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Characteristics of an effective graphic

All data graphics will benefit from several key elements, illustrated in the sample bar chart below.  In this example, the title clearly states the unit of measure (Williams County and Wisconsin worksites), the measure used to depict the data (percentage), and the date the data were collected (2001).  The asterisk helps draw attention to the source, listed at the bottom of the graphic.  

In this example, we have left out the sample size and level of confidence in results.  Many audiences that do not regularly consume technical information may find that these details clutter the graphic.  However, be prepared to answer any questions about sampling and analysis methods, and include a description of the methods in written reports.
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Elements of effective data graphics

Title 

Clear units of measure
Date(s) data collected

Simple, straightforward design without “clutter”

Font size 10 point or larger

Explicit data source(s)

Sample size, if applicable for the audience

When to use common data graphics

	
	When to use
	Tradeoffs
	Tips each type of graphic

	Bar chart
	Versatile and good for comparisons.  Relatively easy to construct.
	Y axis units can sometimes be too small to show meaningful differences.
	· Position the title directly above the chart or graph

· Label the horizontal (x) and vertical (y) axes

· Use as few bars or lines as possible (max. 6 bars or 3 lines)

· Emphasize one aspect of the data by changing a bar’s color or texture

· Move in order across the bar chart from largest to smallest value

· To clarify values, add value labels to the top of the bar.

· Label lines on line graphs, and if possible, make them different colors. 

· Draw horizontal lines across the chart, beginning at each interval of the vertical axis



	Line graph
	Useful to depict trends.
	Too many data lines can confuse.
	· 

	Pie chart
	Shows proportions (percentages) well.  
	Too many categories can mislead.  Not ideal for showing trends.
	· Use six or fewer slices

· Place title above the chart

· Use contrasting colors, shades of gray, or simple patterns to increase readability

· Label the slices

· Emphasize certain piece of data by moving its slice out from the circle (most computer graphing programs, such as Excel, allow you to do this)

	Illustrations

Examples:

Diagrams, maps, drawings
	Can convey large amount of information in a small space. 


	May occupy a large amount of space.  Complex illustration may not photocopy well.
	· Position title above illustration

· Keep the illustration simple.  If it needs a lot of explanation, it is probably too complicated for an illustration

· Provide ample white space around and within the illustration

	Photographs
	Can illustrate a technical issue or add a “human face” to the data.  Can capture visuals of “before” and “after” a program or intervention.


	May be costly.  Sometimes difficult to take high-quality photos.

Can occupy a large amount of space in a report.  May not photocopy well.
	· Obtain written permission from subjects (not only to take the picture, but that it can be used as a communication device)

· Plan what will and will not be photographed and how the pictures will be used

· Use several photographers to capture multiple perspectives
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  * Both surveys sampled worksites with more than five employees.


** Sources:  University of Wisconsin Monitoring and Evaluation Program.  Results of 2001 Wisconsin Worksite Smoking Policy Survey.  March 2002.   Williams County Tobacco Free Coalition.  Results of 2001 Worksite Smoking Policy Survey.  October 2001.





From Ed Minter, Using Graphics to Report Evaluation Data, University of Wisconsin—Cooperative Extension,


 find it at www.uwex.edu/tobaccoeval
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