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“By visualizing information, we turn it into a 
landscape that you can explore with your 
eyes. A sort of information map. And when 
you’re lost in information, an information 

map is kind of useful.”

David McCandless
Information is Beautiful
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@alanrutter
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What’s the biggest challenge? 

IDENTIFYING THE 
KEY MESSAGE

CHOOSING THE 
RIGHT VISUAL

MAKING GREAT 
DESIGN CHOICES
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Agenda

Session 1
Planning a data 
story

Session 2
Choosing the right 
visuals

Session 3
Designing for 
humans

Session 4
Useful tools and 
resources



Planning a data story
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The essential ingredients

Audience Story Action



A data visualisation framework

AUDIENCE

STORY

ACTION

● Who exactly are you presenting the data to?

● How much do they know about the subject?

● How data-literate are they?

● Are they likely to be hostile, or receptive?

● What format are they receiving the information in?

● How long will they spend with it?



A data visualisation framework

AUDIENCE

STORY

ACTION

● What is the key message, or the bottom line?

● Can you sum it up in a single sentence?

● Are there multiple stories to tell? 

● What do you need to include to tell the story?

● What can you leave out entirely? 

● What is the best visual approach?



A data visualisation framework

AUDIENCE

STORY

ACTION

● What do you want them to do next? 

● Take a specific action? 

● Carry out a piece of work based on the information? 

● Change their behaviour? 

● Is the action achievable by them? 

● Is the action measurable by you?



Audience, Story, Action

In groups, agree on a real-world example of data that needs to be communicated 
to somebody. 

Discuss and agree: 

● Audience Who are you communicating with?
● Story What specific message do you need to communicate? 
● Action What do they need to do next? 

Try to sketch out what the visualisation would look like using Padlet.

Exercise:



Structuring longer reports

STORY LAYER DETAIL LAYER
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Weather data



Weather data



Weather data



Weather data



Let’s take a short break

(No need to leave the meeting!)



Choosing the right visuals
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Aesthetics v function

ART ACADEMIA



Aesthetics v function

ART

● Beautiful and imaginative. 
● Heavy design aesthetic. 
● Seen on posters and magazines.
● Demands time to consume. 
● Low on actionable insights.



Aesthetics v function

ACADEMIA

● Rigorous and accurate.  
● Aimed at expert audiences.
● Confusing to a lay person. 
● Seen in academic literature.
● Low on actionable insights.



Infographics vs data viz

INFOGRAPHIC DATA VISUALISATION

INFORMATION DESIGN



Which is biggest? 32
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Graphical perception

Source: Cleveland-McGill
34



Graphical perception

Source: Cleveland-McGill
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Data through time

Which graph or chart 
type would we use?



Line charts: Trends



Column charts: 
Values and 
comparisons 
through time



Data through time

Slope charts

This is particularly useful for 
sources of data which don’t 
provide continuous data points 
(eg. surveys). 



Comparisons

Which graph or chart 
type would we use?

40



Column charts: 
side-by-side 
comparisons
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Bar charts
Ranking data points



Dumbbell charts: differences

43



Composition

Which graph or chart 
type would we use?





Pie charts and donut charts:
Snapshot in time, less than five categories, one larger data point



Stacked columns:
Composition and 

total values



Treemaps:
Relative sizes,

hierarchy



Waffle charts: Percentages or proportion of total



Maps:
Geographic 
data



Icons with numbers

Always make sure these 
have context included (eg. 
comparisons, percentages).



Choosing graphs and charts

Open the data sets in the Exercise 2 tab of the Google Sheet. 

Think about which type of graph or chart will display the data best. 

In Flourish, create a chart, and copy and paste the data across. 

When you’re happy with the result, you can download the chart as an image, and 
then upload it to  Padlet.

Exercise:



Let’s take a break

(No need to leave the meeting!)



Designing for humans



“Simplify, then exaggerate”
Geoffrey Crowther, editor, The Economist



Source: Fernanda Viégas and Martin Wattenberg



Source: Nikolaus Hanselmann



6 2 5 3 9 8 8 2 7 0 5 0 3 6 7 5 9 6 2 3
8 9 1 4 7 4 1 5 6 6 6 2 0 0 3 4 5 8 0 0
9 5 3 4 1 2 2 3 2 4 6 0 5 4 4 6 8 1 2 4
1 7 9 3 6 5 4 8 8 7 4 3 4 2 8 9 7 9 2 2
0 4 0 8 8 8 3 9 4 1 1 2 7 9 0 0 4 4 2 7

How many threes?



6 2 5 3 9 8 8 2 7 0 5 0 3 6 7 5 9 6 2 3
8 9 1 4 7 4 1 5 6 6 6 2 0 0 3 4 5 8 0 0
9 5 3 4 1 2 2 3 2 4 6 0 5 4 4 6 8 1 2 4
1 7 9 3 6 5 4 8 8 7 4 3 4 2 8 9 7 9 2 2
0 4 0 8 8 8 3 9 4 1 1 2 7 9 0 0 4 4 2 7

Now how many threes?







Use storytelling text



Use of colours



Position

● Generally, higher up means more important.

● Place the most important info at the top.

● Some people may skip to the end. 

● Place your call to action at the bottom. 



Size



Main story (the point of the infographic)

Visual one

Visual 2 Visual 3

Visual 4 Visual 5



Images

Photographer Heather Hazzan
American Academy of Pediatrics SELF magazine 

Photograph: VCG/VCG via Getty Images



Qualitative data

● Thematic coding. 

● Quotes.

● Case studies.

● Illustrations and infographics.





Adding text and styling

Open the data set in the Exercise 3 tab of the Google Sheet. 

In Flourish, create a bar chart or column chart and copy the data into it. 

Make changes to the colours and text to tell more of a story with the chart. 

When you’re happy with the result, you can download the chart as an image, and 
then upload it to  Padlet.

Exercise:



Tools and resources



Data Visualisation Catalogue

datavizcatalogue.com 72



Financial Times Visual Vocabulary



Creating infographics

● Infogram

● Venngage

● Piktochart 

● Canva

● Infographia



Images, icons and pictograms

● Pexels

● Pixabay

● Unsplash 

● Flaticon

● Noun Project



color.adobe.com



addtwodigital.com/powerpoint-tutorials



Summing up



Key points to remember

● Being selective about what you choose to highlight. 

● Identify a clear and actionable story. 

● Choosing simple charts for communication. 

● Apply simple design tricks to focus on key points.



Questions?

@alanrutter
alan@fireplusalgebra.com
fireplusalgebra.com
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“No one ever made a decision 
because of a number. 

They need a story.”

Daniel Kahneman
Author and psychologist


