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We live in a data rich world

We stand on the shore of a vast sea of available data

Suit up with the latest diving gear and the slickest tools and gadgets

Before long we find ourselves drowning within a stone’s throw of the shore, 

flailing about and wondering what went wrong.
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* Its quantity and rapid growth is not a problem

* It represents a wealth of potential

* How do we dive into that ocean of information, get the best of it, bring it back 

to shore and sort it out (ie. understand it well enough to make good use of it)

•3



* Can effectively assist us in navigating the data analysis process 

* No matter how well designed these tools are, the results they produce will 

depend on how skilled we are in employing them
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* Why strive to understand it better then we already do?

* Understanding alone isn’t the goal

* Our ultimate goal is to understand what the data show us about what’s actually 

happening in our organizations so we can put that understanding for worthwhile 

ends.

* Good data analysis allows us to:

* Better manage what’s going on now

* Better predict what will likely happen under particular conditions in 

the future – to create opportunities and prevent problems
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* The human brain

* Computers can’t make sense of data, only humans can

* More precisely, only people who have developed the necessary data analysis 

skills can
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* Decision Makers

* Typically rely on information that is preprocessed for them

* Mostly by people who have never been trained in the skills of data analysis.

* These skills are rare, not because they are hard to develop

*We have been lulled into the belief that computers do this work for us, that 

given the appropriate software and know where to click with the mouse to 

access data and produce a report, we are data analysts.
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* Good data analysis allows us to:

* Better manage what’s going on now

* Better predict what will likely happen under particular conditions in 

the future – to create opportunities and prevent problems
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* Radar chart – Save them for Spiderman

Can’t conclude anything, need tweaking to make sense, ugly
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Donut 

Evil twin of pie, too many data points, psychedelic
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Don’t add dimensions to lines

Difficult to compare, lead to wrong conclusions, can overlap and 

ambiguity

Don’t make charts look like downtown

Overlapping columns, hard to see patterns 

X-ray vision needed

Impossible to understand, ugly
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Time Series

Expresses the rise and fall of values through time

User lines to emphasize overall pattern

Use bars to emphasize individual values

Use points connecte by lines to slightly emphasize individual values 

while still highlighting the overall pattern

ALWAYS place time on the horizontal axis
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Ranking

Expresses values in order by size

Use bars only (horizontal or vertical)

To highlight values, sort in descending order

To highlight low values, sort in ascending order
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Part-to-Whole

Expresses the portion of each part  relative to the whole

Use bars only (horizontal or vertical)

Use stacked bars only when you must display measures of the whole as 

well as the parts
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Deviation

Expresses how and the degree to which one or more things differ from another

Use lines to emphasize the pattern

Use points connected by lines to emphasize individual data points

Use bars to emphasize individual values

Always include a reference line to compare the measures of deviation 

against
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Distribution

Expresses a range of values as well as the shape of the distribution across that 

range

Use vertical bars to emphasize individual values

Use lines to emphasize shape
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Correlation

Expresses how 2 paired sets of values vary in relation to one another

Use points and a trend line in the form of a scatter plot
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Nominal Comparison

Simply expresses the comparative sizes of multiple related by discrete values in 

no particular order
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Ikea uses the same visuals, the same screws, the same bolts, over and over again. 

You may not know how to assemble a specific object, but you already know the 

underlying framework, so it’s easy to start working. 

Now how  many times do we use inconsistent color codes for the same item 

across multiple charts? 

Every time we forget consistency we are confusing our audience and wasting 

their time forcing them to adapt to our new rules
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Simple drawings that show you how to complete each step. 

There are no useless details, no fancy drawings, nothing. This obviously speaks 

for itself.

•25



Since these directions must work in a multilingual environment, text is avoided.

If something must be explained, it is explained visually. 

A chart is a visual tool, so the less text the better. 

Remove legends and label the series directly. 
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After assembling furniture for a few hours you start recognizing patterns and 

you can avoid directions altogether. 

If you are willing to learn, you’ll learn fast. Inertia is a major problem when 

adopting even a simple set of data visualization principles and best practices. 

Apply them to a few charts and soon you will see why they make sense. 

And you’ll never come back to that 3D pie chart nonsense.
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From time to time, a more detailed approach is needed. 

We often try to put a large dataset in a single chart.

The chart is then supposed to answer every single question the audience may 

have. 

This is obviously wrong. A chart is an answer to a specific question. 

When you are asking a question you are filtering the data, leaving out what you 

don’t need. 

If you want to show your market share, do you really need a chart with the 

smallest competitor? 

A new competitor is small but growing fast? Ok, show the details. 

But that is a different question and may need to be addressed in a different chart.
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