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A fully functioning site 
prototype is delivered to 
BBDO. This marks the 
beginning of the review 
and revisions phase.

 24 Aug 

We launch the site to the 
world. Included are eight 
topics, 24 maps and expert 
content, all available in 
eight different languages.

 13 Sep 

users to navigate the site via their browser history.
The content management system that we built also 
allowed us to program the functionality of the site 
in one place, while keeping the content separate. 
This allowed production and revisions to continue 
while content was tweaked for each language. The 
CMS also enabled us to build language-specific 
content and features.

net:  What’s the reaction to the site been like? 
JP: Amazing. It’s been an FWA Site of the Day and 
is featured as part of Contagious Magazine’s ‘Most 
Contagious 2010’ list (www.contagiousmagazine.
com/resources/MostContagious2010.pdf). So far, 
site traffic is up by 750 per cent over the previous 
campaign. The site also received over three million 
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 1  Language menu
A global campaign, the 
website and augmented 
reality experience are 
available in eight languages.

 2  Data rollovers
As the user interacts, 
tooltips show the country 
name and data value.

 3  Land area = data
As viewers select world 
topics, countries change 
size and even sometimes 
their shape to represent 
the relative data.

 4  Topic panel
The topic panel puts 
numerous features at the 
user’s fingertips, while 
maintaining as much space 
as possible for the hero: 
the maps.

 Turn the page and learn how 
 to apply styles to dynamically 
 drawn shapes >> 

The site uses 
a myriad of 
technologies 
including HTML, 
CSS, JavaScript, 
PHP, MySQL and 
Flash. Each map 
is generated 
offline using a 
custom process 
involving land 
mass vs topic data 
maths, physics 
simulations 
and some 
minor manual 
manipulation. The 
final result of each 
map is stored on 
the server as X 
and Y coordinates, 
and along with 
translated content, 
are loaded when 
a user visits the 
site. Flash’s vector 
graphics API is 
then used to draw 
and animate the 
final result. The 
Flash Player and 
accompanying 
APIs were 
used to create 
the augmented 
reality experience.
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The site currently includes 
24 topics, 72 maps and an 
augmented reality experience. 
Additional features and 
content will be added later.

 Post launch 

page views in the first few weeks, with users 
spending an average of 17 minutes on the site. 

net:  Was the site a one-off or will it be developed 
 and updated? 
JP: Thanks to the easy-to-use CMS, we’ve added 
lots of new maps and content since the site’s 
launch. We’ve also created new features that 
leverage the existing design. For example, the 
Services and Solutions tool enables users to click 
two countries and see shipping options and rates 
between those two locales.
 As a result of the overwhelmingly positive 
response to the site, FedEx has tasked BBDO and 
Grow with rolling out new features and content 
this year and next. ●

 Profi le 
 Name  Jeff Penano
 Job  Interactive developer
 Company  Grow Interactive
 URL  thisisgrow.com
 History  After getting a degree 
in Digital Media and spending a 
few years programming for the 
military, Jeff joined Grow as an 
interactive developer.

 Profi le 
 Name  Ricky Williams
 Job  Interactive developer
 Company  Grow Interactive
 URL thisisgrow.com
 History  Ricky has been 
developing HTML/Flash websites 
for over 10 years, with the last 
six focused exclusively on Flash 
interactive development.

 4 

NET214.how   121 3/9/11   4:00:39 PM



<prev     122     .net may 2011

.net technique how_we_built

Expert tip  Simplifying the map
The world map in the Our Changing World 
site had over 5,000 control points. For 
optimised performance, we didn’t want to 
redraw such complicated shapes three times 
at each step of the animation. We created an 
algorithm to define the outer points of the 
map and used that to simplify the gradient 
and shadow shapes. We also increased 
performance by using Linked Lists instead 
of arrays. Minor tweaks, such as having the 
enterframe handler modify global variables 
instead of creating local ones, also improved 
our frame rate.

 4  Create and mask the gradient In Flash, create 
a radial vector gradient. This should have a transparent 
centre and transition to a translucent black around the 
edges. Set the Mask property of the gradient to mask the 
sprite and then ensure the gradient is the top layer.

 START  Define your points To begin drawing 
your map, define your shape as a collection of Points. We 
used a Linked List of Point references for performance 
reasons, although the same thing could just as easily be 
done in an array.

 5  Cast a shadow Use the same iteration of the 
Linked List to draw to another sprite for the shadow. Apply 
a BlurFilter and set its scaleY property 0.15, flattening the 
shadow. Lower the alpha and move it down on the y-axis to 
create the illusion of a cast shadow.

 2  Outline your country Create a new sprite for the 
shape and use its graphics property to draw a fill, moving 
through each point in the Linked List. In the FedEx site we 
used straight lines drawn with the lineTo() method because 
using the curveTo() method was taxing on performance.

 FINISH  Animate your nation To animate the 
graphics, move the Points on an enterframe and reapply 
steps 2-5. Before repeating the steps to draw the shape, 
the mask and the shadow, make sure to use the 
graphics.clear() method. 

 3  Create a mask for the gradient While iterating 
through the Linked List, use the same control points to 
draw to another sprite with an identical silhouette. This 
sprite will be used as a mask for a gradient that we will 
create in the Flash IDE.

   createcreate apply styles apply styles 
to dynamic shapes
Jeff Penano explains the technique used by Grow Interactive to draw and 
style dynamic shapes on the Our Changing World site

  Knowledge needed  ActionScript 3

  Requires  Flash

  Project time  5 hours

The trick with any data visualisation 
project is presenting numerical data in a 
way that draws people in, helping viewers 

realise the significance of the information they’re 
seeing, and keeping them entertained while 
they’re looking at it. In the case of Our Changing 
World, art director Joe Branton created a style that 
highlighted the uniqueness of each country as it 
morphed, while maintaining a collective style for 
the map that defined the site.

 Each country was drawn and filled with a colour 
unique to its surrounding countries, making it 
more recognisable and easier to follow during 
animation. A gradient lighting effect was also 
added to the entire surface of the map, lending 
a sense that each changing country represents a 
part of something larger than itself. Finally, a floor 
shadow of the map was added to help give the 
entire experience depth.

These aesthetic treatments had to be applied 
in real time to dynamically drawn and animated 
shapes, all the while maintaining acceptable 
performance on a typical home computer. This 
tutorial shows you the same technique Grow 
Interactive used to draw and style these dynamic 
shapes in Our Changing World. ●
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