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• What’s the problem? 

• Is it solvable? 

• If yes, how? 



The visualizations discussed and presented include:

1) “sparklines”, and map galleries, employed in small multiples
2) animations which depict changes over time, 
3) interactive charts and graphics to enable data customers to drill down 

and focus on more detailed views of the data.



“Graphical elegance is often found in simplicity of design 
and complexity of data.” 

- Edward Tufte

Some recommendations: 

• Use words, numbers, and drawings together
• Reflect balance, proportion, a sense of relevant scale
• When possible, have a story to tell about the data
• Create charts in a professional manner, with care
• Avoid using “chartjunk”



- Maps can be enhanced by integrating charts and graphs
- Common when people had to draw maps and charts by hand

From the David Rumsey Map Collection website: http://www.davidrumsey.com

http://www.davidrumsey.com


- Maps can be enhanced by showing small multiples.
- Common when people had to draw maps and charts by hand.  

From the David Rumsey Map Collection website: http://www.davidrumsey.com

http://www.davidrumsey.com






Examples of traditional historical data presentations NASS

- Tables typically part of published reports (PDF/Hardcopy)
- Static graphs showing trends (typically last 20 years)







Sparklines
As defined by Ed Tufte:
- “a small intense, simple, word-sized graphic with typographic resolution.“
- “Sparklines ... can be everywhere a word or number can be: embedded in a 

sentence, table, headline, map, spreadsheet, graphic.”

Source: Edward Tufte, Beautiful Evidence, p.51 



Sparklines can
- Tracking changes over time, and facelitate comparisons
- Show overall trend as well as local detail
- Be depicted as part of a data table
- Color code min, max, and most recent values





Animations

- Help data customers visualize changes over time
- Can incorporate maps and charts together
- Provides interactivity with familiar pause-play-scroll

The crop acreage animations for 
major crops integrate time series 
charts that animate along with the 
map.

As the animation progresses, the 
relevant values for production, 
acreage and yield appear on the 
plots.

The harvested acreage for a given 
crop, as represented by the bars 
over each state, changes year by 
year.







“Table Lens”
- Dynamically explores large amounts of tabular data. 
- Using spreadsheet model, displays data in columns and rows
- No scrollbars, no data obscured
- Cells filled with scaled horizontal small bars.
- Rows can represent regions (e.g. state or county)
- Columns can represent specific variables.



The power of “Table Lens”
- Sort, and then, focus or ”zoom in” on areas of interest.
- Explore patterns and investigate a multivariate dataset.
- Enable dynamic sorting by clicking on the column header.
- “Zoom” and focus by clicking and dragging to see exact values.



Plans at USDA-NASS include use of an open source tool known as "datacomb" recently 
developed by Chris Polis which adds functionality and compatibility with modern browsers and 
devices.



Summary

Regardless of the technology, programming languages, and software 
products used, the data visualizations produced are most useful when 
creators and designers of these visualizations think critically about how 
best to display the data of interest using best practices.

When looking at historical data, researching and applying best principles 
and appropriate technologies to create well-designed graphics can help 
data customers find the information they want, and learn more about 
the big picture, and the story behind the data.
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