
Using Data Visualization 
in Public Health Communications

THURSDAY, MARCH 21
1:00 – 2:30pm ET / 10:00 - 11:30am PT 

This event will be recorded. The recording and slides will be available on 
publichealthcollaborative.org later this week. 

All attendees are automatically muted upon entry.



Closed Captioning and ASL 
Interpretation
If you’d like to use closed captions or ASL interpretation: 
Hover over the “More” button or the “Interpretation” button 
on the bottom of your Zoom screen.

● Live closed captioning is being provided by AI Media.
● ASL interpretation is being provided by Keystone 

Interpreting Solutions. 



Meet Todayʼs Experts

Caroline Hoffman, MPH
Senior Public Health Promotion Specialist

 Rhode Island Department of Health

Peter Walker
Head of Insights

Carta

Jessica Malaty Rivera
Senior Science Communication Advisor

 de Beaumont Foundation



Hello everyone!

My name is Peter Walker.

In a former life, I ran the data visualization team at 
The Covid Tracking Project.

You may have seen a few of our charts during the peak of the 
pandemic.



Public outputs: 
visualizations





My goals for this session

Convince you that good charts = stories 

Walk through a few examples of good → better → best

Inspire you to dig deeper into data viz (stretch goal)
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The history of data viz

Michael Florent Van Langren, 1644
First visual representation of statistical data
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The history of data viz

William Playfair, 1786
Chart Innovator:

● Line
● Area
● Bar
● Pie



Charles Minard, 1869
The failure of Napoleon’s 1812 invasion of Russia
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The history of data viz



Minor details, big impact

Real world example
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Add an axis

Visually
aggregate
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The small slice problem

Real world example
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Categories galore

Real world example
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Location, location, location

Real world example
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Additive annotation 

Quick hits
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Data Visualizations and Storytelling

March 21, 2024
Caroline 
Hoffman
Virtual



Introduction

• 10+ years as a health communicator

• 2+ years at the Rhode Island 
Department of Health



Data Visualization and Storytelling Best Practices

• It needs to be complete.
• What is the denominator?
• Is there enough information for it to be understandable on its own?

• It needs context. Don’t rely on it to speak for itself.
• Context helps create meaning.
• Using plain language to explain key findings in a data visualization helps 

everyone understand.
• It should (ideally) be actionable.

• Answer the question, “So what now?”
• Calls-to-action empower the audience.

• In public health, our numbers represent people. 



Choose the Visual That Best Tells Your Story

Children entering kindergarten in Rhode 
Island in 2019 that had lead in their body



Maps Can Be Data-Rich Visualizations

• Model of urban heat 
island

• 12 degree temperature 
difference across the 
same city



Combining Data and Images Adds Meaning



Create With Your Audience In Mind

Landlord / Homeowner
• How common is lead really?
• How can I find out if my properties 
are safe?

Individual
• Is my house safe?
• What can I do?



Keep It Simple



Maximizing Limited Resources

• Is there something that already exists?
• Find areas of common ground with another program and work 
together.

• Helps avoid duplicating efforts too.
• Share your visualization on multiple platforms.



Leveraging Existing Visualizations: Data Spotlights

Existing Data Visualization

Explanation of Data

Context

Call-to-Action



Data Spotlights

Existing Data Visualization

Explanation of Data

Context

Call-to-Action



Our Data Becomes Part of the Story



Key Steps

• Determine your topic and your audience.
• Define the scope and the audience’s needs.
• Assemble your team.
• Develop, review, revise.
• Invite your community to provide input.
• Anticipate the questions your visualization may raise – and be 
ready.



Example: Climate Change Data Explorer



Climate Change Data Explorer



Climate Change Data Explorer

The Ask: Create an interactive data product that would help Rhode 
Islanders understand weather trends related to climate change – 
and their connection to human health.

The Team: 
• Data analyst
• Climate change and health subject matter expert
• Communications specialist



Climate Change Data Explorer

The Process:
• Climate change expert and communications specialist defined 
scope and goal of project.

• Climate change expert identified topics and data sets.
• Data analyst developed product framework and draft 
visualizations.

• Team discussed if visualization formats were the best display for 
certain data point. 

• Climate change expert and communications specialist added 
narrative context.

• Reviewed. Negotiated. Edited. Reviewed.



Spread the Word

Proactive Distribution
• Environmental Public Health 
Tracking Program Newsletter

• Climate Change and Health 
Newsletter

• Announced on social media
• Featured in data spotlights on 
Tracking web page; cross 
posted to social media

Reactive Storytelling Aid
• Used in response to media 
inquiries

• Provided to staff at the 
Governor’s Office

• Shared with DEM and academic 
partners

• Join the conversation



Look for Opportunities to Join the Conversation



Example: Infographic

The Ask: Create a document to 
educate family-based child care 
providers about environmental 
contaminants.
The Team: 
• Toxicologist
• Program Manager
• Communications specialist



Consider Accessibility

• Mobile devices
• Translation
• Screen readers
• Image descriptions
• Color-blind friendly



Caroline Hoffman, MPH
Environmental Health Communications Manager
Division of Policy, Informatics, and Communication
Rhode Island Department of Health
caroline.hoffman@health.ri.gov



Be the First to Know

Sign up for PHCC’s 
newsletter to be the first to 
register for our April webinar.



Thank You
More Resources
www.publichealthcollaborative.org

Contact
info@publichealthcollaborative.org
 
Follow PHCC
X: @PH_Comms
LinkedIn: Public Health 
Communications Collaborative


