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The Art and Science of Data Visualisation 

Andy Kirk 
Data Visualisation Specialist & Founder of visualisingdata.com  

2 quick housekeeping notes: 

•  This webinar will be recorded and available on-demand to view later or 
share with colleagues.  You’ll receive an email later this week with details. 

•  Please type your questions into the chat box and we’ll get to them during 
Q&A portion at end of presentation. 

 

Thank you for joining today’s webinar 
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Today’s presenters 

Andy Kirk 
 

Data Visualisation 
Specialist and Founder, 

visualisingdata.com 

Andy Cotgreave 
 

Social Media Manager, 
Tableau Software 
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The Tableau Revolution 
Fast and easy analytics for everyone	



 
THE ART AND SCIENCE  

OF DATA VISUALISATION 
 

Andy Kirk 
@visualisingdata 
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Blog editor, trainer, lecturer, researcher, author, 
design consultant, speaker, twitterer, impostor… 

A fascinating recipe of different sensibilities 
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https://twitter.com/VizWizBI/status/509374346276913152 | https://twitter.com/catmule/status/510898192129736705/photo/1 

The converging characteristics of 
contemporary data visualisation 

design 
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http://www.hybridtweaks.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/valuev-holyfield.jpg 

Art Science 

SCIENCE 
Truth, evidence, rules 
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Getting visualisation right is much more a science 
than an art, which we can only achieve by 

studying human perception. 
 

Stephen Few 

http://www.interaction-design.org/encyclopedia/data_visualization_for_human_perception.html  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/0/04/Human_Brain_sketch_with_eyes_and_cerebrellum.svg/1000px-
Human_Brain_sketch_with_eyes_and_cerebrellum.svg.png  

Visual Cortex 

Seeing 
Cerebral Cortex 

Thinking 

Visual perception 
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Images from http://psychology.about.com/od/sensationandperception/ss/gestaltlaws.htm  

Visual perception 

http://www.mirror.co.uk/sport/football/euro-2012-where-italy-will-place-their-penalties-907506 

Visual perception 
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Jacques Bertin, ‘Semiologie Graphique’, 1967 

Cleveland & McGill, ‘Graphical Perception: Theory, experimentation and application to the development of graphical methods’”, 1984 

Visual perception 

B = 9 

A = 10 Comparing 
lengths 

Comparing 
areas 

C = 10 D = 9 

Visual perception 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ebbinghaus_illusion 

Visual perception 

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

Visual perception 
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http://bryanchristieblog.blogspot.co.uk/2012/03/my-visual-definition-of-information.html  
http://www.w3schools.com/tags/ref_colorpicker.asp?colorhex=F0F8FF 

Colour science 

http://www.education.com/reference/article/geometry1/ 

Geometry and mathematics 
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Gut feel 
Taste 

Showcasing ‘you’ 
Random approach 

Add options 

Data-driven 
Justified 

Audience-driven 
Systems thinking 
Eliminate options 

Reduce the reliance on instinct… 

…but everyone has a unique perspective 

http://www.visualisingdata.com/index.php/2013/06/a-short-essay-about-interpretation-doodling-perceptions-and-people/ 
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There's a strand of the data viz world that  
argues that everything could be a bar chart. 

That's possibly true but also possibly  
a world without joy. 

 
Amanda Cox, New York Times 

http://blogs.hbr.org/hbr/hbreditors/2013/03/power_of_visualizations_aha_moment.html 

Embrace our creative instincts 

ART 
Instinct, judgment, creativity 
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Be inspired by the world around you 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=Argyle+
(pattern)&safe=off&espv=2&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ei=8_a7U_3LLYOV7AagwIHICA&ved=0CAYQ_AUoAQ&biw=1946&bih=1234#imgdii=_ 

Be inspired by the world around you 
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http://cdn0.cosmosmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/20080314_sherlock_holmes.jpg |  
http://www.idahogoldprospectors.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Gold-Panning.jpg 

Curiosity 

Curiosity 
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http://bklynr.com/block-by-block-brooklyns-past-and-present/ 

Curiosity 

http://i.imgur.com/RmXbrDZ.jpg 

The art of the journalist 
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http://i.imgur.com/RmXbrDZ.jpg 

The art of the journalist 

http://www.bloomberg.com/billionaires/latest 

The art of the journalist 
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http://13pt.com/projects/nyt071211/  

What is the duration of a 
single lunge feed? 

How deep do whale’s dive 
when feeding? 

What is a whale’s speed 
during lunge feeding? 

What are the mechanics of the 
lunge feeding action? 

How many tons of krill are 
consumed in each feed? 

How long can a whale 
maintain the lunge cycle? 

The art of the journalist 

http://13pt.com/projects/nyt071211/  

In which seas/oceans do fin 
whales tend to exist? 

What is the population of fin 
whales? 

Is this feeding pattern leading 
to reduction in krill? 

Do all whales follow a similar 
feeding action? 

Does it differ between male/
female, young/old? 

Have these actions changed 
over time? 

The art of the journalist 
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Importance of sketching 

https://twitter.com/albertocairo/status/509372351280971777 

http://moritz.stefaner.eu/projects/musli-ingredient-network/ 

“I chose the chord diagram over the possibly more revealing 
matrix design because the matrix doesn't look ‘tasty’ and muesli 

shouldn't look like ‘fungi’” 

Subject empathy 
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http://blogs.reuters.com/data-dive/2013/12/10/gms-new-ceo-is-another-small-crack-in-the-glass-ceiling/ 
http://www.chezvoila.com/blog/glass-ceiling 

Subject empathy 

http://graphics-info.blogspot.hk/2012/09/malofiej-20-look-at-our-participation.html 

Subject empathy 
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http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/rtn/#prison-uniforms-set 

Subject empathy 

http://melbourneurbanforestvisual.com.au/bigmap.html | https://twitter.com/NatGeopix/status/364914136594911233 

Subject empathy 
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http://design-seeds.com/palettes/ArcticLove600.png 

Subject empathy 

Conceptual skills 
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http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-s5PzYfPlDoc/T8kmZ1-gPPI/AAAAAAAAAYc/7kFmM94bPMU/s1600/literaryOrganism2.jpg 

Conceptual skills 

http://www.scmp.com/infographics/article/1193675/remembering-kowloon-walled-city |  
http://apps.washingtonpost.com/g/page/world/mount-moriah-the-most-contested-real-estate-on-earth/626/ 

Artistic flair 
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http://earth.nullschool.net/ 

Technical flair 

Experience design 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/07/31/business/20080801-metrics-graphic.html   
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http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2013/12/20/sunday-review/dialect-quiz-map.html?_r=0 

Experience design 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/interactive/2012/nov/05/you-decide-the-presidential-election-interactive  

Fun 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tkDK2mZlOo 

Drama 

http://guns.periscopic.com/ 

Capture emotion Emotion 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPKKQnijnsM 

Art of communication 

www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/2013/07/21/silk-road/ 

Storytelling 
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http://datastori.es/data-stories-35-visual-storytelling-w-alberto-cairo-and-robert-kosara/ 

Storytelling 

http://postgraphics.tumblr.com/ 

Storytelling 
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http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/06/05/upshot/how-the-recession-reshaped-the-economy-in-255-charts.html?&_r=1&abt=0002&abg=1 

Mainstream use of different techniques 

http://www.accurat.it/ 

Mainstream use of different techniques 
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http://www.bloomberg.com/infographics/2014-01-16/tracking-super-bowl-ticket-prices.html 

Mainstream use of different techniques 

http://ciid.dk/education/portfolio/idp12/courses/data-visualisation/projects/tasty-tweets/ | http://blog.emoto2012.org/ |  
http://www.sensorymaps.com/maps_cities/edi_smell.html | http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/local/dc-shot-spotter/ 

Experimentation 
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CONTEXT 
“A craft in thinking” 

What is good? What is bad? 
 

What is right? What is wrong? 
 

Who is right? Who is wrong? 
 

Why?! 

So many choices, so many variables 
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The real craft behind data visualisation design  
is how we rationalise choices  

within a given context 

It always depends… 

The art of choice 
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Read data 

Feel data 

Ex
pl

or
at

or
y Explanatory 

What’s the intent? 

What’s the shape, size and type of your data 
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Who is your audience? 

http://probaperception.blogspot.fr/2012/10/the-best-strategy-to-play-guess-who.html 

Do they want a light bite? 
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http://kennedyelliott.com/visualize-this.png  

Do they want a light bite? 

…or a more involved experience? 
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http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2013/03/27/harold-bloom-genius-visualization/  

…or a more involved experience? 

http://youtu.be/hVimVzgtD6w?t=1m1s  

What is the setting? 
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Format requirements? Technical capabilities? 

http://www.innovationsinnewspapers.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2007/02/independent.jpg 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 
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Visualisation is a process, not a procedure 

http://www.fastcodesign.com/1672691/imdbs-top-50-movies-arranged-by-genre#1 

Embracing ‘art’ is not about striving for ‘cool’ 
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http://www.cardspark.co.uk/the-fonz-greeting-card-tag-idols/ 

Cool is a passing phenomena… 

http://betterparts.org/images/jaguar-e-type-01.jpg 

‘Elegance’ should be your design pursuit 
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The best visualisation is about understanding 

http://mbtaviz.github.io/ 

Initiator Journalist Communicator 
Project 

Manager 

Design Cognitive  
Science 

Computer 
Science 

Data 
Science 

http://www.visualisingdata.com/index.php/2012/06/article-the-8-hats-of-data-visualisation-design/ 

The craft of thinking has many hats… 
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THE ART AND SCIENCE  

OF DATA VISUALISATION 
 

Andy Kirk 
@visualisingdata 

Q&A 
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Thanks for joining today.  If you’d like to try 
Tableau for yourself you can access your free 
trial at:  
 
http://www.tableausoftware.com/trial 


