unified purpose within an endless space for discovery. 
Like a body, a design system must maintain balance to thrive. 

The relationship between designer and design is symbiotic: one 
cannot exist without the other. 

As the world shifts, the designer adapts, innovating while preserving 
the core integrity of their system. Through this, design is shaped by 

culture and creates the platform by which culture evolves.

While the digital age may create a sense of disconnection from the physical, 
the essence of design remains grounded in human interaction with the world 

around us. In this way, design creates a discourse—between the designer, an 
audience, and the environment of cohabitation.

Graphic design is an evolving ecosystem where each 
element—typography, color, imagery, grid—collaborates to 

serve a unified purpose within an endless space for discovery. 
Like a body, a design system must maintain balance to thrive. 

The relationship between designer and design is symbiotic: one 
cannot exist without the other. 

As the world shifts, the designer adapts, innovating while preserving 
the core integrity of their system. Through this, design is shaped by 

culture and creates the platform by which culture evolves.

While the digital age may create a sense of disconnection from the physical, 
the essence of design remains grounded in human interaction with the world 

around us. In this way, design creates a discourse—between the designer, an 
audience, and the environment of cohabitation.

CO2
CO2

CO2

CO2

discourse
cultural, social, and 
societal insights

˿

CO2

current events 
and atmosphere

background
personal history, roots, 
morals, and aspirations

˿

O2
O2

O2
O2 O2

O2

audience

audience

graphic design graphic design 
ecosystemecosystem

designer

design solution

typography, color, grid, 
graphic system
brand system, mission, 
vision, values

˿

consumes 
(designed elements)

˿ O2

releases 
(reaction, critique)

CO2 ˿

˿ critique

O2

O2

ideology
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the body as gridthe body as grid
The Swiss grid system, rooted in the natural harmony of the golden 
ratio, resonates with the body as an extension of nature. I sought to 
reinterpret this grid through the dynamic movements of a sprinter. 

By tracing circular paths around key joint movements and marking 
angular lines along trajectories of motion, I mapped out a grid 
based on the intersections of these elements. These lines became 
tangential references to the biomechanics of sprinting, forming a 
structured yet organic system. 

The front and back cover artwork reflects this exploration, capturing 
the sprinter’s evolving form and process in three distinct stages.

feeling curious? 
let’s keep in touch

hello.gabby.escobar@gmail.com
gabbyescobar.com

˿


