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Overview 

•  Audience segments 
•  Common mistakes audiences have when interpreting numbers  
•  Processing factors 
•  General strategies for communicating effectively 
•  Strategies for communicating health data 
•  Visualizing data best practices 

–  Pie charts 
–  Bar graphs 
–  Line graphs 
–  Data maps  





–  Misunderstanding 
probability estimates 

–  Misunderstanding 
percentages 

–  Improperly converting 
proportions to 
percentages 

Common mistakes when interpreting 
numbers 



Processing factors 

•  Cognitive processing 
limits 

•  Satisficing 
•  People want to listen 

to the experts 



Processing factors 

•  Processing risk 
information  

•  Framing 
•  Scanning 



Processing factors 

•  Use of contextual 
clues 

•  Resistance to 
persuasion  

•  Role of emotion  



Strategies for communicating effectively 

•  Determine whether 
data should be 
presented 

•  Be brief and concise 
•  Be complete and 

transparent with stats 
•  Identify and counter 

mistaken audience 
beliefs 



Strategies for communicating effectively 

•  Use familiar types of 
data and explain the 
scientific concepts 

•  Address uncertainty 
directly  

•  Ensure usability  
•  Provide contextual 

information  



Strategies for communicating health 
findings 

•  Text labels with 
graphs 

•  Verbal qualifiers 
•  Metaphors 
•  Narratives 



Visualizing data  

Pie Charts 
•  Make sure the largest 

slice is at 12 o’clock 
•  Display slices clockwise 

in descending order 
•  Use short labels, position 

horizontally outside the 
chart 



Visualizing data 

Bar Graphs 
•  Use 6 or fewer bars 
•  Use colors with strong 

contrast 
•  Use bar of line to show 

baseline 
•  Use labels, titles, key 

messages 
•  Select values that 

represent patterns in data 



Visualizing data  

Line Graphs  
•  Use arrows or text to 

highlight key info 
•  Include baseline data for 

comparison  
•  Use short, easy to 

understand labels 
•  Do not use more than 4 

trend lines  Example: Too many lines 



Visualizing data  

Data maps 
•  Use lines to demarcate 

geographic borders 
•  Use clear titles and labels 
•  Use color to illustrate 

variation in data 
•  Use sequential 

progression of colors  
Example: Use of color to illustrate variation  



Reference 
 
Making Data Talk, National Cancer Institute 
http://www.cancer.gov/publications/health-communication/making-
data-talk.pdf 

 


