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• As analysts and economists, we are used to 
graphical representations of our work 
 

• People tend to spend a lot of time on the analysis 
and the words, but less time on thinking about the 
best presentation of their work 
 

• Data visualization is an emerging field where 
economists, statisticians, analysts, journalists, 
programmers, and graphic designers are coming 
together to present data in new, clear and informative 
ways 

Data Visualization: An Emerging Field 



Improving Visualizations 

Jagadeesh Gokhale, Social Security: A Fresh Look at Policy Alternatives (2010) 

http://www.cato.org/store/books/social-security-fresh-look-policy-alternatives-hardback
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Example of how to obscure your data 

Klerman and Danielson, The Transformation of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, 2011. 



Example of how to obscure your data 

0-axis thicker 
than data line 

Label and %-sign 
are redundant 

Data points are outside 
the axis bounds 

Abbreviations make 
comprehension difficult 

Tick marks probably 
unnecessary 

Klerman and Danielson, The Transformation of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, 2011. 



Redesign: Reduce Number of Labels 



• Member of Congress 
 Wants to get specific information on a topic,  
 a broad overview, quick facts, or bullet points. 

 

• Congressional Staffer  
Wants to get data quickly. Might be briefing Member on 
topics outside usual areas of responsibility. 

 

• CBO provides information about a lot of different 
subjects, but to discover that information, users 
must find the right report(s) and then read through a 
fair amount of text to find the relevant information 
 

CBO’s Graphic Demographic 

http://www.cbo.gov/


Leaders in the Field 

http://www.informationisbeautiful.net/
http://www.visualisingdata.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.wsj.com/
http://www.eagereyes.com/
http://www.coolinfographics.com/
http://www.flowingdata.com/
http://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/
http://well-formed-data.net/
http://fellinlovewithdata.com/
http://www.perceptualedge.com/
http://www.visualizingeconomics.com/


Visualization Showcase Websites 

http://www.visualizing.org/
http://www.good.is/infographics
http://www.infographicsshowcase.com/
http://visual.ly/
http://www-958.ibm.com/software/data/cognos/manyeyes/
http://www.tableausoftware.com/


• There are a lot of tools available 
  

• Microsoft Office (Excel, Visual Basic, NodeXL, Word) 
 

• Adobe Creative Suite (Illustrator, InDesign, Photoshop) 
 Fireworks, After Effects 
 Adobe Edge (Beta version) 
 Adobe Kuler (for color) 

 

Available Tools—Production Software 

http://www.adobe.com/
http://kuler.adobe.com/
http://labs.adobe.com/technologies/edge/


• Programming Languages  
 HTML, HTML5, Flash, JavaScript, R, Python,  
 Processing, d3 

 

• Mapping 
 MapInfo, ArcGIS, StatPlanet, Stata 

 

• Software 
 Tableau, Google Labs, HCIL at UMaryland 

 

• Color 
 Adobe Kuler, ColorScheme Designer, Color Brewer 
 

 

More Visualization Tools 



• First, I’m an economist, not a graphic designer 
 

• What is the bottom line?  
 Tell the story concisely 

 

• Simplify 
 But also try to use as many data elements as possible 

 

• Reduce ‘chartjunk’  
 No pie charts? 
 No 3D pie charts! 

 

• Find unique ways to present data 
 

• Colors and fonts 

My Strategies 



No pie charts? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Column charts make  
comparisons easier 
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Definitely no 3D pie charts!  

Source: http://blog.visual.ly/2ds-company-3ds-a-crowd/ 

http://blog.visual.ly/2ds-company-3ds-a-crowd/


In fact, avoid 3D altogether 
•  Only use 3D charts if you have 3 dimensions 
 otherwise, turn 3D charts into 2D charts 



• Budget & Economic Outlook  
 August 2011 and January 2012 

• Static Infographics 
 Social Security 
 Federal Budget  
 TARP  
 SNAP  
 Deforestation 
  

 

CBO Showcase 



Budget & Economic Outlook (August 2011) 
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http://www.cbo.gov/publication/41586
http://www.cbo.gov/publication/41586


http://www.cbo.gov/publication/41586


http://www.cbo.gov/publication/42905


Budget & Economic Outlook (August 2011) 
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http://www.cbo.gov/publication/41586


http://www.cbo.gov/publication/42905


• Budget & Economic Outlook  
 August 2011 and January 2012 

• Static Infographics 
 Federal Budget 
 TARP 
 SNAP 
 Deforestation 

 

CBO Showcase 



Federal 
Budget 

http://www.cbo.gov/2011/december/42635


Mandatory  
Spending 

Discretionary 
Spending 

Revenues 

http://cbo.gov/publication/43154
http://cbo.gov/publication/43155
http://cbo.gov/publication/43153


TARP 

http://www.cbo.gov/publication/43139


SNAP 

http://cbo.gov/publication/43174


Deforestation 

http://www.cbo.gov/publication/42687


To wrap up: Strategies 

1. Tell a Story 
 

2. Build Your Own Toolbox 
 

3. Show the Data 
 

4. Reduce Chartjunk 
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