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When Less Really is More:
Putting Data Visualization Best Practices to Work



Intended Results

• Reflect on your current data audience(s) and stakeholders

• Build a shared understanding of data viz best practices

• Reflect on your own work and action plan



Limiting Assumptions

• Data are of good quality

• Data are actionable

• Data viz authors had good intentions



Shout-outs

Ann K. Emery
http://depictdatastudio.com

Stephanie Evergreen
http://stephanieevergreen.com



Good data visualization . . .

• is an accessible story-telling tool

• supports equitable communication among stakeholders

• supports better data use for decision-making



Data Storytelling

“When you package up your insights 

as a data story, you build a bridge for 

your data to the influential, 

emotional side of the brain."

”

“

Data Storytelling: The Essential Data Science Skill Everyone Needs. https://www.forbes.com/sites/brentdykes/2016/03/31/data-storytelling-the-essential-data-science-skill-everyone-needs/amp/



Equitable Data 
Communication

Powering Health Equity Action with Online Data Tools: 10 Design Principles. https://nationalequityatlas.org/sites/default/files/10-Design-Principles-For-Online-Data-Tools.pdf

The right to the tools through which groups 
or individuals can systematically increase 

that stock of knowledge which they 

consider most vital to their survival

The right to use social 

science tools – such as 

surveys – to package their 
knowledge into data to 
convey to decision-makers 
and other audiences

The right to access information 
beyond their reach, whether 
that knowledge is inaccessible 
due to cost, technical jargon, or 
other barriers

right to research

right to 
be heard

right to 
know

decolonize 
data



Active Implementation

Effective 
Practices

Effective 
Implementation

Enabling 
Context

Improved 
Outcomes

Teams 

Data & 
Communication

Data Use for Decision-Making 
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Complex

Simple

Binary Processing Pattern Recognition

Blue Hill Research, ©2014





https://dubiousdata.wordpress.com/2014/04/14/death-pie-charts/
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Blue Hill Research, ©2014

Whose instincts are 
we considering? 



Think – Pair – Share

Think about your audience:
• What level of technical detail do they need?
• What do they want to do with the data?
• What do you want them to do with the data?
• What are some gaps in the way you currently communicate data?

Pair up with someone. Discuss your reflections.

Share with the larger group – if you wish.



Apply Data Visualization Best 
Practices2 Know Your Audience12. Apply Data Visualization Best Practices



Text

• Titles are descriptive

• Subtitles/annotations provide additional information

• Text size is hierarchical

• Text is horizontal

• Data are labeled directly

• Labels are used sparingly

http://stephanieevergreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DataVizChecklist_May2016.pdf



http://annkemery.com/makeovers



Arrangement

• Proportions are accurate

• Data are intentionally ordered

• Axis intervals are equidistant

• Graph is 2-dimensional

• Display is free from decoration

http://stephanieevergreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DataVizChecklist_May2016.pdf



http://annkemery.com/makeovers



Color

• Color scheme is intentional

• Color is used to highlight key patterns

• Color is legible when printed in black and white

• Color is legible for people with colorblindness

• Text sufficiently contrasts with background

http://stephanieevergreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DataVizChecklist_May2016.pdf



Copyright © 2008 Stephen Few, Perceptual Edge. http://www.perceptualedge.com/articles/visual_business_intelligence/rules_for_using_color.pdf

China has the highest first quarter sales. 



Lines

• Gridlines, if present, are muted

• No border lines

• No tick marks, axis lines

• One horizontal, one vertical axis

http://stephanieevergreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DataVizChecklist_May2016.pdf
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General Considerations

• Highlight significant findings or conclusions

• Graph type is appropriate for data

• Graph has appropriate level of precision

• Chart elements work together to create meaning

http://stephanieevergreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/DataVizChecklist_May2016.pdf



Perfection is achieved not when 
there is nothing more to add, 
but when there is nothing left to 
take away.

– Antoine de Saint-Exupery

”

“





Case StudyKnow Your Audience1 3. Case Studies



Exhibit A. 
The Disaster



The Reboot Agenda

1. Don’t bury the lead

2. Limit to one page (front and back)

3. No blocks of narrative text

4. Use color for emphasis



Exhibit B. The Improvement





Exhibit C. The 
Unnecessarily 
Dense 
Approach



The Reboot Agenda

1. Refocus visuals to highlight key take-aways

2. Remove superfluous data

3. Simplify color scheme



Exhibit D. The Simplification
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Precent of Students Scoring 80% Benchmark Met 𝚫 from 2018

Total 92.9% P -1.5%

1 (Ethics) 92.0% P 1.3%

2 (Diversity) 91.2% P -6.0%

3 (Social Justice) 94.7% P -0.6%

4 (Research/Practice) 85.0% P 7.4%

5 (Policy) 78.8% -14.7%

6 (Engagement) 88.5% P -3.1%

7 (Assessment) 81.4% 6.6%

8 (Intervention) 87.6% P 3.5%

9 (Evaluation) 87.6% P 2.6%

113 First-Year Students 

 

Generalist Results – May 2019 

This section of the report overviews student statuses, benchmark results, and 
change from the 2018 Generalist Outcome Assessment. 

Student Overview and Benchmarks 

Full-Time 71 63%
DE - Triangle 25 22%
DE - Winston-Salem 17 15%
Advanced Standing 0 0%
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Average Scores by Competency 

This section of the report shows average scores for each competency across 
all first-year students (possible scores range from 0 to 5). Average scores are 
sorted from largest to smallest. 
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Average Scores by Student Status 

This section of the report shows averages scores for each competency, and in total, by student status. 

Full-Time DE - Triangle DE - Winston Salem

Total 40.35 39.36 38.88

1 (Ethics) 4.48 4.56 4.53

2 (Diversity) 4.63 4.40 4.29

3 (Social Justice) 4.58 4.80 4.53

4 (Research/Practice) 4.35 4.40 4.29

5 (Policy) 4.17 3.92 4.12

6 (Engagement) 4.48 4.52 4.47

7 (Assessment) 4.45 3.96 4.06

8 (Intervention) 4.39 4.28 4.29

9 (Evaluation) 4.48 4.40 4.00



Data Gallery

Visit each data visualization flipchart. Using the Data Viz 
Checklist note:
• Strengths 

• Opportunities for improvement

• Questions you may have



https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/37/UK-Government-Expenditure-2016-17.jpg



https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2a/Bar_Chart_of_Race_%26_Ethnicity_in_New_York_%282015%29.svg



http://i.imgur.com/z4f7BUF.png



https://userguide.audiense.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/2-pie-chart.png



https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/56/Advanced_medical_imaging_during_noninjury_ED_visits.png



annkemery.com



Action Planning

Where do you have discretion and freedom to act? 

What can you do without more resources or authority?



Questions?

Audrey Loper
audrey.loper@unc.edu

Todd Jensen
jensen@unc.edu


