
Teaching an old dog new tricks 

How data visualisation & design can be used by everyone 

 

By Cara Morris and Sarah Wocknitz 

 

Market research is an information rich and data heavy industry, but this information is not as 

accessible as it could be. We need to evolve to fit in with the movement towards instant and easy to 

absorb information. One way of doing this is through data visualisation. We will be investigating 

the value that these tools can add to research by looking at the history visualisation, and case 

studies. We also looked at the main barriers to implementing design in our everyday reporting and 

ways to equip the average researcher with the knowledge to use these tools with confidence. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Everything is about complexity nowadays, more and bigger numbers in relation to each other. We 

have more information available than ever and are supposed to filter it all! There are many different 

ways of accessing and processing this information, we could look at the numbers, at the frequencies 

produced in table formats, we could read the reports, or we could just look at pictures.  

 

Imagine if information wasn’t being rendered by people who are specialized in a certain field/area 

thereby making it more accessible for us to digest. Road signs, icons on a computer (or in real life), 

informational signs like male or female toilet signs, pharmacies, information points, hospitals... and 

many more. We’re using them daily without even noticing them as shortcuts anymore.  The credit 

for that goes to the designers, who are able to model the raw material and make sense of it.  

 

Psychologist Albert Mehrabian demonstrated that 93% of communication is nonverbal. We process 

visuals 60,000 times faster than text. The human brain deciphers image elements simultaneously, 

while language is decoded in a linear, sequential manner taking more time to process.  

 

All of this is well and good, but we don’t always have a designer on hand to assist us to make 

designs out of our data. So how can we as researchers add these all-important design elements into 

our every day work life? 

 

Vitaly Friedman, founding editor of Smashing Magazine, wrote (in 2008) a quite accurate comment 

about the problem of creating a great data visualisation or infographic: 

 

"To convey ideas effectively, both aesthetic form and functionality need to go hand in hand. 

Yet designers often tend to discard the balance between design and function, creating 

gorgeous data visualisations which fail to serve their main purpose and to communicate 

information."   

 

In addition to that statement Brian Tarran (2012) wrote: 

 

"Market researchers make similar mistakes, but for them the balance skews the other way. If 

designers are sometimes guilty of prioritizing what sometimes looks like or over its ability 

to convey a story, researchers are often guilty of trying to cram too much information into 

visualisations to the detriment of the narrative."  

 

This might be one of the biggest problems when creating a graphic, the failure of communication 

between the designer and the researcher. So what to do? Turn researchers into designers? Not 

likely. But it's possible to give researchers an understanding of what design is about. 

 

In this paper we will be taking you on a journey through the history of data visualisation to enable 

you to understand where the design we see today comes from, we will be looking at the psychology 

behind design and showing the value that it can add to market research.  

 

There is extensive literature available on data visualisation, both online and published in books. We 

drew on the excellent research conducted by Michael Friendly and Daniel J. Denis as part of the 

Milestones Project, as well as the online resource Billion Dollar Graphics (Mike Parkinson). We 

also drew information from the Kantar Data Visualisation Handbook and many other articles and 

research papers.  

 

The sparkling wine data comes from The TNS Commitment Economy, a study conducted at the 

beginning of 2012 across 8 categories and 17 countries among over 39,000 respondents. 
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We also took a short survey among researchers to determine what the perception of design in the 

market research community is, as well as to find out what the main obstacles to the implementation 

of design are. From there we will equip you with some design tips and shortcuts to help you to 

make your reporting better right now. 

 

This won't be a guide of do's and don’ts, which colours to use or telling you not to use Comic Sans 

(which you really shouldn't). 

 

This will hopefully help you with some tools to shape your data in an easy, good looking way, and 

provide you with a fundamental grasp of slick design. It is not always applicable that less is more 

and a number itself doesn't mean anything unless you put it in context, but you can learn how to 

shape data, so it becomes meaningful and not just create an Infographic by putting some pretty 

graphics together and throwing in a few numbers. 

 

2. A brief history of data visualisation  
 

With the advent of “ubiquitous data” in today’s world, you might think that data visualisation is in 

fact a relatively modern phenomenon. However, our need to easily interpret and visualise data has 

been around for centuries. The Milestones Project, coordinated by Michael Friendly brings together 

the entire history of data visualisation in one place for us to reference. We have pulled some of the 

turning points of visualisation together for you. 

 

Up to the 17th century: Maps and diagrams 

 

The origins of data visualisation came from maps and geometric diagrams. With the introduction of 

new instruments and techniques for navigation, along came new ways of presenting data visually. 

 

Figure 1 below shows the first known record of showing variables graphically (position of the sun, 

moon and planets during the year) 

 

 
 
Figure 1: Unknown 10th century astronomer. Reproduced by Tufte in 1983 

 

1600 to 1699: Measurements and theories 

 

Following on from the previous century’s developments astronomically, in the 17
th

 century travel 

and trade became key, hence the need for accurate navigation and distances. 

 

The picture below (figure 2) shows 12 different astronomers’ estimation of the distance between 

Toledo and Rome (an important trade route). It is believed to be the first representation of statistical 

data, and was created by Michael van Langren, a Flemish astronomer to the court of Spain. 
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Figure 2: Michael van Langren of the 12 determinations of longitude from Toledo to Rome 

 

The arrow indicates the actual distance, and the word “ROMA” indicates the average of the 

distances (or van Langren’s estimation). 

 

1700 to 1799: New graphic forms 

 

The 18
th

 century was when the idea of graphic representations of data really began to expand 

(Friendly). Until then, visualisations had been used primarily to show astronomical and 

geographical information. Cartographers began to show more than just actual position on a map by 

incorporating other known data into their maps (such as contour lines to indicate the geological 

shapes of the land they were travelling to) 

Edmond Halley developed a way of showing curves of equal value on a map (isolines) in 1701 

Figure 3, showing  lines of equal magnetic declination (i.e. how a compass is affected by different 

magnetic forces) is one of  the first examples of overlaying data on a map. 

 

 
 
Figure 3: A portion of Edmund Halley’s New and Correct Sea Chart Shewing the Variations in the Compass in the 

Western and Southern Ocean, 1701.  

 

The contour maps and topographic maps we see today were introduced somewhat later by Phillippe 

Buache (1752) and Marcellin du Carla-Boniface (1782). 

 

The 18th century also saw the birth of William Playfair, widely recognized as the creator of the 

modern chart. 
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Figure 4: William Playfair (1786) The Commercial and Political Atlas: Representing, by Means of Stained Copper-

Plate Charts, the Progress of the Commerce, Revenues, Expenditure and Debts of England during the Whole of the 

Eighteenth Century. 

 

1800-1849: The beginning of modern graphics 

 

The visualisation of information became a recognised discipline in this period; many of the modern 

ways of displaying data were invented: bar and pie charts, histograms, line graphs and time-series 

plots, contour plots, scatterplots, and so forth (Friendly, 2005). 

 

During this time we see images used to analyse military campaigns, weather patterns, climate, 

geology, disease, social and moral behaviour, and economics and trade. (Friendly, 2005) 

 

Figure 5 represents some “firsts” in the field of data visualisation that laid the groundwork for the 

way in which we display information today. 
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Figure 5: A summary of some of the “firsts” that came out of the first half of the 19th century 

 

1850 to 1900: Golden Age of data graphics 
 

By 1850 the groundwork was in place for an explosion of data visualisation. Statistical offices were 

established all over Europe, making a lot more data available than ever before. Developments in 

statistical theory too, enabled more sense to be made of the data. 

 

In 1869 The French engineer, Charles 

Minardi (1781-1870), illustrated 

graphically the disastrous campaign 

of Napoleon against Russia in 1812. 

The width of the course is 

proportional to the number of 

surviving soldiers in the war 

campaign. This represents the first 

instance of overlaying a statistical 

chart onto a map, and telling a story. 

Perhaps the first Infographic? 

  
Figure 6: Charles Minardi’s graphical representation of Napoleon’s 

campaign against Russia 
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An Italian statistician, Perozzo produced one of the first 3D 

representations of data showing the age group of the Swedish 

population between the 18th and 19th centuries. In this diagram 

(Figure 7) years are measured horizontally, numbers of 

individuals vertically, and age groups (youngest nearest) in depth 

going into and out of the image. The use of 3D to represent data 

is now commonplace in modern scientific visualisation, e.g. 

medical and engineering sciences. 

 
 

Figure 8: Florence Nightingale’s Diagram of the causes of mortality in the army in the east 

 

In 1858, Florence Nightingale pioneered the use of the circular area charts to show that more British 

soldiers had died during the Crimean War as a result of poor hygienic conditions in battlefield 

hospitals than in combat. Her famous charts were included in the Royal Commission report, and 

were considered a highlight because they immediately communicated useful information, and 

galvanized public support for reforms. (Allen, 2010) 

 

Figure 7: Luigi Perozzo, 3D Model of the 

Swedish Census 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Florence_Nightingale


© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy   7 

1900 to 1949: Modern Dark Ages 

 

Titled as such by Friendly due to the distinct stagnation of the massive developments seen in the 

previous century, this period was more one of consolidation than development, and saw the 

innovation that took place in the 19
th

 century being adopted widely in government, commerce and 

science. 

 

The map in Figure 9, based on a diagram of 

circuits by engineer Harry Beck in 1933 

became a world recognized symbol for 

simplicity and clarity. The map is not an 

accurate representation of distances, and isn’t 

trying to be. More on this later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 shows the first known use of in-

diagram arrows to show the relation 

among variables, forming a structural 

system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1950–1975: Re-birth of data visualisation 

 

Data visualisation began to rise from dormancy around 1960. There were three main contributors to 

this growth: 

 

 A large contributor to this was the increased processing power that was enabled by the 

development of the computer. Howard Fisher developed the first mapping software while 

working at the Harvard Library for Computer Graphics and Spacial Analysis in the 1960’s 

 John W. Tukey, in his 1962 paper "The Future of Data Analysis" called for the recognition of 

data analysis as a branch of statistical analysis separate to other branches, and followed this up 

 Figure 9: Harry Beck’s 1933 map of the London Subway 

Figure 10: Sewall Wright (1889-1988), USA 

 



© SAMRA 2013 – Conference Delegate Copy   8 

by delving into "Exploratory Data Analysis" (EDA). His widespread respect and the sheer scope 

of his exploration into graphical representations of information (all hand drawn, by choice) 

played a seminal role in bringing graphical data analysis back to the fore.  

 In France, Jacques Bertin published “Semiologie Graphique” (Friendly, 2005). This assisted 

massively in organizing the visual and perceptual elements of graphics according to the 

relationships between different types of data and their features 

 

From 1975 until today: The computer as a new frontier 

 

It is harder to summarise the developments in this period because they have developed so rapidly 

and massively and also across so many different fields. 

 

We would however be amiss if we didn’t mention David McCandless’s Information is Beautiful 

work, as well as works by Edward Tufte, a pioneer in the field of information visualisation. 

 

Another huge leap that has happened in this period however is the accessibility of data and 

information visualisation to the masses, anyone can make their data visual and beautiful now, it’s 

no longer just the domain of a select few. 

 

 
 

Figure 11: Timeline summary of the preceding chapter, created in MS Excel by authors 

 

 

3. Why should we be using data visualisation in Market Research? 

 

First of all we need to distinguish the difference between an Infographic and Data Visualisation, 

since these titles are being used completely interchangeably, but they are actually two very distinct 

things. 

 

An Infographic presents information. You get the data, edit and organize it and create a 

summary/story of the data. Data Visualisation on the other hand is an exploration of the data, a 

graphic created as a tool that allows you to explore the data on your own. 

 

To understand how important visuals are and what role they actually play in our lives we need to 

break down some facts.  

 

Up to the 

17th 

century: 

Maps and 

diagrams 

1600 to 

1699: 

Measure

ments and 

theories 

1800-

1849: The 

beginning 

of modern 

graphics 

1900 to 

1949: 

Modern 

Dark 

Ages 

From 
1975 
until 

today: 
The 

computer 
as a new 

1850 to 

1900: 

Golden 

Age of 

data 

graphics 

1950 to 

1974: Re-

birth of 

visualizati

on 

1700 to 

1799: 

New 

graphic 

forms 

http://www.datavis.ca/milestones/index.php?page=references&cite=Bertin:1967
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Human communications have existed for about 30,000 years (Diringer, 1982). Textual 

communication has been with us in different forms for only 3,700 years. J.Francis Davis (1992) 

said: 

 

"...in our culture pictures have become tools used to elicit specific and planned emotional 

reactions in the people who see them."  

 

And he is right; emotions play an essential role in decision making. Our decisions are based on 

intuitive judgement and emotions.  Pictures enhance or effect emotions and attitudes. Graphics 

engage our imagination and heighten our creative thinking by stimulating other areas of our brain 

which leads us to a more profound and accurate understanding of the presented material. 

 

Dr. Lynell Burmark, Ph.D. (2004) an associate at the Thornburg Center for Professional 

Development and writer of several books and papers on visual literacy described the brain as 

follows: 

 

"...unless our words, concepts ideas are hooked onto an image, they will go in one ear, sail 

through the brain, and go out the other ear. Words are processed by our short-term memory 

where we can only retain about 7 bits of information. (..) Images, on the other hand, go directly 

into long-term memory where they are indelibly etched; therefore it's not surprising that it is 

much easier showing a circle than describing one." 

 

1. A circle is a simple shape of Euclidean geometry that is the set of all points in a plane that 

are a given distance from a given point, the centre. The distance between any of the points 

and the centre is called the radius. It can also be defined as the locus of a point equidistant 

from a fixed point. (Definition taken from Wikipedia) 

 

2.  

 

 

 

Information needs to be conveyed quickly, since people are stressed and don't have time to be 

occupied with decoding information. That's why we have all these signs, maps, instructions, 

schematics, icons, symbols and packaging; to sell products, warn of possible hazards, and give 

visual direction when words alone are not sufficient. Preattentive Processing is a human feature 

without the need for focused attention (within 200 milliseconds or less). This is because eye 

movements take at least 200 milliseconds to initiate. Any perception that is possible within this time 

frame involves only information available in a single glimpse. Certain icons, pictures and signs are 

saved in our brain and are rapidly accessible to remember a graphic, without searching for the 

meaning of it (like pharmacy, hospital and hazard icons) (Healey, Booth & Ennis, 1996). We access 

our brain library within less than 200 milliseconds, which saves our brain time and unnecessary 

repeated work. 

 

The first and main goal of any graphic and visualisation is to be a tool for your eyes and brain to 

perceive what lies beyond their natural reach. Without conscious effort, the brain always tries to 

close the distance between observed phenomena and knowledge that can help us survive. This is 

what cognition means. "Emotion is about judging the world, and cognition is about understanding, 

they can't be separated" (Don Norman, 2004). Therefore OUR job is to generate or specify an order 

before people's brains to do it on their own. 

 

It all seems to be so easy and sounds so simple, but we have to know certain things about the human 

brain and its capability when it comes to graphics. Line charts, pie charts and bar graphs are nothing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shape
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euclidean_geometry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Point_(geometry)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plane_(mathematics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Centre_(geometry)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radius
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new and are the traditional way of visualising numbers. The important thing is to use them right and 

attach visual features such as hue, intensity, orientation and size. 

 

Thus any project should start by analysing what your story is about, splitting it up into easily 

digestible chunks, without losing depth and ask yourself; "What's the point?", “What's the story?"   

 

At the moment bubble charts are trendy but very inefficient and misleading when it comes to 

accuracy. Bubble charts are good for vague comparisons and an overall picture, like David 

McCandless’ Snake oil chart. 

 

 
 

Figure 12: David McCandless Information is Beautiful Snake oil chart. 2012 

 

The human brain is not very good at comparing areas, but is better with distinguishing lengths and 

heights (Cairo, 2012). Although it might seem boring and old hat to researchers, bar charts are 

better for precise and accurate comparisons and rankings. All you need to do is to give the old bar 

charts a makeover by using new colours and new fonts, getting rid of outlines and drop shadows. 

That way they look much cleaner and fresher. 

 

All in all visual clues help us decode text and attract attention to information or direct attention 

increasing the likelihood that the audience will remember. 

 

4. Some examples of data visualisation to inspire you 

 

The London Underground Map 

 

One of the best examples of a great inventor and contributor of the history of Infographics is Harry 

Beck. 

 

He was an English engineering draftsman at the London Underground Signals Office, famous for 

creating the London Underground tube map in 1931. 
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Prior to the Beck diagram, the various underground lines had been laid out geographically, often 

layered over the roadway of a city map. Around 1908 a more linear type of diagram that showed the 

distances between stations has been displayed in most Underground lines by the late 1920s. 

 

 
 

Figure 13: An earlier example of a tube map. 

Source:http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/9/90/Tube_map_1908-2.jpg/752px-Tube_map_1908-

2.jpg 

 

Beck came up with the idea of a full system map in colour that ignored the geographical outlay of 

the city above completely. He believed that the passengers of the London Underground were more 

interested in how to get from one station to another and where to change, Thus he drew his famous 

graphic, which most people liked to compare to an electrical schematic. The routes symbolised by 

the different lines only run horizontally, vertically and at a 45 degree angle, differing by colour 

(BBC, 2013). 

 

 
 
Figure 14: Harry Beck’s 1933 Tube map 

 

He continued to update the Tube map on a freelance basis. In 1960 the Victoria line was added by 

the Publicity Officer and lead to several changes not being approved by Beck. 

 

He was furious and struggled to regain control of the map, until a third designer Paul Garbutt was 

put in charge and changed the style of the map back to the look of Beck’s design of the 1930s, 

which he preferred but still didn’t find satisfying. He started to design a new map including both his 
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old design and Garbutt’s new ideas. Unfortunately his idea was rejected despite its simplicity. 

Although he realized that another map created by him would never be published again, he kept on 

designing and sketching maps for the London Underground and a Paris metro map until his death in 

1974. Moscow, Singapore and many other cities were clearly influenced by his simple and fantastic 

design.  

 

Edward Johnston designed the font for the London Underground in 1916, which he called Johnston 

Sans. The font he came up with is still in use today. 

 

A series of 

animal shapes 

have also been 

highlighted in 

the London 

Underground 

map, first 

discovered by 

Paul Middlewick 

in 1988. They're 

created using the 

tube lines, 

stations and 

junctions of the 

London 

Underground 

map. In 1988 

Paul Middlewick 

firstly 

highlighted 

animal shapes in 

the London 

Underground 

map created by 

using the tube 

lines, stations 

and junctions.  
Figure 15: http://www.animalsontheunderground.com/the-animals.html 

 

Sparkling wine across the world 

 

Below we have three different ways of showing data, a table, an easily produced chart (scatterplot) 

and a visual which pulls out the story from the data and makes it clear and easy to read. 

 

The visual was very easily produced, all we did was take a silhouette of a champagne bottle, 

overlay the country flag onto it, add a few numbers (and the country code for those unfamiliar with 

all of the country’s flags) and position little pictures of corks in line with the distribution of the 

scatterplot, add a line indicating the growth and highlighted the “winner” (India) in terms of growth 

potential. In comparison to producing a scatterplot with adjusted scales and having to manually 

label each point on the chart (which can sometimes be quite time consuming), the visual took about 

forty minutes to produce (not much longer than the scatterplot), but the relative benefit of 

shareability and readability is massive. 

 

http://www.animalsontheunderground.com/the-animals.html
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The key to being able to produce graphical representations of data is to find the story and keep it 

simple (it does require some out of the box thinking too, but that comes with practice). 

 

Cape Town Cycle Routes 
 

As an exercise in designing a more complex data visualisation we decided to create a map of our 

own. After some research of what the City of Cape Town is deficient in, we decided to create a 

Bicycle Route Map for the City Bowl. Following in Harry Beck’s footsteps by drawing the entire 
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map by hand and overlaying it onto a geographical map in order to prevent mistakes, we 

experienced how much effort and especially time it takes and how easily little mistakes can be 

made.  Besides the charming and homemade effect of a hand drawn map we included different 

cycle routes (shown in different colours) created by daily commuters in and from Cape Town; as 

well as  insider’s tips, café’s, shops, galleries and everything else the local people want the tourists 

to experience. It is a simple design which allows you to explore the data and the city. 

 

 
 
Figure 16: A map produced by one of the authors showing the Cape Town cycle routes as well as other interesting 

information 

 

5. What researchers think about data visualisation 

 

We conducted a short survey among researchers to find out from them what they think design is, 

how important they feel it is, and most importantly, what they feel the obstacles to implementing 

design in their reporting are. 

 

We set up the survey using an online survey tool called Survey Monkey 

(www.surveymonkey.com), which enabled us to ask up to ten questions and collect up to 100 

responses for free. Once the survey was set up we shared the web link on our company’s social 

network (Yammer) as well as sent it via email to contacts within the company asking for responses. 

 

We specifically targeted researchers as this is the demographic that our paper is targeted toward. 

 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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We received 65 responses, with a fairly even split between male and female. Most respondents were 

between 25 and 34 years old, and across 19 countries (please see appendix for more detailed 

information on the questionnaire). 

 

We instructed respondents upfront to think of design in terms of graphics, data visualisation and 

infographics, and then asked them how important design was to them. 83% of respondents 

answered that design was either very or extremely important. 

 

Next we asked them to rank various tasks that are undertaken over the extent of an entire project’s 

process in order of what takes the longest time to what takes the least time with the below results 

 
We found it interesting to note that the adding of the design elements was so far down the list, 

especially in light of the fact that one of the obstacles to adding in data visualisation is, in fact 

“time”. 

 

We then asked them what comes to mind when they think of design in a reporting context. We gave 

them an opportunity to respond to this as an open ended question, as the intention was to map these 

using a word cloud to see which words came up most clearly (figure 17 below). Notable mentions 

below include “understandable”, “storytelling”, “simple”, “visual”, “infographics”, “colour”, “easy 

to read”, etc. Very encouraging results for the designer side of the team. Less encouraging however, 

are words like “cluttered”, “difficult”, “boring”, and “inaccessible”. Words that we were expecting 

to see, and are hoping to help you overcome later in this paper. 
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Figure 17: Word cloud produced via Tagxedo (www.tagxedo.com)  

 

After establishing what design means to researchers we then asked them what they felt were the key 

obstacles to using design in an everyday reporting context. Four key themes emerged from this 

question; time, resource (both people and software/computer), rigid templates and a lack of 

storytelling ability. We will address these one by one now. 

 

Time 

 

There is certainly a perception that design and data visualisation takes a long time to implement, 

and while this is may be true for complicated visualisations, there are elements of design that are 

incredibly simple and easy to incorporate into your report that take no time at all, later on in the 

paper we will be equipping you with some of the tricks of the trade. 

 

Resource 

 

A common thread across many of the responses we received was a lack of resource, whether this be 

people or software. Many respondents mentioned that data visualisation requires a designer, which 

requires that their time needs to be booked in advance (something that a project coordinator doesn’t 

always know they will need upfront). Again this can be avoided by developing your own skills in 

the area of design and data visualisation. 

 

The software concern is a real one, but again, this can be worked around by using a multitude of 

open source online resources such as Infogram and Gephi which enable you to easily load your data 

and with just a few clicks transform it into an easy to read graphic.  

 

Question: What are some of the things that come to mind when you think about design and data 

visualisation in a reporting context? We are interested in any words that come to mind when 

thinking about design in a reporting context. 

 

http://www.tagxedo.com/
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Rigid Templates 

 

Most companies these days have branding guidelines or some sort of style guide (which includes 

colours, picture placement, graphic styles, etc.). While these guidelines can be viewed as obstacles 

to good design, often it just takes a bit of creativity and out of the box thinking to overcome them. 

Want to create an infographic but have too much information to fit on one slide? Break it down into 

some smaller chapter summaries. Have a client template that only allows you to use half the space 

you usually would? Strip down your information to only the most important parts, think of it as an 

opportunity to simplify (simpler is ALMOST ALWAYS better). 

 

Lack of storytelling ability  

 

A big concern among the researchers surveyed was that often the story gets “lost” in amongst the 

“pretty pictures” of the data visualisation. The most effective way to overcome this obstacle would 

be to make sure you have a clear story up front. That way you can use your graphics to inform 

and add to the story rather than relying on them to tell the story for you. 

 

To summarise, researchers think that design and data visualisation is important, but there are many 

obstacles to its implementation in a reporting context. 

In the next chapter we are going to show you some ways that you can improve your visualisation 

right now. A “toolbox” if you will. 

 

6. Things you can do right now to improve your data visualisation 

 

The purpose of this paper is to emphasise how important design is in the market research space, and 

this chapter is here to help you with some easily accessible and applicable ways to make your 

reports more accessible. 

 

There are some simple things that you can do right now to make your reports better. 

 

De-emphasize non-essential information 
 

For example in a trend chart, the key information is the shape of the trend, so de-emphasize 

extraneous info by making it smaller, graying it out, shifting it out of the way, etc. 

 

Important: Info needs to be there if someone looks for it, but not all information is created equal – 

some info is more important than others. 

 

Consistency 
 

Consistency can mean the difference between great and mediocre design. It conveys the logic, or 

language, of your document. By using, formatting and positioning elements consistently, you add 

an implicit piece of information to everything you do that allows the reader to understand the 

unwritten language of what you are trying to convey. Choose a way of doing something and stick 

with it throughout your entire report! 

 

Things to keep consistent: 

 

 Fonts – choose fonts and stick with them, same formatting and logical rules for size, bold, 

italics, etc. 

 

 Colours – of shapes, of fonts, etc. 
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 Shapes – use rounded vs. sharp edges and stick with it (also applies to shadows, fills, effects, 

etc.) 

 

 Spacing – similar elements appear in the same position; reading left vs. right (don’t switch 

suddenly), etc. 

 

 Weights – weight of text, weight of borders around shapes, solid lines vs. dotted lines, etc. 

 

 Alignment – Align shapes in straight lines (horizontally or vertically), space them equally 

(horizontally or vertically), etc. so that the reader knows where to look and so that when you flip 

through slides, the elements on the slides don’t jump around 

 

Minimise redundancy 
 

Less is more; (especially for non-infographic charts) try to stick to one major point per slide. 

Remove anything that isn’t absolutely necessary. 

 

If it has to be there but isn’t key to your slide, move it into the footnotes for those pedantic few that 

care.  

 

Typography 

 

“Word has meaning, type has Spirit” ~ Maria Popova 

 

Typography is the most underestimated tool in creating good designs. Good designers can create a 

stunning infographic by only using typography, so don’t be shy and be as expressive as possible 

with your type. If you like to use more than one font, and you are currently using a sans serif, 

combine it with a serif. 

 
 

Spacing 
 

Playing with your font spacing is FUN. You can play with the width and either make it NARROW or   

stre e e tch it.  

 

Shapes 

 

Simple geometric shapes like squares, circles, triangles and lines are very easy to scale (that’s why 

David McCandless only works with simple shapes). Also important is that when you work with 

shapes, your design must be consistent. If you work with rounded corners you should do it 

throughout your design. Combine with colours for an unbeatable design! 
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White Space 

 

Somehow we feel like empty space is a bad thing, we feel compelled to fill it up. From too much 

white left on an exam paper or not using up all the available characters in a tweet, we have a need to 

NOT waste space. We’re trying to give more information than really necessary to prove our point. 

The more clutter on the page the stronger the argument? Wrong!  

 

The higher value of small portions is called the “Scarcity Principle”. Think of a boutique with 

limited stock; this gives the assumption that it is rare because it is popular, and popularity stands for 

quality. The same principle works for presentations, the less you have on your slides the higher the 

value it will have for the brain. One word or bullet point on a slide must be of very high importance, 

so we focus on that especially.  

 

Colours 

 

Colours affect us in numerous ways, both mentally and physically. A strong red colour has been 

shown to raise blood pressure, while a blue colour has a calming effect. 

 

Being able to use colours consciously and harmoniously can help you to create spectacular designs 

and graphics. 

    
 

Figure 18: two different colour wheels, the left hand one showing your standard 12 colour wheel, the right showing 

some hues, meanings as well as differentiating between warm and cool colours 
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   WRONG RIGHT 
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Conclusions 

 

Data visualisation is a field that has come a very long way from its beginning. It is a massive field 

that lends itself to exploration and further study, much like market research does. We as an industry 

need to educate ourselves even more in terms of data visualisation however, as we have only just 

scratched the surface in terms of how we can integrate tools into our reporting structures that will be 

able to propel us into the future. 

 

The ease with which infographics and the like can be shared is something that needs to be taken 

advantage of. We need to eliminate the days of word-heavy, slide-heavy “data dump” presentations 

and tighten up our reporting to keep up with the slick, easy to read, easy to process information that 

the digital age has trained people to expect. 

 

This paper serves as an educational guide for researchers and a starting point for moving into a 

space where we can incorporate design quickly and easily into our every day work. 
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Appendix: Questionnaire 

 

Please follow the link to the survey here: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/3VGB2QT 

 

1. When it comes to market research, are you on the client- or supplier-side? 

 

2. What is your market research role? 

 

3. NOTE: For the purposes of this survey, please think of design in terms of graphics, data 

visualisation and infographics. 

 

What are some of the things that come to mind when you think about design and data visualisation 

in a reporting context? We are interested in any words that come to mind when thinking about 

design in a reporting context. 

 

4. Thinking about report preparation in more detail, what are the main obstacles to using design in 

your reports that you have encountered and/or overcome? 

 

5. Thinking now about the entire project process and each step involved, please rank the following 

steps based on how much time they require, from "1. Takes the least time" to "8. Takes the most 

time". 

 

6. When buying items for your home, how important is the item's design and its functionality? 

Please rank each consideration from "1. Not at all important" to "10. Absolutely vital". 

 

7. How important is design to you? 

 

8. What is your gender?  

 

9. What is your age?  

 

10. What country do you live in? 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/3VGB2QT

