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SLIDE 1:  TITLE 
Visual Storytelling with Data and Information 
 
SLIDE 2 
 “Figures often beguile me, particularly when I have the arranging of them myself.” 
- Mark Twain 
 
The Twain quote is more relative to the practice of visualization than his more oft referred to quote 
“lies, damn lies, and statistics”. As you begin to focus in on it word for word, “figures” can be either 
numerical or textual, which in a visualization leads to a wide variety of data management and graphic 
tools, decisions and directions to consider. Then, the last few words - “the arranging of them myself” –
relates to the idea that a visualization can be designed,  or look and feel different, depending on the 
question(s) asked or story(s) told by the data and information.  

EXAMPLE: In literature, many classic stories have been retold over and over through 
reinterpretation and re-visioning. Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is one of the more immediate 
examples but if we go back to Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer today, it is the bro-mance of film 
genres. So think of I Love You, Man with Paul Rudd and Jason Segal. 

 
SLIDE 3 
 “The greatest value of a picture is when it forces us to notice what we never expected to see.” 
— John W. Tukey 
Exploratory Data Analysis, 1977 
 
John Tukey was a mathematician, who in the 60s and 70s really began to explore different ways to 
visualize statistical concepts. This quote is great because it reveals the artistic understanding Tukey had 
of imaging or visualizing. If you think about photography or a graphic, you first see the primary character 
in the display but then you begin to look at the surroundings, the details, the light, the color, the 
placement within the frame, etc. and the more you see, the more the photo or graphic communicates a 
story. 
 
SLIDE 4 
Storytelling with data 
 
Visualization is storytelling with data but the story is really non-fiction and we say that because by using 
data, there is the assumption that there is truth and accuracy at the foundation of the visualization 
based on the data or information that is being used. And the goal of a visualization is to inform. 
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SLIDE 5 
What makes up a story? 

• Idea/curiosity/event 
• A human component 
• A catalyst 
• A climax 
• An ending 

 
These are all elements of a story and data and information can be any one of these elements. 
 
SLIDE 6 
Parts of a good story: 

• Powerful & compelling 
• Has a clear or persuasive message 
• Has a call to action 

 
So what makes a visualization great is much like the difference between just a story and a good story. 
There will be a lasting impact on the /viewer/reader that produces a change - it can be enlightening, 
inspiring, motivating.  If you think back to the Tukey quote, there will be an “a-ha” moment and it will be 
almost instant and visceral because the eye processes so quickly. And to me, a really great visualization 
makes you ask more questions, or makes you create/connect visual stories of your own based on the 
information you have stored away.   
 
SLIDE 7 
2012 U.S. Senate Election Results  
The Washington Post 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/politics/election-map-2012/senate/ 
 
So pretty straight-forward map of election results by state. When you scroll over the map, the winner 
and loser percentages. The total Democrats/Republicans/Independents elected this year. If you thought 
about it, the grey state’s with no elections gives you information about the potential future races. You 
might infer whether a state might go blue, red or gold given the surrounding states. If you count up the 
number of states that are grey, you realize there will be 17 states, or 1/3 of the U.S., holding elections in 
2 years. 
 
SLIDE 8 
Election 2012 results Liveblog: In Senate, Democrats ward off challenges  
The Christian Science Monitor 
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/The-Vote/2012/1106/Election-2012-results-Liveblog-In-
Senate-Democrats-ward-off-challenges 
 
Same information, very different visualization. You can see the senate chambers in your head, almost 
place people in the block of the visualization. You start to connect specific bills or discussions to the 
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spread of Democrats/Republicans/Independents - who might be listening, who is not, who might be 
talking to whom. The moment you look at the gold seats, you realize that is the dividing line, and you 
immediately sense those could be power seats. You really see how close decisions are going to be and 
you start to think of the things that are coming up in the next few months, let alone in the next few 
years – HUGE! 
 
SLIDE 9 
Data Scientist: The Sexiest Job of the 21st Century 
-Thomas H. Davenport and D.J. Patil 
Harvard Business Review, October 2012 
 
Many of you in the room should be excited about this! But what is data – big data, cloud data, etc - if 
you cannot effectively communicate it? You can have amazing data but without understanding, there is 
no value. And that is where design comes in 
 
SLIDE 10 
Good design is a lot like clear thinking made visual. 
— Edward Tufte 
 
Edward Tufte is the modern-day godfather of data and information visualization and you can Google his 
most famous example of a visualization – Napoleon’s March – to really see how this quote plays out in 
his world. When you have someone who understands data, can analyze data to create really significant 
and valid questions or stories from data and information, then can create a visual design that is 
informative and inspiring, that gives the viewer the A-HA moment, and makes the viewer want more by 
returning to dig deeper into the visual and make connections to his or her own information and data 
stores – it can be magical in a way that makes the viewer feel enlightened and maybe even empowered.  
The design provides a kind of clarity that the viewer did not have until the saw the visualization. 
 
SLIDE 11 
20% Data vs. 80% Visualization 
 
Most people assume that visualization is more about designing than the data, and perhaps at times a 
straight forward or simplistic visualization is more about the visualization than the data.  
 
SLIDE 12 
80% Data vs. 20% Visualization 
 
However, that is not typically true of a good visualization. By digging into the data, researching 
information, and knowing the content, multiple levels of discovery begin to happen so the right 
questions emerge, and the stories that rise to the top are compelling and powerful  
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SLIDE 13 
Process 
 
The visualization process is a series of gathering data and information that leads to a question or series 
of questions. Data and information gathering can also be about problem solving so the question may be 
about finding a solution. There is then the exploration and presentation points in the process. 
 
SLIDE 14 
Process continued 
 
But really, the visualization process is in constant evaluation mode to validate to move forward, or to 
find that the original question or solution formulated is not quite correct. When that happens, you have 
to go back and restrategize and analyze the data and information or go back to gather new or additional 
data and information. 
 
SLIDE 15 
Gather 
 
There are various ways to acquire data and information, each requiring their own method of research 
and evaluation to ensure validity. And when you begin to combine data and information, you have to 
understand those methods, the relationships they create in the kind of visualization you are trying to 
create. 
 
SLIDE 16 
Question 
 
This is what all the work comes down to and there are a variety of ways to begin formulating the 
questions. 
 
SLIDE 17  
Baltimore City Employee Pay 
 
For example, if you have several years of Baltimore City employee salary data, you can start with a very 
top level question, then drill down to more specific questions as you dig deeper into the data.  For the 
last question, How does the change in Baltimore city employee salaries compare to tax rates 
over time?, you start to look for tax rate data and begin working with various tools to start 
creating an image of what those two sets of data look like together.  
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SLIDE 18 - 21 
Data Visualization Sketch [http://datavisualization.ch/inside/] 
Student Examples 
 
As you move further along the visualization process, you might do some sketching or wire 
framing.  How can the image be enhanced with other visual tools/cues or text to further 
communicate what the data and information has to say. 
 
SLIDE 22 - 24 
Explore 
 
Some of the tools you can also use to visualize data are platforms like Spotfire, Tableau, 
Qlikview, and Excel. These tools help that beginning process and lets you look at the data in a 
variety of ways quickly so you can get different views of the data. 
 
SLIDE 25-28 
Presenting 
 
So the visualization process has to lead to presenting. There needs to be direct relationships 
between the data, form, and story so there is connection and cohesion in how the visualization 
is communicating the question. There also needs to be a direct relationship between client, 
designer, and audience for the same reason. 
 
SLIDE 29 
Visualization Examples 
 

• Race and Ethnic Data http://www.flickr.com/photos/walkingsf/5559896701/in/set-
72157626354149574 

• It’s All Connected: An Overview of the Euro Crisis 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/10/23/sunday-review/an-overview-of-the-euro-
crisis.html?_r=0 

• Arab spring: an interactive timeline of Middle East protests 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/interactive/2011/mar/22/middle-east-protest-interactive-
timeline 

• OECD Better Life Index http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/ 
• The NY Marathon Route’s Evolving Neighborhoods 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/11/05/nyregion/the-evolving-neighborhoods-along-the-
marathon.html?scp=1&sq=interactive&st=cse 

• The SPENT Challenge http://playspent.org/ 
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