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The Goal 

 

 

 Must 

 

Could 

Should 
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Today’s Talk 

• Understand your readers 
 
• Summarize your data 

 
• Simplify your message 

 
• Write concisely 
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Accommodate Your Readers 

• Understand distractions 

• Chunk information 

• Provide context 

• Inform and educate 
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Understand Distractions 

• Information overload 

• Short attention span 

• New media 

• E-mail 

• Facebook 

• Twitter 
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Chunk Information 

but limit the 

number of 

chunks 
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Chunk Information 

but limit the 

number of 

chunks 
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Provide Context 

What might the reader be familiar with that you can 
link new information to, so that it makes sense? 

• Time 
• Place 
• Program 
• Event 
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Inform and Educate 

• Inform 
Most of VA’s elderly outreach is web-based.  

 
• Educate 

Most of VA’s elderly outreach is web-based, but  
two-thirds of older adults don’t use the Internet. 
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Summarize Your Data 

• Interpret for your reader 
 
• Show rather than tell 
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Interpret For Your Reader 

• Was there an increase / decrease? 
• Is the trend upward / downward? 
• Are most / few states implementing the policy? 
• Did funds increase while participants decreased? 
• Is participation greater for Whites than Hispanics? 
• Are women more at risk than men? 
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Show Rather Than Tell 
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Why Graphics Are Effective? 

• For writers, a graphic 
• organizes the information  
• helps with analysis  

 
• For readers, a graphic 

• supports and supplements analysis of the information 

• translates complex data to a visual to aid understanding 

• makes the presentation of the message more understandable, 
accessible, and memorable  
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Two Types of Graphics 

Table  
A comparison—in columns and rows—of information or 
categories of information 
 
Examples: Amounts of money or details of programs 

 
Figure  
   A pictorial or diagrammatic representation of information  

 
Examples: Bar charts, pie charts, line charts, time lines, maps, 
photographs, organizational charts, and flow charts 
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Streamline Text with a Table 
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Amounts: Table 

Similar information arranged in columns and 
rows, so that a reader can easily scan the information. 
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Amounts: Clarity of a Bar Chart 
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Streamline Text with a Figure 
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Six Broad Categories: Graphic Options 
Categories Graphic Options 

1.  Amounts Tables and charts (for example, bar, line, area, 
range, and pie) 

2.  Geography Map 
 

3.  Explanatory Organizational chart, illustration, photograph, 
and matrix 

4.  When Time line 
 

5.  Cause and effect Flow chart 

6.  Analysis, deduction, and prediction Any combination of the above 
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Amounts: Stacked & Cluster Bar Charts 
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Amounts—Trends: Line & Mountain Charts 
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Amounts—Parts of a Whole: Pie Chart 
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Pie Example: Exploding Out One Slice 
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Scatter Example: Funding for Foster Families 
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Amounts: Range Chart 
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Geography: Maps 

2012 Presidential results by state 
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Geography: Maps 

Maps combined 
with a chart 
“locate” the 
numbers 
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Geography: Maps 

Maps show 
boundaries 
and physical 
relationships 
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Explanatory: Organizational Chart 
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Org Charts: Highlight the Point for Readers 
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Explanatory: Illustration 
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Explanatory: Photograph 
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Explanatory: Matrix 
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When: Timeline 
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Flow Chart: VA Payments (showing actors) 
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Cause and Effect: Flow Chart 
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Analysis, Deduction, and Prediction: 
Combination 
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Identifying Graphic Opportunities 

1. Scan for key words (for example: “data,” 
“location,” “how,” “process,” “why,” 
“what,” and “frequency.” 

2. Jot down initial ideas for graphics 
(for example: what type of graphic or 
combination of graphics, such as a map 
with a bar chart). 

3. Think about next steps or questions 
(for example, requesting information or 
sources from an agency, finding existing 
models or samples, and defining the range 
of values or the time period that needs to 
be covered). 
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Key Questions 
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Simplify Your Message 

• Outline 
 
• Mind map 

 
• Write on walls 
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Outline 

Objective 1 
• First most important finding 

• Support or evidence for this finding 
• More support or evidence 
• More support or evidence 

• Second most important finding 
• Support or evidence for this finding 
• More support or evidence 
• More support or evidence 

• Third most important finding 
• Support or evidence for this finding 
• More support or evidence 
• More support or evidence 
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Mind Map 

Graphic  
Options 

Maps 
Charts 

Visuals 

Diagrams 

Countries 

Neighborhoods 

Buildings 

Office Layouts 

Illustration 

Photograph 

Video 

Venn Org 
Chart 

Flow 
Chart 

Exploded 
view 

Stacked 

Scatter  
Plot 

Pie 

Line 

Bar 
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Mind Map 

Graphic  
Options 

Maps 
Charts 

Visuals 

Diagrams 

Countries 

Neighborhoods 

Buildings 

Office Layouts 

Illustration 

Photograph 

Video 

Venn Org 
Chart 

Flow 
Chart 

Exploded 
view 

Stacked 

Scatter  
Plot 

Pie 

Line 

Bar 



 

 

 

 
   

•Objective 1 •Objective 2 •Objective 3 
 

  

 

 

•Message statements 

•Key points supporting message statements 

  

 

      
     

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

•Supporting detail for each key point 
These   
divisions allow 
us to organize 
visually 

Write on Walls 
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Write Concisely 

• Use plain language 
• Eliminate  

• wordiness 
• Redundancy 
• Acronyms 

• Write strong topic sentences 
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Plain Language 

Instead of                         Use 

Purchase…………………...….................Buy 

Reside………………………………………..…Live 

Endeavor………………..……..………………Try 

 

www.plainlanguage.gov 
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Eliminate Wordiness 

Before 
 In order to ensure that we can draw a conclusion about the extent to 

which the lack of data point to problems in overseeing the effectiveness 
of the program, we should endeavor to assess the sufficiency of the 
database, notwithstanding the fact that the agency has in the not too 
distant past issued assurances of its quality.    (57 words) 

 

After 
 To adequately determine whether program oversight is possible with 

existing data, we should assess the database  quality.    (17 words) 
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Eliminate Redundancy 

Before 
 Child Protective Services agencies collect information about children who 

are maltreated and the circumstances surrounding maltreatment— 
including children who died from it—to aid efforts to prevent 
maltreatment.    (28 words) 

 

After 
 Child Protective Services collect information about children who are 

harmed by and die from maltreatment. This information, such as the 
circumstances surrounding maltreatment, is used for prevention efforts.    
(28 words) 
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Eliminate Acronyms 

Before 
 Training for VSRs, RVSRs, and DROs in the VBA has been a recurring 

problem according to VA’s OIG.  
 

After 
 Providing adequate training  to veterans service representatives—

including those who rate claims—and decision review officers, has 
been a recurring problem according to VA’s inspector general.  
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Write Strong Topic Sentences 

Weak 
 The cost estimates for the four projects lacked credibility. 
 

Strong 
 The cost estimates for the four projects we reviewed did not 

exemplify the four characteristics of high-quality cost estimates as 
established by best practices—credible, well-documented, accurate, 
and comprehensive. 
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Resources 

• The Back of the Napkin: Solving Problems and Selling Ideas with Pictures  
  Dan Roam 
 
• The Elements of Style 

 William Strunk &  E.B. White 
 

• The Wall Street Journal Guide to Information Graphics: The Dos and 
Don’ts of Presenting Data, Facts and Figures  

  Dona M. Wong 
 
• Kate van Gelder, (206) 287-4815, vangelderk@gao.gov 
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