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Narrative Visualization
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[John Stasko 2016]
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Narrative Visualization



5

Narrative Visualization

narrative (n): “An account of a series of events, 
facts, etc., given in order and with the establishing 
of connections between them.”


– Oxford English Dictionary
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"You have before you, my Lords and Gentlemen, a chart of the prices of wheat for 250 years [...] the main 
fact deserving of consideration is, that never at any former period was wheat so cheap, in proportion to 
mechanical labour, as it is at the present time"  — William Playfair, 1822 letter to Parliament.
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"to affect thro' the Eyes what 
we fail to convey to the public 
through their word-proof ears"  


— Florence Nightingale on 
her "coxcomb" of Crimean 

War Deaths (1856).


Chart vividly depicts that 
the main cause of deaths 
was not war wounds but 
unsanitary conditions.


Returned to Britain and led 
a successful campaign for 
better conditions in 
barracks and hospitals. 
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https://medium.com/nightingale/w-e-b-du-bois-staggering-data-visualizations-are-as-powerful-today-as-they-were-in-1900-64752c472ae4
https://medium.com/nightingale/w-e-b-du-bois-staggering-data-visualizations-are-as-powerful-today-as-they-were-in-1900-64752c472ae4
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https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/first-time-together-and-color-book-displays-web-du-bois-visionary-infographics-180970826/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/first-time-together-and-color-book-displays-web-du-bois-visionary-infographics-180970826/
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60+ Interactive Articles

4 affordances of the format

Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading

NYTimes, WaPost

Distill, VisXAI

+more

[Hohman, Conlen, et al., Distill 2020]

(based on slides from
 M

att Conlen)

https://distill.pub/2020/communicating-with-interactive-articles/
https://distill.pub/2020/communicating-with-interactive-articles/
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[Emily Badger, et al., The New York Times 2018]

Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/03/19/upshot/race-class-white-and-black-men.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/03/19/upshot/race-class-white-and-black-men.html
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[Ben Casselman, et al., FiveThirtyEight 2017]

Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/gun-deaths/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/gun-deaths/


13[Smilkov & Carter., 2017]

Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

http://playground.tensorflow.org
http://playground.tensorflow.org
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

[The New York Times., 2014]

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/2014/senate-model/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/2014/senate-model/index.html
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

[Gregor Aisch, Amanda Cox, and Kevin Quealy., The New York Times, 2015]
(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/05/28/upshot/you-draw-it-how-family-income-affects-childrens-college-chances.html
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

[Russell Goldenberg & Matt Daniels., The Pudding, 2019]
(based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://pudding.cool/2019/02/gyllenhaal/
https://pudding.cool/2019/02/gyllenhaal/
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

[Nadja Popovich et al., The New York Times, 2018](based on slides from Matt Conlen)

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/30/climate/how-much-hotter-is-your-hometown.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/30/climate/how-much-hotter-is-your-hometown.html
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)
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Connecting people and data

Making systems playful

Promoting self reflection

Personalizing reading


4 AFFORDANCES OF THE FORMAT

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)
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Narrative Visualization

narrative (n): “An account of a series of events, 
facts, etc., given in order and with the establishing 
of connections between them.”


– Oxford English Dictionary

Effective story-telling “require[s] skills like those familiar 
to movie directors, beyond a technical expert’s knowledge of 
computer engineering and science.” – Gershon & Page ‘01



21

[Segel &
 H

eer, InfoVis 2010]

Case Studies

Observed Narrative Devices
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Narrative Visualization Genres
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Genres
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Genres
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Genres
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Beginning

Middle

End

Epilogue

Genres
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Genres

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/02/02/us/politics/20100201-budget-porcupine-graphic.html?_r=0
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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Drill-Down

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/world/north-korean-prison-camps-2009/


31[Hohman, Conlen, et al., Distill 2020]

https://distill.pub/2020/communicating-with-interactive-articles/
https://distill.pub/2020/communicating-with-interactive-articles/
https://distill.pub/2020/communicating-with-interactive-articles/
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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Interactive Slideshow

Stepper
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Interactive Slideshow

“Scrolly”-telling

http://www.r2d3.us/visual-intro-to-machine-learning-part-1/
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Interactive Slideshow

Discrete vs. Continuous Steps
A source of debate among practitioners!


Discrete 

✔︎ Simple & familiar.

✘ But less engaging?


Continuous

✔︎ Less “activation energy” required. 

✔︎ More fluid/direct: parameterized by scroll 

position = rapid, incremental experience.

✘ But, difficult to implement properly. Can 

result in “scrolljacking.”
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[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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Martini Glass

[Segel & Heer, InfoVis 2010]

Interactive Slideshow

Author-Driven Reader-Driven

Drill-Down
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Martini Glass

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/02/02/us/politics/20100201-budget-porcupine-graphic.html?_r=0
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(based on slides from Matt Conlen)
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(based on slides from Matt Conlen)



28 Built-in Components
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Input Presentation

Layout Helpers
(based on slides from Matt Conlen)
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Layout + 
Presentation

Input + 
Presentation

(based on slides from Matt Conlen)


