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Making data meaningful
through effective visual 

presentation



• Tell a story about the data
• Show the importance of the message for the public
• Use a headline or image to catch the reader's attention quickly
• Easily understood, interesting and often entertaining
• Encourages others, including the media, to use statistics 
appropriately
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clear and 
simple 

message









Language: Keep it clear, concise and simple!

• Simple language is at the heart of any successful 
communication

• Use the text to present analysis, trends and context, not 
to repeat values in the tables

• Present the most important 
facts first, following by 
subsidiary points in decreasing 
order of importance



Perception and Symbology –
Size/Shape



Perception and Symbology -
Colour
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Visualization of statistics

Readers can easily understand visual 
presentations - graphs, maps, and 
charts.
Visual presentations should illustrate 
trends and relationships quickly and 
easily.
Underline trends and assessment (traffic 
lights, smilies, arrows, ...) 



Visualization of statistics – example



Tables, graphs or 
maps?
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Tables

Follow a style guide
Title, source, headings, footnotes
Clear headings
Sort data in appropriate order
One decimal place
Right-justify numbers



 
Final energy consumption by sector  - Percentages 
 
 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2002 2003 
Transport 27.83 27.94 28.26 31.14 36.85 39.54 39.10 
Residential 31.15 33.96 30.41 27.66 24.33 23.73 24.01 
Industry 31.59 27.25 23.95 22.12 21.45 19.56 18.85 
Agriculture n/a n/a 3.53 3.75 3.12 2.92 2.83 
Services 9.63 11.76 14.90 15.58 14.49 14.42 15.35 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
 



Share of total energy consumption, by sector 
Ireland  Percent 
 

 Transport Residential Industry Services Agriculture1 Total 

2003 39.1 24.0 18.8 15.3 2.8 100.0
2002 39.5 23.7 19.5 14.4 2.9 100.0
2000 36.8 24.3 21.4 14.4 3.1 100.0
1995 31.1 27.6 22.1 15.5 3.7 100.0
1990 28.2 30.4 23.9 14.0 3.5 100.0
1985 27.9 33.9 27.2 11.0 n/a 100.0
1980 27.8 31.1 31.5 9.6 n/a 100.0

 
Source: Department of Public Enterprise, Ireland. 
1 Information on energy consumption by the agricultural sector was not collected until 1990.
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GRAPHS

It is much easier to understand statistics 
presented as a graph, rather than long 
lists of numbers.

However, use graphs correctly !
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Mean Age at First Marriage in Selected Countries: 
Circa 1995
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Difference in Mean Age at First Marriage Between Men 
and Women in Selected Countries:  Circa 1995
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Men marry later than women



Difference in Mean Age at First Marriage Between Men 
and Women in Selected Countries:  Circa 1995

9.6

5.1

4.2 3.9 3.7 3.5 3.4
3.0

2.7 2.4
1.9

1.3

Burkina
Faso

Congo Paraguay Saudi
Arabia

Indonesia Mexico Japan Guatemala China Swaziland United
States

Vietnam

Difference in years

Source: United Nations, 1995.

Men marry later than women



ECE ANNUAL REPORT 2009



avoid using 
3D graphs
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Summary

Visual presentations 
are tools to 
communicate

Use whatever is best 
for the audience

http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/style%20guide/
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First class 
service, 
always at 
your 
disposal !

vania.etropolska@unece.org
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