
YOUR CHARTS SUCK 
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Eric Roche 
Chief Data Officer Kansas City, MO 



When WRITING  
content for others 

EASY TO READ 
TO THE POINT 
DESIGNED so they “get it” 



When making VISUALS 
for others 

World Happiness Report 
Source: https://flowingdata.com/2012/04/25/world-happiness-report-makes-statisticians-unhappy/ 

– United Nations 



…Wut? 



City Council members are not artists, so visual quality doesn’t matter 
Readers of my reports are not authors, so my writing quality doesn’t matter 

Staff doesn’t know how to make good data visuals 
Staff doesn’t know how to write well  

I don’t have time to produce good visuals 
I don’t have time to make my writing clear 

Why Aren’t Visuals Taken Seriously? 



VISUALS ARE 
REALLY 
IMPORTANT 

Current 
Importance 

Proper 
Importance 



HOW DO WE START? 

1 

Focus attention 

Eliminate clutter 

Choose an appropriate visual display 

Understand the context and craft your message 

2 

3 

4 



Who is your audience? 
 

What do you want them to know? 
 

How can data help make this point? 
 

What is my audiences’ data reading level? 

VS 

1 Content/Message 

 



Choose An Appropriate Visual 

Q: Which visual do I choose?  

WHATEVER IS  
EASIEST TO READ 

2 

 



  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
http://clinicaleffectiveness.uchicago.edu/files/2013/06/Graph-Selection-Matrix.pdf



Eliminate Clutter 3 
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Shrink your title 
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Enlarge your chart 
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Make your text bigger (>22) 
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Get rid of background 
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Remove the legend or move it to the 
top of chart 
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Use Title to describe chart 
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We know it’s in dollars 
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Resize again 
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Abbreviate 
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Even better, label directly 
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Remove Gridlines 



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance

Remove Shadows/Bevels 



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance

Reduce colors 



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance

Reduce colors 



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area 

 $561  

 $413  

 $298  

 $166   $166  

Transportation and
Infrastructure

Public Safety Planning, Zoning, &
Economic

Development

Neighborhoods and
Healthy

Communities

Finance and
Governance

Add back color emphasis 
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Tweak bar width to balance 
whitespace 
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Change text colors and font 



2016 Budget by Council Goal Area (in millions) 
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Be aware of color blindness 
• Avoid red and green charts 
• Orange and blue are great! 

 
 
 

 
 

Tips On Choosing Color 

Explore the Kuler Wheel to find great color pallets!  https://color.adobe.com 

Find a default color scheme and use color to highlight 



 



Which 
color is 
bigger? 
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Should I Use A Pie Chart? 

Q: Are you comparing two quantities? 

NO! YES 



Icon Credits 

Thank You! 
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