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FUNCTIONALITY
How does the visualization work?

Here’s what we’ll cover with our three workshops.
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“A particular theory or conception of beauty or art: 
a particular taste for or approach to what is 

pleasing to the senses, .especially sight .”
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All the adjustments we make to our work
 .after  it’s accurate and functional.
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VISCERAL
What’s our knee jerk reaction?

We experience visualizations in three phases:
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we typically build in reversewe often forget this moment



VISCERAL
What’s our knee jerk reaction?

We can control that visceral reaction with aesthetic design.
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How does the visualization feel?

overwhelming 

chaotic

confusing

loud

distracting

disorienting

lopsided

dense

heavy

crowded

washed out 

cutesy 

tonedeaf

offensive

pointless

superficial

fluffy

time consuming

repetitive

generic

stale

intuitive

digestible

approachable

striking

intentional

familiar

balanced

curated

clean

light

crisp

professional

thoughtful

inclusive

interesting

addictive

substantial

meaningful

memorable

rewarding

unique

- +
NEGATIVE POSITIVE

WE PULL BACK WE LEAN IN

BUSY DATED BORING STREAMLINED MODERN ENGAGING



BUSY ➔ STREAMLINED

Today we’ll work through one checklist and three common problems.
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1 2 3

DASHBOARD DESIGN CHECKLIST
breakout

breakout



INK WORDS LAYOUT FOOTHOLDS
◍  Color

◍  Weight

◍  Lines

◍  Shading

◍  Fonts

◍  Alignment

◍  Axes/Labels

◍  Popups/Tooltips

◍  Zones

◍  Flow

◍  Balance

◍  Negative Space

◍  Title

◍  Keys

◍  Instructions

◍  Annotations
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POPUPS / TOOLTIPS
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TITLE
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ZONES
BUILD
COMPREHENSION
CONFIDENCE

COLOR
SETS
THE

TONE

-TWO SHORTCUTS WE MAKE FROM A DISTANCE- 
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BREAKOUT SESSION #1

INK WORDS LAYOUT FOOTHOLDS
◍  Color

◍  Weight

◍  Lines

◍  Shading

◍  Fonts

◍  Alignment

◍  Axes/Labels

◍  Popups/Tooltips

◍  Zones

◍  Flow

◍  Balance

◍  Negative Space

◍  Title

◍  Keys

◍  Instructions

◍  Annotations

Q1
Which of these 
design elements is 
strongest in your 
visualization?

Q2
Which of these 
design elements is 
weakest in your 
visualization?

Q3
Are these answers 
unique to this 
project or common 
to most your work?



1 2 3
BUSY ➔ STREAMLINED

Today we’ll work through one checklist and three common problems.
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DASHBOARD DESIGN CHECKLIST



ERASER FIRST OBVIOUS ZONES FAMILIAR PATTERNS MEANINGFUL COLOR
◍  Unproductive pieces

◍  Default formatting 

◍  Duplicative info

◍  Distracting text
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BUSY ➔ STREAMLINED

◍  One to five zones

◍  Intuitive hierarchy

◍  Shading enclosure

◍  Vertical layouts

◍  Organization’s brand

◍  Purposeful font/size

◍  Clear instructions

◍  Cultural connotations

◍  Save color for the data

◍  Start in greyscale

◍  Single color emphasis

◍  3-5 colors max



I have personally made .all  of the errors
I’m about to critique.

DISCLAIMER
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ANNOTATE POINTS OF INTEREST ONLY
Make the data marks bigger and erase the busy 
labels, annotating just the outliers and leave 
the rest just in the tooltip. A search function or 
a label toggle could be added. This fantastic 
annotation should then be emphasized.

DISTINGUISH INSTRUCTIONS
Use a unique, recognizable text for instructions 
to ensure the audience learns how to engage 
with the dashboard. Right now, the section 
labels, like “composite rank,” and the 
instructions all use the same font.

USE A SLOPE CHART INSTEAD OF BAR
Sometimes when a chart is particularly busy, 
it’s a signal that it’s actually the wrong chart. A 
slope chart here would be easier to read and 
visually cleaner if the goal is showing the 
difference. 

CREATE CLEAR ZONES
Leverage shading enclosure to create three 
clear zones: the scatterplot, the slope chart 
(currently bar chart) and the ranking 
composition breakdown at the bottom.

ELIMINATE OR EXTEND
Either extend the size of the dashboard into a 
taller vertical frame to allow the ranking 
compositions to be understood, or eliminate 
them and just keep a link back to the 
methodology in the footnote.

LEVERAGE BRANDING PATTERNS
The Guardian’s logo already has an associated 
blue, so leverage that in the dashboard by 
making The Guardian’s marks blue. Right now 
the colors are simply Tableau’s defaults.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/pdgilks/viz/UniRanks/UniversityLeagueTables
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VISUALIZE OR ELIMINATE
When tables like these two quickly 
deteriorates into a long list with just one 
record each, either group those records into 
meaningful categories and visualize that data, 
show something interesting like just the top 
ten list, or eliminate them altogether and add 
the list in an appendix with summary tables.

ERASE DUPLICATIVE LABELS
Either provide the color legend or label all of 
the slices, but don’t do both. (Also note that 
this is an ideal example of when a single color, 
sorted bar chart would much more effective 
than a pie chart.)

CREATE WHITE CARDS FOR ZONES
Lighten up the grey background and create 
white cards around each of the three sections 
(map, pie, tables). This will make the 
information more legible and dashboard feel 
more approachable, while still respecting the 
Rochester branding.

REDUCE OVERPLOTTING
The majority of the dots are in the United 
States and are illegible due to overplotting, 
which feels both busy and unproductive. Test 
creating two maps, one of just the United 
States with dots that have some opacity, and 
another with the world as with shaded 
polygons. 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/vanessa.newton/viz/UniversityofRochester-ASE-CareerOutcomes-2018/Home
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REPLACE TWO CHARTS WITH ONE
A barbell chart would visualize all three 
elements highlighted here: a dot for the 
women’s rating, a dot for the men’s rating, and 
bar connecting the two that represents the 
difference. The bubble chart could then be 
eliminated, and the dashboard would have a 
single, striking zone.

EMBED THE ANNOTATIONS
The additional space created by the single 
chart approach would then allow these 
observations to be embedded as direct 
annotations, eliminating the back and forth 
reading this format currently requires. 

ERASE THE EXTRA LINES
The lines around the title, the chart, and the 
bars themselves should be eliminated. The 
two colors should be different enough in 
weight be layered directly on top of one 
another without legibility issues. (Or they 
could be kept with the suggested barbell 
approach because they would be separated.)

USE A COHESIVE PALETTE
The lime green, burnt orange, and navy blue 
are all demanding colors that fight with each 
other for attention. Opt for a cohesive 
palette, ideally assembled by a designer. 

AVOID DOUBLE (OR TRIPLE) ENCODING
The difference between the women and 
men’s rating is triple encoded here with the 
size of the bubble, the color’s intensity, and 
a label, and yet the categories are still 
difficult to compare. A single color bar chart 
would be more effective and efficient. 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/payscale/viz/6-Education/6-Education
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STREAMLINED

PRODUCTIVE PIECES ONLY
Every item on the dashboard connects back to the 
dashboard’s theme: showing the improvement of job 
quality for law school graduates as the number of 
graduates has dropped. All unproductive elements 
have been removed.

OBVIOUS ZONES
At a glance, each new section is easy to recognize with 
both its placement and recognizable headers. The 
white space around each section allows them to 
breathe and sets it apart.

VERTICAL LAYOUT
The dashboard is tall enough to create plenty of room 
for each visualization. The audience intuitively scrolls 
down through the vertical layout just like they’d scroll 
through a webpage.

INTENTIONAL COLOR
The bright orange color is saved for the most 
important moments in the data, particularly for 
highlighting the rise of good jobs for law graduates.

SUCCINCT TEXT
From the title to the annotations, the text is succinct 
and therefore actually gets read. Time has clearly been 
invested in the readability of the words as well as the 
charts.

MINIMALIST LABELS
Every axis and label has been slimmed down to just 
the essentials, which makes them more effective and 
creates an overarching streamlined sensation.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/ed.myers/viz/FinalProjectLawSchoolsSummarized/Dashboard
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Today we’ll work through one checklist and three common problems.
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2

DASHBOARD DESIGN CHECKLIST



MODERN COLORS UPDATED FONTS NEGATIVE SPACE SCRUTINIZED CONTENT
◍  Background shading

◍  Greys over browns

◍  Rich contrast

◍  Contemporary palettes
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DATED ➔ MODERN

◍  Sans serif text

◍  Large, bold titles

◍  Digital legibility

◍  Lighter support text

◍  Outer padding (margin)

◍  Inner padding

◍  Breathing room

◍  Light or dark mode

◍  Avoid cutesy elements

◍  Review for tone

◍  Explain oddities

◍  Diverse reviewers
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PASTEL BACKGROUND
The three-part shading 
does a great job of 
distinguishing the three 
generations, but the 
pastel colors are dated. 
Avoid spumoni inspired 
palettes.

HEAVY DEEP COLORS
Similarly, the dark 
colors for the schools 
here feel heavy and 
dated, and are also 
difficult to distinguish. 
They’re mismatched 
with the brighter 
contemporary blues to 
the right and pastel 
background.

BLACK REFERENCE LINES
The vertical black 
reference lines 
demarcating the different 
generations duplicate the 
pastel shading, which 
makes them unnecessary, 
and are very heavy, which 
feels dated and distracting.

OPAQUE BACKGROUND
The lack of opacity makes 
the gridlines distracting on 
the grey and difficult to 
follow on the pastels.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/eoionline/viz/Education_104/TuitionByGeneration
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CUTESY ICONS
Use caution when incorporating 
metaphorical icons or imagery. 
This strategy is often associated 
with cartoons or misleading 
characterizations of data. If your 
audience is children, then 
perhaps exceptions should be 
made, but avoid childish themes 
when visualizing data for adults.

PRIMARY RAINBOW
Color palettes that could come 
right off the primary and 
secondary color wheel usually 
carry an immature quality into 
the visualization. Double check 
that your colors set the tone you 
want to convey in your work.

NO MARGIN
Add a bit of a margin between 
the edge of your dashboard and 
the beginning of your 
visualization. Note how this was 
done successfully on the right.

CREAM BACKGROUND
Background shading in the 
brown tones usually comes off 
as more dated than 
backgrounds in the greys.

SERIF FONTS
All of the fonts are serif fonts. 
Swapping out the smaller text 
and labels for a sans-serif font 
would update that dashboard.

TONE DEAF ILLUSTRATIONS
While almost certainly  
unintentional, the illustrations 
here are tone deaf at best, 
offensive at worst.. The 
implication seems to be that 
students should learn these 
three languages in order to 
communicate with white men 
from these dominate countries.  
Further, given the short haircut, 
the student icons read as all boy 
students, furthering the sexist 
tone.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/filippo.mastroianni/viz/EducationandForeignLanguages/Dashboard1
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EVERGREEN & CREAM
Forest green and cream 
are a dated color 
palette. If you’re veering 
into browns, try grey 
neutrals instead.

ICONS
Icons often create busy 
visualizations. On this 
dashboard in particular, 
replacing the school 
names with the icons 
on the heatmap comes 
off as elitist. Few will 
immediately recognize 
the corresponding 
schools.

ACCUSATORY TITLE
While question titles are 
often very engaging, the 
title here feels like it’s 
setting up a gotcha 
moment rooted in 
privilege or fear. The 
serif, italic font plays 
into that.

UNEXPLAINED DATA
This outlier looks like a 
policy shift, but 
because it goes 
unexplained the 
audience’s trust in the 
analysis is jeopardized.

MISLEADING AXES
The way that these 
diverging bar charts are 
stacked leads the eye to 
equate liquor violations 
with weapon violations, 
creating a fear 
mongering effect.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/alex.dixon/viz/CrimeSafetyatIvyLeagueSchoolsv4/CrimeSafetyatIvyLeagueSchools
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MODERN PALETTE
This high contrast palette is 
very modern and easy to 
read, with a clear positive 
connotation with the blue 
and worrisome 
connotation with the 
orange tones. With the 
county map as the central 
element, the color decision 
here sets the entire tone for 
the dashboard.

RECOMMENDATION:
MORE NEGATIVE SPACE
This dashboard could still 
use more negative space 
separating the elements on 
the dashboard. This 
additional breathing room 
would make the dashboard 
feel even more polished.

RECOMMENDATION:
POLYGON MAPS
The floating polygon map 
of the US at the top is very 
clean. That strategy should 
be replicated with these 
disaggregated maps below.

SMALL MULTIPLES
These additional four maps 
below are a fantastic use of 
small multiples, a very 
modern way to ensure easy 
legibility and audience 
comprehension. They are 
also very mobile-friendly.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/bo.mccready8742/viz/EducationandUnemployment/EducationUnemployment


2 31
BUSY ➔ STREAMLINED

Today we’ll work through one checklist and three common problems.

-WORKSHOP 2- 

ERIN WALDRON
www.datadozen.com

AESTHETIC DESIGN: HOW TO BUILD
VISUALIZATIONS YOUR AUDIENCE WANTS TO EXPLORE

DATED ➔ MODERN BORING ➔ ENGAGING

DASHBOARD DESIGN CHECKLIST



HOOK BUILD PAYOFF
◍  Dynamic visual

◍  Skimmable headlines

◍  Annotate highlights

◍  Find yourself in data
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BORING ➔ ENGAGING

◍  Substantive content

◍  Bitesize pieces

◍  Accumulating meaning

◍  Increasing confidence

◍  Explicit point

◍  Active interpretations

◍  Call to action/next steps 

◍  Rewarding ROI
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BORING

SIMPLISTIC CHOROPLETHS
In general, choropleths by state are 
often overly simplistic, if not 
downright misleading. When that is 
the only representation of the data, 
it often raises a red flag. This data 
set also includes the hispanic birth 
rate, but doesn’t visualize that data 
in anyway even though that seems 
to be the point of the visualization 
according to the title and 
description.

OFFENSIVE SUBTEXT
Intended or not, there’s a very 
offensive implied connection to the 
two sentences in the description: a 
more Hispanic America equals a less 
educated America. The one 
dimensional nature of the analysis 
here primes the audience to reject 
the dashboard and walk away.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/the.pew.charitable.trusts/viz/Hispaniceducation_0/Hispaniceducation
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CONFUSING DUPLICATE
The presentation of two nearly 
identical charts rattles the 
audience’s confidence that they 
understand the visualizations. A 
single chart with the ability to toggle 
between undergraduate, graduate, 
and all enrollment, would 
immediately relieve that anxiety.

ANNOTATE THE STORY
An enrollment chart that says 
overtime more students enrolled is 
not interesting. But an enrollment 
timeline that annotates the outliers 
and points of interest, as well as 
provides the institutional context 
noted in the footnotes--now that 
could be really engaging.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/cornell.irp/viz/CornellUniv1868toCurrent_0/CornellUnivFallEnrollmt
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BORING

ROAMING EYES
There’s no obvious 
visual hook on this 
dashboard. The 
eye bops around 
from element to 
element but never 
gets pulled into 
any visualization 
or title. There’s no 
meaning 
accumulating 
from the sections.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/fshih/viz/Education360/front
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ENGAGING IMMEDIATE HOOK
The bold title immediately grabs your 
attention and states exactly what this 
dashboard is all about. The first 
visualization engages the brain with its 
deconstructed world map.

SUBSTANTIVE BUILD
With each section, the narrative 
deepens along with the analysis. Now 
that the dashboard has the audience’s 
attention, it proves that it deserves it.

CLEAR CALL TO ACTION
Lofty as they might be, there is no 
question at the end of the dashboard 
what the authors want. They state 
their goals in a clear, bulleted list and 
link to their organization in hopes that 
the audience will engage further.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/one.campaign/viz/TheToughestPlacesforaGirltoGetanEducation2017_0/TheToughestPlacesforaGirl
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/one.campaign/viz/TheToughestPlacesforaGirltoGetanEducation2017_0/TheToughestPlacesforaGirl
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BREAKOUT SESSION #2

BUSY ➔ STREAMLINED DATED ➔ MODERN BORING ➔ ENGAGING
◍  Eraser First

◍  Obvious Zones

◍  Familiar Patterns

◍  Meaningful Color

◍  Hook

◍  Build

◍  Payoff

Q1
Which of these 
common problems 
is most present in 
your project? Why?

Q2
Which of these  
tools do you feel 
might offer the most 
help?

◍  Modern Colors

◍  Updated Fonts

◍  Negative Space

◍  Scrutinized Content
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BEFORE

AFTER

SHIFTED TO 
GRAYSCALE
Swapped out 
heavy 
background 
color for grey 
and saved the 
color for the 
data itself.

OPTED FOR MODERN COLORS
Revisited the organization’s style guide and 
selected the more modern colors, replacing the 
dated brown bars with the logo’s soft green and 
replacing the grey text with a crisp navy blue.

REBALANCED THE HEADER
Rearranged the elements in 
the header to mirror the 
balance of the chart’s 
natural layout with the axis 
labels and horizontal bars.

ANCHORED THE FLOW AROUND THE LOGO
Positioned the logo in the top left corner so that the blue 
ribbon would lead the eye towards the right into the title or 
down into the x axis labels; carried the logo’s green into the 
bars and annotation to lock the eye into the frame.



ERIN WALDRON
www.datadozen.com

AESTHETIC DESIGN: HOW TO BUILD
VISUALIZATIONS YOUR AUDIENCE WANTS TO EXPLORE

BONUS: TABLEAU PUBLIC PROFILES

SCHOOL DISTRICT PROFILES UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL 
RESEARCH PROFILES- Atlanta Public Schools Office of Research and Evaluation (38 vizzes)

- Albuquerque Public Schools (79)
- Des Moines Public Schools Assessment, Data, and Evaluation (14)
- Maine Department of Education (16)
- Saint Paul Public Schools (14)
- Los Angeles USD (18)
- Anchorage School District (16)
- Kent School District (7)
- Charleston County School District (31)
- Columbia Public Schools (13)
- San Lorenzo Unified School District (53)
- Palo Alto USD (4)

- Cornell (13)
- Rice University (70)
- University of Kansas (27)
- Virginia Commonwealth University (144)
- University of Georgia (120)
- University of Buffalo (53)
- Duke University (4)

Q1
What do you want 
to emulate from 
these profiles in 
your own work?

Q2
What do you want 
to avoid after 
reviewing these 
profiles?

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/aps.dig
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/aps.sapr
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/des.moines.public.schools5887
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/maine.department.of.education
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/sppsrea
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/paolo7062
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/asdk12
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/kent.school.district
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/joanna.gilmore
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/david.wilson1854
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/sanlorenzounified
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/pausd
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/cornell.irp
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/rice.oir
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/university.of.kansas.office.of.institutional.research.and.planni
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/vcu.decision.support.systems
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/university.of.georgia.office.of.institutional.research
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/university.at.buffalo.institutional.analysis
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/office.of.the.university.registrar.duke.university
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