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Why visualize data?

‘…a man who has carefully investigated 
a printed table, finds, when done, that 
he has only a very faint and partial idea 
of what he had read; and that like a 
figure imprinted on sand, is soon totally 
erased and defaced… 
On inspecting any one of these Charts 
attentively, a sufficiently distinct 
impression will be made, to remain 
unimpaired for a considerable time, 
and the idea which does remain will be 
simple and complete…’               

William Playfair



Why visualize data?

‘the aim is to help an 
audience complete certain 
tasks… [visualization] is not 
just art, but functional art, 
something that achieves 
beauty not through the 
subjective, freely wandering 
self-expression of the painter 
or the sculptor, but through 
the careful and restrained 
tinkering of the engineer’               

Alberto Cairo



Why visualize data?

https://lisacharlottemuth.com/2017/03/10/why-do-we-visualize-data/
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Why visualize data?

• Work out what the story is
• Tell that story to others

Key questions

• What is the story? What are you trying to show?
• What impression do you want the reader to go away with?
• Will your reader understand?
• In what context are you presenting the visualization?
• Is the data accurate?



Things to think about

Clear and attractive

• People apparently spend 15 seconds on a website
• Be clear about the story
• Let the data breathe – nothing superfluous

Correct and accurate

• Don’t distort the data – or let bad design distort it
• Make the source clear
• Make any caveats clear



Things to think about

Clear and attractive

• Would a reader understand the chart or be hooked in by 
it in 15 seconds?

Correct and accurate

• How would you feel if the chart were retweeted without 
any further context?
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Who 2010 Lib Dems voted for in 2015
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Who 2010 Lib Dems voted for in 2015
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The chart type you need

https://datavizcatalogue.com



The chart type you need

https://policyviz.com
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https://policyviz.com



The chart type you need

https://ft-interactive.github.io/visual-vocabulary/



The chart type you need

Civil Service Engagement Index, 2021
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Civil Service Engagement Index: Civil Service Median, 2009 to 2021



The chart type you need

General Election 2010:
Hampshire North West



The chart type you need



Mosaic charts



The chart type you need
Civil Service People Survey, 2020



The chart type you need
i. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which 
you are used to seeing in print.

ii. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

iii. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

iv. Never use the passive where you can use the active.

v. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word 
if you can think of an everyday English equivalent.

vi. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright 
barbarous.

George Orwell, Politics and the English Language, available at www.orwellfoundation.com
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The design touches you need
How do you feel about the future of the EU?
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The design touches you need

Civil Service Engagement Index, 2021



The design touches you need
Civil Service People Survey, 2020



The design touches you need
A B

From Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative 
Information 



The design touches you need

Government spending and revenue (2018/19 prices, £bn)
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Government spending and revenue (2018/19 prices)
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Government spending and revenue (2018/19 prices)



The design touches you need

Gender balance of Fast Stream appointments, 2016
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Text and labels
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• Good dataviz design matters – you need to think about it

• Think about what chart type best tells the story

• Think about the different elements of the chart and 
minimize ‘chart junk’

• There are lots of resources to help

Summary



Thank you!
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