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...THE DRYER THE BETTER

“You complain that your 
report would be dry [without 
graphics]...

Statistics should be the 
dryest of all reading.”

Letter to Florence Nightingale

Wiliiam Farr (1807-1883)



“In the view of the Statistics Authority, the public has 
a right to know the statisticians’ understanding of 
the messages from the statistics, just as they 
have a right to the data itself.  It is common, and 
proper, for statisticians in government departments 
to brief policy colleagues on the substance of the 
statistics.  That knowledge should, as a matter of 
principle, be shared more widely.”

(The Value of Statistical Commentary, 23rd July 2010)



“The people I care about even more 
[than official users] are the citizen 
users. At the moment, the citizen 

user is essentially held away from 
all this data by the difficulty of 

access, so one of the things I will 
argue for very strongly is a new 

prioritisation for all forms of 
communication.”

Sir Andrew Dilnot 
Chair UK Statistics Authority



www.statistics.gov.uk

http://www.statistics.gov.uk
http://www.statistics.gov.uk
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ANALYSIS: Kevin Costner and Babies in Zurich

source:	  Zurich	  Canton	  and	  the-‐numbers.com

the	  untouchables	  (1987)dances	  with	  wolves	  (1990)robin	  hood,	  j;	  (1991)the	  bodyguard	  (1992)wya?	  earp,	  the	  war	  (1994)

=	  0.73



EPILOGUE

“Given that Zurich is predominantly German speaking (French 
is the first language for only 2.1%), one wouldn't expect that 
parents in Zurich were just being influenced by France. Is this 
additional evidence of the Costner effect? It is a bit depressing 

to think that KC could have such an impact.”
Kevin Pickering

Head of Statistics 
National Centre for Social Research



Increasing volumes of data
+
Increasing demand for information
+
Low levels of statistical literacy

= THE 21st Century problem



Numbers about people not liking numbers*

In 2003, 46.9% of working age adults in England lacked Level 1 
numeracy skills.

In 2011, 49.1%of working age adults in England lacked Level 1 
numeracy skills.

*Skills for Life Survey



Evidence of people not liking numbers

“I phoned Camelot and they fobbed me 
off with some story that -6 is higher, not 

lower, than -8,  but I’m not having it”
Tina Farrel, 23, Manchester



Emerging Trends in Data Visualisation: 
Implications for Producers of Official Statistics 

 
Alan Smith OBE 

Principal Methodologist, Data Visualisation Centre, 
Office for National Statistics (ONS), Titchfield, PO15 5RR United Kingdom 

alan.smith@ons.gsi.gov.uk 
 
 

Abstract 
 

The recent rapid growth of data visualisation on the World Wide Web has been 
typified by a proliferation of online content types ranging from static infographics 
through to sophisticated visual analytics applications. Many of these innovations have 
been driven, with varying degrees of success, by the IT and media sectors rather than 
the statistical community. Meanwhile, producers of Official Statistics continue to 
wrestle with the problem of migrating traditional product portfolios from print to web, 
while increasingly being challenged to reach out to wider user bases. This presentation 
will showcase some of the opportunities for exploiting the expertise and insight of 
official statisticians in visual interfaces that promote clarity and methodological best 
practice while embracing the rich, tactile nature of modern web interfaces. 
Informational implications, based on user reaction to dynamic visuals, are also 
discussed using recent examples from ONS. 
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1. Visual Content on the Web 
Content on the World Wide Web is increasingly characterised by its emphasis on the 
visual, dominated by multimedia content types ranging from photographs and videos, 
through to diagrams, charts and graphics, many of which include representations of 
data in both static and interactive form. There are clear trends in such data-driven 
graphics, neatly summarised by contrasting recent Google search terms for ‘data 
visualization’ and ‘infographic’ (Figure 1). Infographics clearly represent a boom 
sector in the visual representation of information on the web, even allowing for the 
fact that their definition remains ambiguous and includes an enormous variation in the 
type and quality of content that might fall under that banner. But, regardless of the 
merits or otherwise of infographics, they are at least clear evidence of the appetite for 
visual representations of data and other types of information on the Web. 
 

Figure 1 – Trends in Google searches for ‘data visualization’ and ‘infographic’ 
 

 
 



dumb things down?



data-driven!

The web is now more visual, personal, social...



To engage, content must be engaging



3 observations from the Data Visualisation Centre



1. A question of symbology





2. Using animated transitions



3. Syndication to increase outreach





+1,000%



“Visual, personal, social...”



Thank you

Alan Smith OBE
ONS Data Visualisation Centre

@theboysmithy


