
NOTES ON DATA + INFORMATION DESIGN
Tell the stories. Free the data. Think visually.



I HAVE A QUESTION.

➔ Who is this person?
➔ What is information design?
➔ What is the design process?
➔ What about data visualization?
➔ What are some basic rules?
➔ Can you show me an example?
➔ What tools can I use?
➔ Where do I learn more? 



HOLLY HIGHLIGHTS



1999: THE EARLY YEARS. TABLES.

➔ WHY NO 
VISUALS?

➔ WHAT’S UP WITH 
THE COLORS?

➔ DARK LINES
➔ CENTERED #’s



2012: CHARTS + EXCEL TABLES 



2019: ICONS + INTERACTIVITY



WHAT IS INFORMATION DESIGN?

Information design is all about understanding

➔ understanding the relationship between the information and 
the audience

➔ understanding and synthesizing all relevant information 
sources

➔ understanding how to craft a narrative and flow that will 
effectively communicate the message

➔ understanding how to enhance the information visually 
without distracting from the meaning

➔ understanding the need for feedback during and at the end of 
the design process



A Brief History

William Playfair was the most prolific data nerd of the 1700s. He 
invented the bar chart, the line chart and the pie chart.



A Brief History

John Snow (not that one!) went a step further and saved people’s lives 
with data! Cholera outbreak of 1854, bar charts on a map showed 
deaths by address finding a single contaminated water pump. 



A Brief History

Charles Minard’s 1869 chart of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 
1812 and the defeated army’s march back to Poland. Thickness of 
the line represents people (from 422,000 to only 10,000 troops). 



A Brief History

New York Subway Guide created in 1972 by Massimo Vignelli was a great 
example of form and function and a modern information design masterpiece. 



What are the 
steps for 
designing 
data and 
information 
for maximum 
insight and 
impact?

David McCandless



1: DEFINE THE PROBLEM. PLAN THE PROJECT.

WHO?
➔ Who is the target 

audience?
➔ Consider their 

interests, passions, 
what inspires them 

WHAT?
➔ What is your main goal 

for the project?
➔ Think about the desired 

outcome and what you 
want to achieve

HOW?
➔ How will you know the 

project was successful?
➔ Are there tools you can 

use to measure the 
results?

Design Process



Design Process

2. COLLECT + ORGANIZE INFORMATION.

ORIGINAL
➔ Stick to primary sources 
➔ Friends don’t let friends use Wikipedia
➔ Tell the truth with your data and information

RELEVANT
➔ Questions about your data? Your audience will too!
➔ Data changes quickly; keep it current
➔ Most recent version available

RELIABLE
➔ Verify the source is legitimate and as unbiased as 

possible
➔ Avoid information that is anecdotal or based on hearsay



3: ANALYZE THE DATA.

TRENDS

Design Process

Look for consistent 
patterns/relationships 
between data points or 
data sets. 

CORRELATIONS
Elements may have an 
obvious relationship, or 
will be revealed through 
data exploration. 

OUTLIERS
Unusual or irregular 
occurrences often 
have an intriguing story 
or highlight an issue..



4. CRAFT THE STORY.

OUTLINE
➔ Identify the flow of the narrative
➔ Map your data to support each point 
ARRANGE CONTENT

➔ Have a logical flow
PROVIDE CONTEXT

➔ Data is supposed to clarify, not confuse
HIGHLIGHT NOTABLE INSIGHTS

➔ Key points need attention
TRIM WHERE NECESSARY

➔ Don’t overwhelm with data
➔ Include what is necessary and relevant

Design Process



5. DESIGN THE CONTENT. 

Design Process



6. TEST, RINSE, REPEAT.

Design Process



7. IMPLEMENT, PUBLISH, LAUNCH, DELIVER.

Design Process



8. GET FEEDBACK TO IMPROVE.

Design Process



HOW DO YOU VISUALIZE DATA? NOT LIKE THIS.



WHAT IS DATA VISUALIZATION?



Information Overload

➔ Attention is a 
commodity.

➔ Retain 5-7 bits of info 
at a time.

➔ 8 second attention…
I already lost it.

WHY VISUALIZE DATA?



“I am visual.”

➔ More visual thinkers. 
Thanks internet!

➔ Faster comprehension. 
Keep up! 

WHY VISUALIZE DATA?



A Picture’s Worth..

➔ Curb appeal sells.
➔ Improves credibility, 

change the default.

WHY VISUALIZE DATA?



WHY VISUALIZE DATA?

It’s the New Normal.



WHEN TO USE DATA VISUALIZATION?

ANSWER QUESTIONS
How many Web visitors 
last month?

WAYS TO USEWHEN TO USE

ADD OBJECTIVITY TO AN 
ARGUMENT
This is why we should invest.

DISCOVER NEW INSIGHTS
The majority of people 
have green eyes. 

COMMUNICATE QUICKLY 
AND EFFECTIVELY
Traffic to our website is 
up.

MARKETING CONTENT
Public-facing content for thought 
leadership or promotion such as 
blogs, white papers, infographics

REPORTING
Data conveying change over time, 
pin-pointing outliers or 
performance results presented in a 
variety of formats

INTERNAL COMMUNICATION
Information delivered to leaders 
that influence planning and 
decision-making such as 
dashboards



INFORMATION GRAPHICS



MAGAZINES / NEWS



RESUMES/TIMELINES



DASHBOARDS / INTERFACES



HOW DO YOU MAKE SENSE OF DATA?



LET ME PROCESS.

SYMMETRY SIMILARITY PROXIMITY

COMMON REGIONCLOSURE CONTINUITY CONNECTEDNESS

SIMPLICITY



GIVE ME SOME SPACE.

SPACE ALIGNMENT HIERARCHY

PROXIMITY BALANCE REPETITION



CHOOSE THE RIGHT CHART.

All things 
Stephanie Evergreen. 

Presenting Data 
Effectively is a great 
resource.



CHOOSE THE RIGHT CHART.

More Stephanie Evergreen.
This is the Quantitative 
Chart Chooser. 



SUMMARY AND DETAIL.

Choose the right visualization to tell the story. Don’t make 
people do mental math. Provide detail for precision and deeper 
comparison.



ORDER CATEGORIES LOGICALLY.

Intuitive ordering helps aid comprehension by shortening 
the time it takes to become oriented. 



ACCURATE DATA OR FORGET IT.

➔ Don’t skew data 
with decorative 
displays.

➔ If precision is 
sacrificed for the 
sake of design, 
credibility will be 
at risk.



SPLIT OUT LOTS OF VARIABLES.

➔ Pay attention to weights 
and lengths of lines. 

➔ Don’t plot more than four 
lines on a single graph. 

➔ Try to label lines directly 
if possible, legends 
require the user to do 
extra work. 

➔ (SMALL MULTIPLES!) 



STRIP AWAY THE NON-ESSENTIAL.

No chart junk. Exciting graphics aren’t always the most 
accurate. What do you want the user to take away from this?



MINIMIZE DESIGN ELEMENTS.

Limit use of colors, fonts, patterns, lines, 3D, drop 
shadows – too much detracts from data. 



KEEP IT CONSISTENT.



CONTRAST AND COMPARE.



USE COLOR TO CONTRAST VALUES.

CONTRAST provides emphasis to a particular pattern 
or trend when comparing values.  



USE COLOR WISELY.

5 OR LESS. Color should be used sparingly to highlight important 
information. 

SEQUENTIAL
color reordered from high to low

DIVERGING
two sequential colors with a neutral midpoint

CATEGORICAL
contrasting colors for individual comparison

HIGHLIGHT
color used to highlight something

ALERT
color used to get reader’s attention



COLOR TIPS TO REMEMBER.

➔ Color encodes value but using too many is confusing. 
➔ Don’t use multiple colors to represent the same kind of 

data (no color wheels). 
➔ Grayscale is still a powerful way to visualize data. 

Contrast is key. 



CHOOSE THE RIGHT FONT. 



DESIGN YOUR WORDS.

LIMIT YOUR FONTS

HANDLE WIDOWS / ORPHANS

PICK FONTS THAT PAIR WELL

ENHANCE READABILITY DON’T USE TRENDY FONTS

AVOID STRETCHING FONTS



DON’T LET FONTS WIN. 

➔ Be consistent with fonts 
and styles. 

➔ Try not to use more than 
2 or 3 fonts or a font 
family

➔ Don’t use decorative 
fonts to display numbers.

➔ Soften axes and labels 
using gray type instead of 
black. 



SO ICONIC.

Use icons for faster comprehension. 



KEEP IT SIMPLE.



NOTES ON A GOOD CHART

➔ Good header 
and subheader

➔ Note:
➔ Source:
➔ From Where:
➔ Label inside the 

bar
➔ Gradient colors 

on bar
➔ Different 

weights type



DATA DESIGN CHECKLIST



1. ASK questions
2. LOOK for inspiration
3. COLLECT + ORGANIZE data and 

information
4. DISCOVER the story in the data
5. CREATE the prototype
6. TEST, RINSE, REPEAT
7. IMPLEMENT, PUBLISH, 

LAUNCH, PRESENT
8. Don’t forget USER FEEDBACK

GIVE ME AN EXAMPLE.



WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?

➔ Example: Request for
information graphic 
from Dean Kelehear

➔ Problem: Need for
Literacy Center in 
Richmond County



WHO IS THE AUDIENCE?
MANAGER
In-depth, actionable 
understanding. 

They want details.

EXPERT
The expert wants less 
storytelling and more details.

EXECUTIVE
Executives have little time. 
Significant points with 
conclusions.

BEGINNER
New to the subject, 
but not too elementary.

GENERALIST
Aware of the topic. General 
comprehension, major 
themes.



HOW WILL THE INFORMATION BE ORGANIZED?

➔ Start with a simple outline.
➔ Identify the logical flow of the 

narrative.
➔ Map data sources to support 

each point. 
➔ Provide context for the data.
➔ Summarize key points.
➔ Include data that is relevant 

and necessary to tell the 
story.

LITERACY IS A PROBLEM
DATA: Educational progress and achievement

WHO IS AT RISK?
DATA:  Children K-3

WHERE ARE THEY AT RISK?
DATA:  Population indicators by state/county

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?
DATA: Loss in educated future citizens

WHAT CAN BE DONE?
DATA: Interventions such as literacy center



HOW WILL THE INFORMATION BE CONSUMED?

➔ Presentation?
➔ Document?
➔ Website?
➔ All of the Above?



LOOK FOR INSPIRATION.



COLLECT + ORGANIZE INFORMATION

Focus on collecting information that will provide a 
solid framework to help answer your question.

A good data source is:
➔ ORIGINAL
➔ COMPREHENSIVE
➔ CURRENT
➔ RELIABLE



DISCOVER THE STORY IN THE DATA.

Your goal is to shape a concise and coherent narrative around 
the data to compel your audience to take some sort of ACTION.



CREATE THE PROTOTYPE.



ITERATE, PUBLISH + PRESENT. 



GIVE ME THE KEYS: DESIGN RESOURCES

canva.com adobe creative suite / spark / stock

noun project microsoft publisher



GIVE ME THE KEYS: COLOR and FONTS

color.adobe.com colorbrewer

font squirrel google fontstypekit



GIVE ME THE KEYS: DATA VIZ TOOLS

Microsoft BI + Excel Tableau

Infogram Google ChartsDatawrapper



OH CAPTAIN, MY CAPTAIN.

Edward Tufte - there’s 
only one
.tufte.com/

Stephen Few - the 
master of data viz
perceptualedge.com/

Stephanie Evergreen - the 
queen of presenting data
stephanieevergreen.com/

Giorgia Lupi - data viz
 artist, no seriously
giorgialupi.com/

Feltron - his annual 
reports are in a museum, 
simply beautiful
feltron.com

http://www.tufte.com/
http://www.perceptualedge.com/
http://stephanieevergreen.com/
http://giorgialupi.com/
http://www.juiceanalytics.com/


KEY TAKEAWAYS

Start with a question, then look for the information that will 
answer or give you more insight into your problem

Work with a solid information that comes from relevant sources

Craft a story around your key points and takeaways to deliver 
your message

Follow information design best practices to ensure your 
communication makes the greatest impact



GET IN TOUCH!

Holly Goodson Rubio
Email: hgoodson@augusta.edu

Web: http://www.augusta.edu/ie/ir/

Twitter: http://twitter.com/hollyvann 

Linkedin: http://linkedin/hollyvann 

mailto:hgoodson@augusta.edu
http://www.augusta.edu/ie/ir/
http://twitter.com/hollyvann
http://linkedin/hollyvann

