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Data Visualization: Best Practices 
and Cost Effective Strategies 
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Break Out Agenda 
• Short overview of what we do at Chesapeake Commons 
• Share why data storytelling is important 
• Data storytelling process and prep 
• Identifying key elements of a data story 
• Data collection strategies 
• Wrap up, discussion, and questions 
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About Chesapeake Commons 
• Small web cartography shop based in 

Washington DC that combines 
thoughtful design with new 
technologies 

• Empower Bay restoration stake holders 
to cost-effectively design and build 
data-driven visualizations 

• Construct custom native apps for iOS 
that help stakeholders crowd source 
data. 

• We use a combination of ArcGIS 
Online and open source frameworks to 
tell data stories 

http://apps.chesapeake-commons.org/hayden/
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What is a data story? 

• A combination of narratives and 
visuals that explain underlying 
patterns 

• Visuals can be maps, charts, or a 
combination of both 

• Story Maps can be simple 
cartographic representations or 
complex comparisons 

• Not to be confused with data portals 
or data access applications. 
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Why a data story approach? 

• Small watershed organizations can afford robust data visualization 
• Affordable data visualization frees up dollars for restoration 

action 
• Makes information accessible to your audience 
• Encourages data interpretation 
• The time is right 

• Open source technologies make it possible to create stylish and functional maps 
and informational graphics at low cost 

• Powerful code libraries reduce the burden on programmers which saves time and 
money (D3, Leaflet, and Open Layers) 

• It’s only going to grow and get easier 

https://github.com/mbostock/d3/wiki/Gallery
http://leafletjs.com/
http://openlayers.org/
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Data Building Blocks 
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Building Our Visualization 

http://apps.chesapeake-commons.org/flowrate/potomac.html
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Data Building Blocks 
• Identify the attributes you have or need 

8 
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A Curated Watershed 
Template 

http://chesapeakec.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapTour/index.html?appid=3b512db6be2d449397e4d9d4a22efdc5&webmap=79e1146a4b6a43c093d475805df8db26
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Code Your Own 

http://air.chesapeake-commons.org
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Key Components of a Story Map 

1. Story:  The concept or message that a map is intended to 
communicate 

2. Supplemental Text:  Brief and to the point 
3. Spatial Data:  Only the locations and attributes that support your 

story 
4. Cartography:  Attractive and understandable representation of 

your spatial data 
5. Supporting Content:  Popups, graphs/charts, and images…not too 

much! 
6. User Experience:  Design and presentation of interactive 

functionality 
• Fancy bells and whistles do not equate to a good story 
• And..If you have to explain how to use it, it’s too complex 
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Story Mapping Process 

1. Planning:  Identify the story you 
want to tell, storyboard it, and 
identify each data set you have 
and will need  

2. Gathering:  Pull together all 
resources you need before 
building a map 

3. Browse:  Look at how others tell 
their stories and identify what can 
be done in house and where you 
may need help 

4. Build:  put the pieces together, 
test, and publish 

5. You’re never done! 
 

•    
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Crowd Sourced Data: Water 
Reporter 
• Developing low cost data 

collection Apps for iOS 
• Water Reporter expedites 

getting data from citizens to 
advocates/agencies 

• Emphasis on building apps that 
increase engagement and have 
positive environmental 
outcomes 

• Build on existing infrastructure 
for cost effective development 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-water-reporter/id668005311?mt=8
http://apps.chesapeake-commons.org/waterreporter/
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Questions and 
Discussion 
http://chesapeakecommons.org 

http://chesapeakecommons.org/
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