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The most effective dashboards are insights-driven—and because many analysis projects
involve some spatial data, working with maps is an important skill to have in your
visualization toolbox.

In this whitepaper, we'll share 10 tips for improving the analytic and aesthetic value of maps
for your dashboards.
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1. Context is key

First and foremost, make sure the map you choose offers the right amount of context for your visualization.
You don’t want to end up with too much visual clutter that distracts readers from focusing on the data. Let’s

check out some examples with the built-in Tableau styles and some custom Mapbox maps.

In Tableau, there are three basic map styles built into the product—light, dark, and normal. For most
mapping use cases, this is a great place to start.
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Urban Forests

An urban forest is a forest or collection of trees that grow within a city, town, or suburb.
More than scenery, trees play an essential role in balancing metropolitan climates.
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This dashboard by Ann Jackson explores urban forests in New York City. It looks clean and sharp, and provides just
enough context. Tableau's Light base map is adjusted to show only the land cover and streets, letting the data shine.

10 Ways to Add Value to Your Dashboards with Maps


https://onlinehelp.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/maps_options.htm
https://www.tableau.com/learn/tutorials/on-demand/mapbox-integration
https://public.tableau.com/profile/ann.jackson#!/vizhome/UrbanForestofNYC/UrbanForestofNYC
https://public.tableau.com/profile/ann.jackson#!/

On the other hand, when a map needs to be the most important visualization on the dashboard, it will

need something extra to make it pop. Consider adding relevant colors, layers, and text to your map, or

design a custom base map with Mapbox.

Filter artworks
EGLXERS Roadmap \

This dashboard by Andre Oliveira, “Graffiti Around the World,” uses a simple base map with custom labeling.
The layers are zoom-level dependent and when the dashboard zooms to city-scale data on the second

worksheet, we see a clean and simple map with just a bit of added local detail.

New York

For example, when you click into “New York City,”
you can see where the points are in relation to major
landmarks like the Empire State Building. The color
coordination between base map and data (as well

as the introduction of great artistic detail in the
“empty space” in the oceans) makes the map on this
dashboard shine.



https://www.tableau.com/learn/tutorials/on-demand/mapbox-integration
https://public.tableau.com/profile/andr.oliveira8781?_fsi=63jp0un9#!/vizhome/Banksy/Home
https://public.tableau.com/profile/andr.oliveira8781#!/

2. Let the data stand on its own

A good visualization focuses the reader’s attention on the data, not the background, so occasionally
it helps to let spatial data speak for itself, without a base map. When working with familiar locations
and shapes—Ilike all counties in a state, or all countries in a continent—there’s likely enough spatial

awareness to remove the base map.

Madrid
In detall

Neighbourhood by Neighbourhood

Madrid key metrics

Total Population Districts

3.18M 21 128

Births Deaths

29,737 27,757

Neighbourhoods

Natural Increase

1,980

Madrid is the capital city of Spain and the
largest municipality of the Kingdom of
Spain. The city has a population of
almost 3.2 million and it s the
third-Jargest city in the European Union,
after London and Berlin.

Madrid lies on the River Manzanares in
the centre of both the country and the
Community of Madrid. As the capital city
of Spain, seat of government, and
residence of the Spanish monarch,
Madrid is also the political, economic and
cultural centre of Spain

City Map

Neighbourhoods of Madrid, coloured by population density

The Madrid urban agglomeration has the
third-largest GDP in the European Union
and its influences in poliics, education,
entertainment, environment, media,
fashion, science, culture, and the arts all
contribute to its status as one of the
world's major global cities.

Due to its economic output, high
standard of living, and market size,

Madrid is considered the major financial
centre of Southem Europe and the 17th
most liveable city in the world according
to Monocle magazine, in its 2014 index.

Madrid has preserved the look and feel
of many of its historic neighbourhoods
and streets.

Its landmarks include the Royal Palace
of Madrid; the Royal Theatre; the Buen
Retiro Park, founded in 1631; the
19th-century National Library building
(founded in 1712); and the Golden
Triangle of Art, located along the Paseo
del Prado and comprising three art
museums: Prado Museumn, the Reina
Sofia Museum, and the
‘Thyssen-Bomemisza Museum. Cibeles
Palace and Fountain have become one
of the monument symbols of the city.
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For instance, this dashboard by Pablo Saenz de Tejada shows the demographics of Madrid, Spain, without a
base map. Removing the fine details of the map makes for a cleaner, less distracting design when integrating

the map into the dashboard.

City Map

Neighbouroods of Madrid, coloured by population densay.

Compare this to the same dashboard with a small
bit of base map content turned on; itisn't bad, but
it's not as seamless as the original:

Disticts | Neighbourhoods
Neghooutoed -

Population Density
Dinhab. per hectars | D +47 inhab. per hectare
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https://public.tableau.com/profile/pablosdt?_fsi=63jp0un9#!/vizhome/MadridInDetail/MadridinDetail
https://public.tableau.com/profile/pablosdt#!/

3. Get rid of legends on your map*

I’'m a cartographer, so you’ll rarely hear me say outright, “You don’t need a legend”—hence the
asterisk in this tip. *You don’t need a legend if you can use the other vizzes in your dashboard to

clarify chosen colors, sizes, shapes, and symbols.

You can save a lot of space and emphasize the connections between vizzes on your dashboard
by working in vizzes as legends, where the meaning of symbols are explained through another

interactive object.

Threat

For instance, this visualization of Global Sharknado Threat by the relies on a “shark legend”
worksheet with profile images of two sharks. The sharks are color-encoded so that they can serve as a
legend and filter for the map.

It's easy to set this up on a dashboard. You'll need to use a separate worksheet to serve as your legend

viz and set up actions linking your ‘legend’ to the other worksheets on your dashboard.


https://public.tableau.com/views/SharknadoRecreationIronVIz/Sharknado?:embed=y&:display_count=yes&:showVizHome=no
https://thedataduo.com/2017/03/15/geospatial-recreation-ironviz/
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The Sharknado viz legend is actually a scatterplot with the placement of the two sharks based on a calculated

field for their X and Y values. Then custom shark-shaped markers in the same color scheme as the data on the
map are added to the viz.

This legend does a double duty; it provides a graphical indicator of the shark type and explains the yellow and red
colors on the map. To make the legend interactive, it just needs a dashboard highlight action, so when you hover
over one of the legend sharks it highlights the appropriate shark habitat data in the map.



4. Use a map as a filter

Similar to using a second viz as a legend, you can also think about how a map can serve as a filter
to facilitate exploration on your dashboard. Geographic shapes can be better filters than dropdown
lists of text. They provide a better visual cue of the selected region and they also allow people to
easily select neighboring regions of interest for deeper exploration.

living for the first time ™
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How does my investment transform families® lives with Agros?

select a country

In 2016 we created a new system called the Path to Prosperity to measure our
impact on families’ lives and monitor the health of our communities. It translates.
results from the many ways we work with families into a single index that maps
communities onto one of four developmental stages below. Leam more about how
we collect data, incorporate learnings into our work, and our exit strategy here.
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This dashboard by Decisive Data, “The Path to Prosperity,” shows how giving impacts the lives of people in
seven different villages in Honduras and Nicaragua. This dashboard makes great use of a small map, used as
a filter, between the two countries. It's a graphic element that fits in with the design and it's a visual reminder
of the relative locations of the highlighted countries.
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https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/path-prosperity?gallery=featured&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://public.tableau.com/profile/decisive.data#!/

5. Use highlighting actions

Tableau is magical when it comes to setting up highlighting actions across worksheets, so take advantage

of this feature in your maps and dashboards.

1993 - 1998
In 1993, the Democratically controlled legislature created the
12th District. Strangely it cut right through the 6th and Sth
Districts (highlighted in light green)

= L Ck

North Carolina District # 6

1999 - 2000
In 1999, the Democratically controlled legislature adjusted the
district again, giving it a more regular shape.

1982
Prior to 1993, there was no 12th District

2015 Population % by Race

2001 - 2002
Democrats, once again, made changes to the district,
taking it back to a more irregular shape

2005 -20
Democrats, made minor che

Black: 15.6%
White: 77.4%
20

Asian: 2.2%

Other: 4.

2014 - Feb, 2016*
lected Republican legislature immediately moved
he 12th district, giving it a more irregular shape.

= Hispanic (Any Race): 6.3% e E ;r'
e Tl
B Recent Election Results
- 2016: Trump (R) +14.7
2012: Romney (R) +12.8
2008: McCain (R) +8.6

I

* In February, 2018, after the federal court ruling, afinal change was made, not reflected above, which has a much more regular shape

In Ken Flerlage’s dashboard, he explores gerrymandering in the U.S. He uses the map to ensure that readers can
stay oriented on each of six different maps with different boundaries to help readers understand how political
districts have changed over time.

By setting up a highlight action based on the district number, the reader can explore one district at a time.
Otherwise, it's too overwhelming to see the patterns of change with the complicated borders on each map.
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https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/art-gerrymandering?gallery=featured&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://public.tableau.com/profile/ken.flerlage#!/

6. It’s all about color for design and data

With multiple worksheets on a dashboard, be sure to take advantage of the design tools in Tableau

to better integrate the map into your design. You’ll also want to make sure that the colors for data

on the individual dashboards match up.
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To seamlessly fit your map into your dashboard, use the color picker. Match colors so that the map

complements your dashboard’s overall design. This works for adjusting colors for the marks on the map as

well as for matching backgrounds on the base map (and for the text boxes or other worksheets on a
dashboard).

1785+

17350+

17954

1800+

1805+

18104

18154

1820+

18254

1830

18354

1840+

J ust over 2.5 million people lived in the newly indepenent United States in

1776. That number would double by 1800. New territories were opened for
westward expansion, most notably the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 which
doubled the size of the United States. The landscape continued to change
through the mid-1800s..

b

[ Territory

. State

Government led by
Thomas Jefferson
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You can see where the color picker
helped Joshua Milligan's dashboard,
“The History of the U.S.” He uses a
parchment-looking background to
bring all of the elements of the story
together in one cohesive visualization.

Also, make sure that the colors that you
use have the same values across all of
the visualizations on the dashboard.
Inconsistently replicating colors will
make it nearly impossible for most
readers to correctly interpret the data.
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https://onlinehelp.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/viewparts_marks_markproperties_color.htm
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/history-us
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/history-us

Commercial Building Permits Residential Building Permits

i @ Consider an example where we compare
: the number of commercial and residential
. building permits issued around the Las
xdmmmaisaa Vegas, Nevada area. If we use the default
; - {D i = color encoding for both maps, we have a

huge difference in the meaning of the green
shades because there were so many fewer

Mumber of Records Number of Records
L[ 1cs [ 221

commercial construction permits.

ensireetMap coninguions © OpenSueeiMap contributors

If arreaderisn't paying close attention to the two legends, they might assume that there were the same
number of permits issued in the two circled locations, even though there really were over 1,000 more

residential permits in the densest areal!

Commercial Building Permits Residential Building Permits

Number of Records

1[I 1.000
-m :ll
L L
L}
= Now compare that to a dashboard with the

two maps using the same range of values
L for the color encoding and the patternis

very different!

€ OpenStreetidag contributors & OpenStrsetidap contributors

By using color correctly, we can make direct comparisons about how many permits were issued in

different places around the city.
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7. Represent geography in the best way to tell your data story

Sometimes the most effective data maps tell little white lies—and that’s okay! This dashboard by Josh
Tapley and Jake Riley shows causes of mortality around the U.S. The author moved Alaska and Hawaii to
new locations so that the view of the U.S. fits in a smaller footprint.

Percent Change in deaths per 100,000 from 1980 to 2014, by county Hover over map for details by courty

Cancer Nutritional deficiencies Commoen infectious diseases

MNeglected tropical diseases & malaria

*%‘

| Musculoskeletal Disorders. Lack of physi

this phenomenon.

SOURCE: JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION

in @ ®data-ink

In Tableau, using “inset” maps allows a user to interact directly with all of the data in a single worksheet, instead of
having to use separate worksheets for the continental U.S., Alaska, and Hawaii.

To achieve this effect, the authors adjusted the map projection to provide a different look than the normal base
map. If you want to try this out in your maps, take a look at this community discussion on alternate projections (and

moving geography) in Tableau.

For more inspiration, check out this dashboard on energy sources for U.S. states using a hexagonal grid, or this

exploration of crime in the U.S. using a square grid.

10 Ways to Add Value to Your Dashboards with Maps
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https://public.tableau.com/profile/josh.tapley#!/
https://public.tableau.com/profile/josh.tapley#!/
https://public.tableau.com/profile/jake.riley#!/
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/changing-diseases?gallery=featured&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://community.tableau.com/people/sarah.battersby.0/blog/2017/05/29/working-with-projected-data-in-tableau-part-iii-even-more-data-manipulation-inset-maps-in-one-worksheet
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/energy-america?gallery=featured
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/50-years-crime-us?gallery=featured

8. Be creative with shapes

By default, a worksheet is a rectangular shape on a dashboard—but your map doesn’t have to be that
limited. Because geographic features are rarely a nice rectangle in shape, try experimenting with a

different look to spice up your layout.

Race to Alaska

Mo motor, no support, all the way to Alaska

The Race to Alaska 15 a 750-mile boat race from Port Townsend, Washington to Ketchikan, Alaska. The rules are simple: no
maotors, no support. Any boat can enter as long as there is no motor on board. There are two required check-ins: Campbell
River and Bella Bella. It is a winner-take-all race with a $10,000 cash prize for the first boat across the finish line. Second

place gets a set of steak knives.

Top 5 Teams

The lead boats covered the distance in under 5 days with the
winning time by MAD Dog Racing in 3 days 20 hours and 13
minutes. The top 4 boats all have a leng all (LOA) of a1
least 30 ft. Jungle Kitty was the largest boat to finish with a
LOK of 48 feet. 8 erew memibers made the journey sboard
this boat.

Hover to see team’s race path

1 MAD Dog Racing
2 Jungle Kitty

3  Madrona

4 Brodema

5 Mail Order Bride

Steady Progress

The chart below shows distance covered by hour. The near Enear progression
means each of these crews found ways to make positive progress regardless of
time of day, tides, passageway difficulty. Each was fortunate te not run nte any
mechanical problems or mishaps as can often be the case on these waters.

500 Bune 30,2016 | — ./.
0713 AKDT (0813 POT)
- /
E
£ 300 —~
& 200 /

v

Bella Bella

Seyrm

Stage 1 Finish and Stage 2 Siam.___ '_"

No Time to Rest

The Top 5 didn't spend any time at anchor. The bliue highlights hours where the Top 5 covered
the most distance. On Thursday at 6am, 48 nautical miles were covered. The consistency of
blue in afternoans show productive winds and favorable tides.

For exploring the “Race to Alaska,” Anthony Gould shows great use of a hollow, circular graphic to trim his map to

a custom shape. It's a great hack to float an image on top, effectively cropping the map.

10 Ways to Add Value to Your Dashboards with Maps
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https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/race-alaska?gallery=featured&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://public.tableau.com/profile/a.gould#!/
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In another example, this dashboard by Brian Halloran, “Hubway bike share system in Boston,” shows off the same

trick, with a useful drop shadow effect that clearly differentiates between the controls of the dashboard.
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https://public.tableau.com/profile/brianhalloran#!/

9. Sometimes static graphics work too

Sometimes a static graphic is all that you need to tell the whole data story. For something simple where

the map is just a reference and doesn’t need to be interactive, consider using just a graphic instead of a
worksheet.

Conservationists have kept the species alive through a captive breeding program and in 1999, the captive population was
considered stable. The creatures are being reintroduced into the wild at a number of sites in the central US, Currently,
however, populations remain below 500.

Black Footed Ferret Births in Captivity

Cadany

e B being eszablishes
o W stokie
300
. Black Footed Ferraet
z Historical Range and
e Reintroduction Sites
100 I
za%aaaa%a SESESEERERERE
-] L]
Pralrle Black Footed Ferrets still face many of the same issues 90%
that led to their endangerment. A prime factor is that ‘F’”“E ‘3'_3“:0““!:
L erret diet depends
g they rely on steady supply of prairie dogs for their diet. an Frairie Dogs

This dashboard, about the black footed ferret (BFF) by Becca Cabral, relies on a simple image of a map to show

the animal’s historical range. The static map image is a perfect fit into the design to complement the interactive
vizzes telling the story of her BFF.

10 Ways to Add Value to Your Dashboards with Maps
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 https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/you-are-my-bff-black-footed-ferret?gallery=votd&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/you-are-my-bff-black-footed-ferret?gallery=votd
https://public.tableau.com/profile/cabral.becca#!/

10. Consider locking down pan and zoom

If you are using a map where it isn’t critical for a reader to zoom in and look at detailed locations,

you can lock down panning and zooming,.

This prevents the user from accidentally changing the display, which is particularly useful for

those exploring data on a mobile device or small screen.

Map Options *

W] Allow Pan and Zoom Locking the extent of the map is easy to do,
V| Show Map Search just select Map > Map Options, and then
E Show View Toolbar uncheck the “Allow Pan and Zoom" option.

@YvanFornes

Daylight hours by day L) Click on the graphic to see a map N .

June - 25

Checkout the daylight duration with a mouseover on the map

B6° | Arctic Circle Alaska, Iceland

452 | 45th parallel nerth USA, France

23° | Tropic of Cancer Cubs, India

Equator Brazil, Kenya

-23° | Trepic of Capricorn Bolivia, Australis

-45° | 45th parallel south Argentina, New Zealand

-66° | Antarctic Circle: Antarctica

Equinox Solstice Equinox

Jan  Mar May Jul Sep Nov
Here is a great example by Yvan Fornes of how this tip can help communicate the data story, which in this
case, is the number of daylight hours by location.

The full extent of the map is always relevant for this viz, so it is great to make sure users don't accidentally

pan or zoom away from their insights!

If you want to learn more about using maps in Tableau check out this free tutorial.
You'll learn how to get started working with geographic data, how to use the marks card,
and other map options to enhance your analysis.
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 https://public.tableau.com/en-us/s/gallery/daylight-duration?gallery=featured&_fsi=63jp0un9
https://public.tableau.com/profile/yvan.fornes#!/
https://www.tableau.com/learn/tutorials/on-demand/maps-tableau
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