Effective data visualizations on the web (measured by visits and length of time on

page)

I’m the data visualization developer at the Urban Institute, also a researcher
on housing policy — | develop interactive graphics and work closely with a

designer
I’m going to talk mostly about what | know — our successes and failures in

data visualization and outreach
Over time, we’ve learned from both, and have two key questions you need to

ask to be successful



Story (not stories)

What story (not stories) are you trying to tell?



Audience Relates

Who is the audience, and how can they relate to the data?
Get rid of anything that doesn’t tell that one story and allow the audience to
connect with the data



What story are you trying to tell
Often, we have so much we care about that we think is important that we
want to convey to people. But, we've found that the more we try to convey
the less we are able to get across — the fewer stories we try to tell in one go
the more the stories that are told stick with people
Think about it like an elevator speech — if you only had 30 seconds with an
important person who could really help change your organization for the
better or accomplish your goals, what would that message be? The same
goes for data visualizations — that person just might be the one clicking
on/viewing your piece



Who is the audience, and how can they relate to the data?
Need to define the relevant audience. Too many audiences, and you may
write too generically and not appeal to any. Also, focusing on your main
audience makes it much easier to understand how they will be able to relate
to the data, and better understand it and internalize it

Two examples that typify this
Released two relatively large initiatives over the last couple of years:
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Poverty by Race
By far the most popular, by number of clicks, time on page, and news
coverage was the Poverty by Race



~100,000 Views

~10,000 Views
Immersive Data Experience Single (Localized) Story
Avg. 1 minute on site Avg. 3 %2 minutes on site

Poverty by Race — About 100,000 unique pageviews since last July —
most came within a month — despite it being 9 months later, still gets
over 1,000 unique pageviews per month
Data dashboard — Less than 10,000 unique pageviews since January of
last year —and now only gets between 100 and 200 pageviews per
month
Poverty by Race told one single story, and told it in a way that was very
visually compelling — one dot = one person, and allowed people to see what
it was like where they live and in their area. It had much less data, fewer
words, was less technically sophisticated, yet was much more successful
Data dashboard showed our data expertise, but it tried to tell too many
stories at once, and although it was meant for the general public and reports,
it ended up being used mostly by researchers — our audience eyes’ glossed
over
The process — removing anything that doesn’t tell the story and allow the audience
to connect with the data



Housing Assistance Matters Initiative

Decent and affordable housing has far-reaching consequences for people’s health, quality of life, and
access to opportunities, but these consequences are not always well understood. To inform public
debate about assisted housing policy and strengthen policy outcomes, Housing Assistance Matters
highlights research and analysis about the need for and benefits of well-managed public and
assisted housing. Using a multimedia approach, this initiative draws upon research by Urban

Institute scholars and others to explore key connactions between all forms of rental assistance and
outcomes for individuals, families, and communities.
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Recently, Erika Poethig and | calculated the affordable housing gap at the county

level, and created a very successful interactive map that helped to get our research
out
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We really wanted to tell the story across different income levels, but after a
number of conversations between ourselves and the communications team,
decided to limit the story to those most impacted — told just one story to
make the message clearer

We simplified — originally as researchers we wanted to show 15 statistics on
the side bar and include lots of text before the graphic — instead, we allowed
interested parties to click on the “About the Map” tab to get more
information and whittled down the 15 to the 4 or 5 most relevant statistics,
making them more powerful.
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We asked who our audience was — ultimately, we wanted to impact decision
makers, and allow them to track their progress over time, so we felt it was crucial to
display the data at the most relevant level for decision makers our data would allow
—at the county level — instead of allowing the data to dictate our geographic level,
we recalculate the statistics at the relevant level for our audience, allowing our
audience to connect with the data.
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We made it interactive — this is a key level for many geographic explorations,
the ability to interact with the data —it’s difficult to show local area effects
on a national scale without allowing users to zoom in to their neighborhood.
If you’re only creating visualizations for a local area, a static map may suffice
Titles are very important — again, to the casual person in the elevator who
isn’t as interested in your organization or its goals as you are, “The
implications of rental affordability for ELI households” is much less
interesting that “We’ve mapped America’s rental housing crisis” — as is
reaching out to reporters and telling them why it might be interesting to
them



To: Reporter
Subject: We've mapped America's (and the Chicago area's) rental housing crisis (The Urban
Institute)
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If you don’t have the technical expertise
People
Code for America CFA Brigades - http://codeforamerica.org/brigade/ -
http://codefordc.org/
Azavea Summer of Maps - http://www.summerofmaps.com/
Local Design firms - http://www.makedc.org/#!designing-dreams/cfva
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\A/BZ’V\ Datawrapper
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Apps

Tableau Public - http://www.tableausoftware.com/public/
Datawrapper - https://datawrapper.de/

Infogram - http://infogr.am/

Mapbox - https://www.mapbox.com/
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