
Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

•	 Locate high-quality graphics for inclusion in your reports, slideshows, and posters

•	 Identify the proper size for the graphic

•	 Place a graphic so that it has impact and supports the related text

•	 Blend a graphic with its background or surrounding elements

•	 Build a visual theme

•	 Decide among methods to increase efficiency of graphic production

•	 Develop different types of icons quickly 

•	 Handle large file sizes

•	 Simplify data displays

One of the most effective ways to draw attention and 
emphasize content in your reporting is through the use 
of imagery. In addition to catching the early-attentive 
eye, images, when they are used well, are also good at 
making their way through working memory to get stored 
for the long term. Let me tell you a little story about the 
use of imagery.

I was researching the effectiveness of a jail diversion 
program for a local county government. Like most coun-
ties around the United States, they were strapped for 
cash. The diversion program was a way to relieve jail 
overcrowding by releasing low-level offenders into the 
hands of community resources rather than pay for their 
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Graphics

Guiding Ideas

Pictures/graphics are present

Graphics direct toward text

Visual theme is evident

Size corresponds to changes in 
meaning

Graphics are simple

Graphics are near associated 
text
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extended jail stays. To enter the program, offenders were screened by program staff and 
asked serious and sensitive questions about drug use history, sexual abuse history, income, 
and so on. These interviews took place in one room with three other staff, all of whom could 
be screening other potential participants at the same time, in a space that was about 6 feet 
by 15 feet, which is smaller than the smallest campus office I have ever seen, with more 
people inside. And the room had to hold their computers and the files on everyone they had 
ever screened. You can probably see what I wanted to tell the program funders in our dis-
semination meeting. Here is an example of a common slideshow used at those types of 
meetings. 

And if I was a common presenter, I would stand at 
the front of the room reading off the bullet points 
one by one. The problem with slides of this type 
again comes back to how our brains receive and 
react to data. Rates vary, but normal reading speed is 
two to three times faster than normal speaking 
speed. In other words, the audience can finish read-
ing the entire list while I am still explaining Bullet 2, 
but their comprehension is impaired because their 
brains are trying to do too many things at once. The 
brain actually does a better job of retaining visual 
information when it is also paired with verbal infor-
mation. In fact, a good pairing of these two elements 
increases retention to 75% (Mayer, 1997). But in this 
setting where the visual information is all text—the 
same as is  spoken—something is slipping out of 
working memory.

So, as I told the county commissioners about the situation inside their diversion screening 
room, I showed them the slide shown in Figure 2.2.

They erupted into laughter. Shortly thereafter, they commissioned a study of the jail to 
find ways to better utilize their current space (at a time when spending money was a 

rare activity for county governments); they hired me 
on for further work, and they chuckled about this 
slide long after our dissemination meeting was over.

The use of the image highlighted my message. Images 
stick with people when words do not.

And this reality is also true for presentations, bro-
chures, even technical reports. Whatever method you 
are using to talk about your research, people tend to 
only read in-depth if something has caught their eye. 
As one designer said to me, we live in a “high concept” 
society; we have about 3 seconds to capture attention, 
which is hardly enough time to read text. So use an 
image to help.

FIGURE 2.1  Typical slideshow with 
too much text, difficult 
to read on a textured 
background

FIGURE 2.2  Clearer slide with fewer 
words and impactful 
image
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How Do I Use Images in Effective Ways?

The presence of graphic elements with associated text results in greater information recall 
and retention. When used well in data presentations, graphic elements actually help the 
reader more effectively comprehend our words and our data. There are five ways to use 
images for effective impact. Images should be:

1. present (seems obvious, but it isn’t)

2. emotional

3. placed for high impact

4. quick at communicating

5. repeated

Images Are Present
Imagery tends to be the weakest area of research reporting (Evergreen, 2011). In my disser-
tation study, the examined research reports contained sparse use of images, and some 
reports contained no images at all, not even graphs. Therefore, simply the use of images is 
the first way to be effective at data presentation.

Imagery does not necessarily mean photographs. Graphics can also include charts and 
diagrams, arrows and other attentional cues, and even lines or blocks of color. The style 
manual for the American Psychological Association (2010, called APA Guide from here on) 
refers to figures as the umbrella term rather than graphics, 
and includes anything discussed here except tables. Either 
way, inclusion of these elements leads to greater credibility 
and increases audience willingness to engage with the mate-
rial. Graphics and visual imagery are helpful—better than 
words alone—at making it through the precarious memory 
path to stick in long-term memory, right where we want our 
data to go.

As we discussed in Chapter 1, our working memory is prone to cognitive overload and 
getting past that hindrance is the tricky part of teaching and presentation. To reduce the 
risk of overload, a researcher can predigest some of the information. Think of the way 
a graph represents some mental processing that would have had to take place in the 
viewer’s brain if she was simply reading the information as gray text. Since working 
memory can only hold roughly four chunks of information at one time, the designer 
“prechunks,” essentially allowing more, richer information into working memory than 
is otherwise possible.

Pairing an image with a few keywords on a slideshow, or with a few summary sentences in 
a report or research poster, serves to create a chunk of information mentally processed as 
one unit. Presenting the combined image-idea pair together replaces lengthy narrative, 
speeds up the pace at which people engage with our work, and generates more interest in 
the work. Visuals are powerful presentation tools for researchers.

Guiding Idea

Pictures/graphics are present
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Images Are Emotional
Imagery is emotional when the viewer feels she can relate. Sometimes this is achieved 
through empathy, for example when international development organizations depict their 
under-resourced beneficiaries in their donor appeal letters. But if the goal is to draw an 
emotional response, the imagery does not always have to be sad or based in power relation-
ships. Emotional imagery can induce pride, the way a university includes images of students 
at a football game in their promotional materials. With discretion and moderate use, good 
graphics can evoke delight by being humorous or novel. Emotion can even be stirred by 
using visual metaphors for a topic, if it is more abstract in nature. The metaphor makes the 
content more relevant, which is a powerful and compelling emotion. Through the effective 
use of graphics, readers feel a sense of familiarity and connection (we discuss later in this 
chapter how that idea applies to graphs). Here is an example of emotive graphic use inserted 
into a proposal.

I wanted to evaluate a program focused on girl empowerment, so I needed to construct a 
proposal of my ideas. To make my cover page, I searched through istockphoto.com on the 
word “empowerment” and found one great, relevant, stock photo.

I believed that this photo would really connect to the client in an emotional way, because these 
girls are exemplifying the sisterhood and confidence that the program hoped to produce as 
well. At the time, I think this photo cost about $5 USD. To make it fit on a piece of paper, I 
combined it with a black box so it would take up the whole page and added text boxes with 
the title and contact information. This is the completed cover page of the proposal.

FIGURE 2.3 Photograph of girls, arms uplifted, from stock photo website
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FIGURE 2.4 Front cover of evaluation proposal using stock photo

After the project commenced, I repeated the same image in the background of my logic 
model, on the cover of the final report, and in the opening and closing slides of my 
 presentations.

Note that I did not say I pasted the picture on every slide or every page of the report, 
because that would oversaturate my audience probably to the point where they lose their 
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ability to even notice the picture. However, 
using the image for the introduction and 
conclusion helped create a brand for me and 
this particular project. Additionally, all of the 
evaluation work was now easily recogniz-
able to the client who could quickly distin-
guish the evaluation materials amongst the 
multiple piles and folders on her desk (simi-
lar to the best professors’ offices). I achieved 
brand recognition, which made me and my 
work more memorable, and in a very quick 
and visual way, it helped me keep track of 
my many projects as well. Nevertheless, 
more than just the presence of the image, it 
is the emotion evoked with this particular 
image choice that makes it work so well.

The emotional response summoned by imag-
ery is weakened when hackneyed pictures 
are used. A current trend at the time of this 
writing is the use of faceless, bare, alien-like 
creatures holding various objects, such as a 
target or a pencil. These alien figures lack 
emotion and relevancy and should be 
avoided. Likewise, the handshake image is so 
overused that it is glossed over, as is the image 
of people of various ethnicities holding hands 
while standing around a picture of the Earth. 
These images are tired and clichéd, so try to 
push your thinking a little further.

Images Have Impactful Placement

Graphics and images are effective at catch-
ing the eye, right? So, why does their 
placement matter? The visual impact of 
your research products increases if the 
images are large, well blended with the 
background, and positioned to support the 
text. All of these elements can be produced 
by simple word-processing software.

Large and Bleeding

Figure 2.7 is a recommendation slide from the presentation discussed at the start of this 
chapter. I was pointing out that program staff needed to do a better job hooking the 

FIGURES 2.5 and 2.6  Logic model and front 
cover of report, both 
using same stock photo

Source: 	2009 & 2010 Reprinted with permission from Susan 
Haworth-Hoeppner.
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ex-offenders up with community organizations on 
their way out of jail so that rehabilitation was more 
successful.

What makes this slide work so well is that the picture 
of the paperclip and chains takes up the whole slide. It 
is very large, which is called a full bleed in graphic 
design world.

Figure 2.8 is a really poor execution of the same slide.

Do not use clip art; actual photography of real images 
communicates credibility and legitimacy to the viewer 
(Samara, 2007), even when those images are manipu-
lated with a program like Photoshop. Hand-drawn 
images, which I love to use, communicate genuine-
ness, directness, and warmth; whereas clip art com-
municates amateurism. This example of high-quality 
digital renderings can also work in some situations.

Figure 2.9 is how the image looked when I purchased it 
from the stock photo site, but it is not quite making the 
desired visual impact. I increased the visual impact by 
expanding the photo so that it consumed the entire slide.

To achieve this effect in Microsoft PowerPoint, click on 
one of the dots at the corner of the photo, and drag it 
all the way to the corner of the slide. Of course, the 
image then looked upside down in this case, so I also 
rotated the image by clicking on the green circle stick-
ing out of the top center and dragging the whole photo 
180 degrees. By rotating the image, the direction flows 
better—from nearby in the upper left to away in the 
lower right. By expanding the image to fill the screen 
(bleeding it), I am tapping into the Gestalt theory of 
closure (see Graham, 2008 for an overview of Gestalt 
principles in media design). This principle says that 
our eyes naturally continue the picture off the edges 
of the screen and into the real world—a good thing 
when we are trying to make connections from our 
findings to our audience’s circumstances.

Notice how the effect is not quite the same if we stop 
short of a full bleed, such as in Figure 2.10, or if the 
image is squished. That is why it is critical to enlarge the 
image by using the sizing circles at the corners and to expand it fully to the edge of the slide or 
page—or even off the edge. If it appears that your picture is changing its aspect ratio, right-click 
on it and choose the Position function, then lock the aspect ratio.

FIGURE 2.7  Recommendation slide 
expressing a weak link in 
the program

FIGURE 2.8 Slide containing clip art

FIGURE 2.9  Slide with image as 
originally purchased from 
stock photo website
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FIGURES 2.10, 2.11, and 2.12  From left to right, slides that are almost bleeding, fully 
bleeding, and fully bleeding with text

FIGURE 2.13  Only two of the image’s four sides touch the 
sides of the report page—this is a partial 
bleed
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Sometimes your materials need to contain more words, don’t they? And at other times, the 
picture is just not sized to completely fit a full slide or page, therefore a full bleed picture is 
not always feasible. Partial bleed is also a good option. In a partial bleed arrangement, the 
picture takes up a portion of the page, hanging off the edge, while the rest of the page contains 
words.

Images are easier to manipulate in slideshow software and software like InDesign or 
Microsoft Publisher that is specifically designed for page layout.

To place an image in Microsoft Word, choose the Tight option under the Wrap Text tab first. 
Also under the Wrap Text option is the ability to Edit Wrap Points. The Edit Wrap Points 
procedure customizes how the words wrap around the image. When this option is selected, 
it changes the lines around the picture to red, and clicking anywhere along the red lines, 
lets you create and drag new corners.

FIGURE 2.14 Adjusting the wrap points lets the text flow around the image

Notice how wrapping points does not work very well in this example because the begin-
ning of each of the first few lines is staggered. This is not visually appealing and can be 
annoying and difficult for the reader. Wrapping text points works better when the image 
is on the right.

In this example, the wrap feature still staggers the ends of the lines, but people are used to 
reading text lines with varying ends (more on that in Chapter 5).
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Matching Background

As you will learn in the chapter on color, the optimal condition for reading is when black or 
very dark text is placed on a white background. Often the high-quality graphics found in 
online stock photo sites are isolated on a white background, which makes it easier to match 
a white page for partial bleed in your document.

Of course, there are situations where you want the background color to be something other 
than white. Placing a white-isolated picture looks a bit odd. Usually, you can solve this prob-
lem by making the picture’s background transparent:

FIGURE 2.15 Moving image and wrapping its points to fit better with the text

Organizational Logos

It is significant to note that there is one image missing from nearly every case illustration in 
this chapter—a company logo. In most cases, adding a logo to each slide or on the report cover 
detracts from the impact of the imagery. At most, departmental or organizational logos are 
appropriate if they appear in one or two places—perhaps on the inside cover of the report or 
the thank you slide at the end of a presentation. Think of it this way: If a document is filled 
with great content and presented in a memorable way, the audience will not forget who you 
represent. 
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In Word 2010 on a PC, clicking on the picture activates a pink tab called Picture Tools. In the 
dropdown menu under Color, you can select the option Set Transparent Color. This option 
turns the pointer into a pencil. Move the pencil to the white background of the picture and 
click on it. Every part of the image matching the color where you clicked becomes transpar-
ent, which then shows the background color of your document. When using the transparency 
option, most of the time the end result looks just fine. Sometimes, depending on the quality 
of the isolation in the picture you purchased, some white still shows.

FIGURE 2.16 Screenshot of how to set the transparent color in an image

FIGURE 2.17  Shadows in the stock photo left distracting white 
areas around the image
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People with access to software like Photoshop or Illustrator can adjust the image so that 
the white areas no longer appear. It takes time, skill, and access to software that many 
researchers and graduate students do not have. The simple solution is to use a white back-
ground for your document. Another option is to crop down the photo in order to minimize 
the remaining white areas. If neither of those options work, consider a part-color, part-
white background.

FIGURE 2.18  White sections of the slide accommodate stock photos isolated on 
white backgrounds

To produce this type of background, I inserted a square, enlarged it to the size of the part of 
the slide I wanted to cover, and made it gray. Then I put the text box with the words on top 
of the gray square. Such an arrangement affords minimal image manipulation.

One more option is to shrink the picture and put it in a border. This procedure takes back 
some of the impact of the full bleed imagery, but it can work in some cases, particularly if 
people are the subject of the image. However, most of the default borders available in Office 
or other software packages do not fit for research dissemination purposes, because they can 
over-manipulate the image. I often use a stock photo of a Polaroid picture frame. I purchased 
the stock photo once and have used it dozens of times, to frame real photographs of real 
people.
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I crop down the photograph of the people or enlarge the 
Polaroid frame to make them fit one another. To layer them 
appropriately, I click on the people photograph and use the 
Send Backward option.

Facing Text

When working with photos of people, let’s talk about the power of eye gaze. Effective use of 
eye gaze is a powerful way to direct the viewer’s eyes toward the text (Reynolds, 2010). For 
my dissertation study, I reviewed what felt like a billion research reports on human interac-
tions with museum exhibits. Several of the reports integrated actual photos of people 
engaged with the exhibits, yet in nearly all the selections, the people were positioned with 
their backs turned to the report’s text. Ideally, the report authors should have flipped the 
photos so that the subjects faced the report narrative. Why does this matter? Humans have 
a tendency to follow the eye gaze of the subject. In a classroom, if a professor gazes out the 
window midlecture, the chances are high that the students paying attention also turn their 
gaze out the window. The same is true with data reports. We want to place the image so that 
the readers’ eyes follow the gaze of the photo subject, toward the text. Compare the impact 
of the eye gaze and photo placement in these two layouts.

FIGURE 2.19  Real photograph in poster was positioned inside purchased Polaroid stock 
photo

POSTER

Guiding Idea

Graphics direct toward text 
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The effect is so beautifully subtle that it is barely noticed in Figure 2.21. However, in 
Figure 2.20 when the eye gaze is not tracking properly, the viewer senses something is 
wrong. As shown below, the correct eye gaze placement also increases the visual impact 
of the posters.

FIGURES 2.20 and 2.21 The better layout positions the eyes of the model toward the text

Source:  2009 Reprinted with permission from EvaluATE.

FIGURES 2.22 and 2.23  Even if the eyes are not looking directly at the text, it is still a more 
powerful placement of the graphic

The sense of directionality imposed by the eye gaze works for other nonhuman subjects as 
well. Everyday objects also have a naturally implied directionality that we can use to guide 
attention. In turn, that direction dictates the placement of the words. Note the placement of 
the graphic in this Ad Council advertisement.

POSTER
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Yes, I suppose there is eye gaze in the image of this fish, but it is really the position of the 
tail that directs the eyes toward the text. Associatively, it draws some emotion out of the 
viewer as well. Quite compelling.

Images Quickly Communicate
Graphic elements are useful guides, leading the reader through the organization of a report 
or slideshow. By identifying and consistently using symbol sets or icons in our documents, 
we increase the structure of the information, making it easier and quicker for readers to 
interact with our work. Here are a few types of graphic elements that act as quick visual 
communication tools.

FIGURE 2.24 The image of the fish points toward the text

Source:  2012 Reprinted with permission from the Environmental Protection 
Agency.
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Reference Icons

Reference icons or symbols are an “easy” way to organize information throughout a report. 
When I say “easy,” what I really mean is their use makes it easier for the reader. Reference 
icon sets provide the reader with a mental organizational structure, even if they require 
more work for the report author. It can be difficult to find a set of symbols through stock 
image sites that adequately conveys the information in the report.

 A few sites are listed below where you can procure icons, some of which are free, and some 
of which come in sets that look like they belong together:

theelearningcoach.com/resources/icon-collection/

www.iconfinder.com/

www.iconarchive.com/

You can quickly see that the number of possible icons can be overwhelming. Just as when 
searching for good images, it often takes more time than it is worth to find a good match to 

your reporting needs. So, here is a quick way to 
make your own icons.

I made these state-based reference icons myself 
in about 5 minutes using Microsoft Word 2010 
on a PC.

I started by inserting a text box and typing the 
two-letter state abbreviations in a cool font (this 
is Gill Sans Condensed). I made the font size 
large, in this case 72 points.

FIGURE 2.25  Reference icons for 
states included in 
hypothetical study

FIGURE 2.26 Screenshot of how to change the fill color of text

©SAGE Publications



ChAPTER 2  Graphics 37

Then (and this exact procedure varies depending on your software program) I used Text Fill 
and selected white and Text Outline and selected black. This creates a black outline with 
white fill. I made the text box itself transparent, or no fill. Easy enough to get the cute out-
line letters, yes?

For the shape, I just inserted a circle and used the Shape Fill and Shape Outline:

FIGURE 2.27 Screenshot of how to change the fill color of a shape

Then I dragged the text box with the letters onto the circle I created and grouped them so that 
they are easier to move around together. Pay close attention to the placement of each letter 
set in relation to its circle—you want the letters to appear in pretty much the same spot on 
each circle. If the letters are centered on one circle and clearly off 
to the right on another circle, the icons look sloppy. It is okay to 
use your eyes to judge, but break out the ruler and hold it up to 
your computer screen if you need to. 

If I want to make it a little more professional, I can add in the 
state shape behind each abbreviation.

I modified a set of state shapes I downloaded from presentation-
magazine.com. The unique shape also helps with quick identi-
fication, but it is especially effective to include the abbreviation 
as well in a case like states (after all, who is able to recognize 
Wyoming solely by its shape? No offense, Wyomingites).

FIGURE 2.28  Icon for 
Michigan
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The similarity in shape and font really give it that feel of an icon set. Now, this set adds 
impact and structure to my report, which I illustrate in just a few more pages. First, let’s 
examine a few other ways to use reference icons.

In this example, Paul from Community Partners wanted to contrast the classic way organizations 
operate with the networked way of operating. Here is his original presentation of the concepts.

FIGURES 2.29 and 2.30 Two slides from the deck Paul was originally using

Source:  2011 Networks That Work, http://www.communitypartners.org/. Reprinted with permission from Paul 
Vandeventer.

FIGURE 2.31 Introduction of reference icons for classic 
and network

Source:  2011 Networks That Work, http://www.communitypartners.org/. Reprinted with permission from Paul 
Vandeventer.

Pretty typical, right? I redesigned this talk with Paul to introduce visual depictions of 
classic and network organizations through the use of reference icons. First, we intro-
duced the two types of organizations.
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Then, we repeated the use of those icons when referencing more of their corresponding 
details. Using reference icons in this manner helps viewers better organize the presented 
information. Audience members automatically connect one part of the presentation to the 
next in a visual way.

Judgmental Icons

As current or budding researchers, we are often asked to go beyond our ability to crunch 
numbers to render our advice or judgment on the topic at hand. Our professional stan-
dards in research validity usually encourage us to use very careful wording and defer to 
the need for future studies on the matter. But often our readers, particularly nonacademic 
audiences, prefer more straightforward communication. As students we are taught to 
summarize the main points when we read. Rather than obfuscate that attempt in our own 
readers, we can use graphics to help us cut to the chase. I like to call these Judgmental 
Icons (clearly distinct from Emoticons) because they quickly communicate our interpreta-
tion of our research findings. You can make up the 
set that best fits your own work.

Angie Ficek sent me this report to share, where 
she used judgmental icons to quickly present 
which aspects of her client’s work were most 
effective. She devised a simple high/medium/low 
categorization and developed these icons to 
match.

In her report, of course, she elaborated on the details of 
each aspect of her client’s efforts that worked or did not 
work, providing the evidence and describing the impact 
to support her interpretations. Then, she affixed the 

FIGURES 2.32 and 2.33 Subsequent, explanatory slides with reference icons in corner

Source:  2011 Networks That Work, http://www.communitypartners.org/. Reprinted with permission from Paul 
Vandeventer.

FIGURE 2.34  Judgmental icons for high, 
medium, and low from 
Angie Ficek

Source:  2011 Reprinted with permission from the 
Invitation Health Institute.
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appropriate icon to the top of each page so that the bottom line of her research findings was obvi-
ous at a glance. She even organized the report in ascending order of effort effectiveness.

FIGURE 2.35  Sample report page with 
judgmental icon in corner

Source:  2011 Reprinted with permission from the Invitation Health 
Institute.

Figure 2.36 has some other options for judgmental icons. For most of these, you can follow 
the same construction method outlined earlier.

Later, we talk more about color, but avoid using color as the only distinguishing factor 
between the icons in your set. The stoplight colors (red, yellow, and green in most of the 
United States) are often used, but they are not such a great idea when used exclusively. They 
are difficult to distinguish for people with certain types of colorblindness, and they lose 
their distinction when printed in black and white (and then copied and faxed, as my reports 
tend to be disseminated after I deliver them to clients). It is perfectly okay to use color, just 
be certain to also use some other method of differentiation, such as shape.

Images Are Repeated
We gain a visual theme when we use repetition. Repetition occurs when we take a few key 
graphic elements that support our message and sprinkle them (or variations on them) 
throughout the document group. For some, the key graphics are the icons we just discussed. 
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For others, partial bleed images create the visual theme. When 
we develop a visual theme, we build a system of organization 
throughout our presentation avenues. Just as with the image 
of the girls at the start of this chapter, a visual theme works 
best when it is interwoven in all documents related to the 
project without being overused. However, it can be repeated 
in a slideshow where some interior slides feature a cropped-
down slice of the original image, as in Figures 2.37 and 2.38.

The same image slice can appear on the related handout and on some interior pages of the 
accompanying report.

Another effective use of graphics to organize a report is to use 
the interior images judiciously, such as to indicate a change in 
the report’s structure. In Figures 2.39 and 2.40, I show parts of 
a Greenpeace report on climate change.

I pulled these images from the middle of the report to high-
light how Greenpeace used almost full-page pictures to iden-
tify the start of a new report section. Tiny corner images were 
used to mark that section’s interior pages. The size of the 
image marks meaningful changes to the reader. Such organization speeds up the pace at 
which readers can navigate with our materials and more readily reveals the author’s mental 
structure for the report.

FIGURE 2.36 Just some of the possible sets of judgmental icons

Guiding Idea

Visual theme is evident

Guiding Idea

Size corresponds to changes in 
meaning
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FIGURES 2.37 and 2.38 Pieces of cover image are repeated on later slides

FIGURES 2.39 and 2.40 Two pages from a Greenpeace report

Source:  2010 Reprinted with permission from One Hemisphere/Greenpeace.
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How Do I Efficiently Locate High-Quality Images?

Perhaps the most common remark made by researchers who begin to incorporate graphic 
images into their work is “But I spend hours just looking through pages and pages of photos. 
I don’t have that sort of time!” No kidding! Let’s talk about a few ways to make the job easier: 
investing in a little conceptual time, using the right stock photo sites, and working with a 
professional graphic designer.

Invest in Visual Thinking Before Browsing Sites
Perhaps the best way to cut down the time it takes to find high-quality images is to initially 
spend time, refining what you want. Here is my process: I open PowerPoint and duplicate 
the initial blank slide so that I have a total of six blank slides. Then I print a page or two so 
that all six slides fit on one page. It looks like this:

FIGURE 2.41 Print a page of rectangles so you can sketch

Then I turn off the computer and step away. I sit down with a pencil (and an eraser) and start 
sketching some ideas. I begin by thinking about the images I tend to associate with the topic 
at hand. I invest about 20 minutes and engage in some free association, where I basically 
let my mind wander and my hand doodle, as I test out some visual metaphors. Sometimes, 
if I am stuck, I grab a colleague to ask what comes to mind when I say the topic name. I 
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might also use a thesaurus or quickly search Google Images to get my juices flowing. The 
goal during this time is to derive several image possibilities and sketch them into the printed 
PowerPoint rectangles. Also, I scribble a few words to express the main idea of the slide and 
maybe a phrase or sentence underneath each rectangle to note what the speaker would be 
saying at that point. The same process works to develop the template pages for a report: just 
turn the paper sideways so the rectangles are in portrait orientation and sketch a couple of 
page layout options.

My sketches are not good—mainly stick figures and lines. But the idea is not to make 
final artwork, just to get a series of images that ties together to support your main 
points. For example, let’s say I am creating a report for my department chair on a faculty 
network we have developed. If I simply sit at my computer and search on “network,” I 
get back thousands of images, including topics like computer networks, television net-
works, and nets. But, by thinking a bit and jotting down some visual ideas before I 
search, I might conclude that my department chair will be more convinced of the value 
of the network if I include images that humanize the project. So, I begin sketching 
images of people interacting, a teacher and a student connecting, a group of happy 
students.

Then searching sites can be quicker work because you already have a better idea of what to 
look for. To continue the network example, I can refine my search parameters to include 
results like people, collaboration, student, teacher, and education. Aside from greater preci-
sion in your search terms, also take advantage of the advanced search functions of stock 
photo sites. Google Images, istockphoto, and other image sites let you add search specifica-
tions on file size and even color in the photo. It is a pretty handy way to narrow down the 
search results in order to spend less time sorting through images. Investing in 15 minutes 
to gather your visual ideas, and 5 minutes to set up your search parameters, saves an hour 
or more of digging through the results.

Shop Stock Photo Sites
I am often asked how I found the fishbowl image used at the start of the chapter. I searched 
“cramped” on istockphoto.com, working with the feelings I experienced when I was in the 
program office. For the images used in the classic and network organization reference icons, 
I searched on “hierarchy” and “teamwork,” respectively. I typically work with professional 
stock photo websites and pay a small amount for each photo I use; I build the stock photo 
price into my project budget.

The generous Internet universe also provides us with several sites that hold free stock pho-
tos. Currently, Creative Commons, stockxchg, morguefile, and Google Images are popular 
options. Google Images can seem like a great idea until you search. I searched on “team-
work” and got about 37,400,000 results. Wow! However, be careful—most of the images you 
find in a simple Google search are owned by someone else, and it is illegal to just copy and 
paste them into your own report. Google’s search technology is getting better at helping us 
locate available photos we can use for free. Use the Advanced Search function in Google 
Images (at the time of this writing I clicked on a little gear icon and then clicked Advanced 
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Search). Then specify the usage rights and elect to only view those images of “teamwork” 
that are available to use, share, and/or modify for free. When I search again on “teamwork,” 
(with usage rights checked that allow for commercial reuse—the usage required if I wanted 
to, say, put this in a department brochure), Google returned just 65 images. Thus, there are 
fewer images to sort, and I can be more confident of copyright law compliance.

Despite the time spent, searching on free photo sites like Google Images and stockxchg can 
often return options that just do not work. At least on Google, many of the images are per-
sonal photos. Some are too casual—they look like they were taken by someone like me (an 
amateur rather than a real photographer). The lighting is too dark; the photo is too cluttered. 
Imagine if I took a photo of a Little League baseball team. The photo is probably just a bit 
too casual and messy—telephone wires cutting in front of the 
image, too much fence and not enough team, a mom mid-bite 
on her hot dog. Perhaps that realism is exactly right for your 
project. It often is—I have read research reports where it defi-
nitely makes sense to have real photos, of real people, really 
interacting. But, for different dissemination settings, you 
might want a more professional and cleaner image. On paid 
stock photo sites, the great majority of the images are just that—clean and simple. Often, 
they are taken in controlled environments with no backgrounds that add clutter or “noise” 
to your page or poster. The search results are almost always restricted to high-quality 
images, which reduces the amount of necessary sorting and saves you precious time.

Many stock photo sites make the work of locating a relevant, emotional, high-quality image 
much easier. Except, before you invest in a photo, be certain you are purchasing the size 
that fits your dissemination. Typically, size is offered in a few different ways. The default is 
often set in pixels; pick something close to the resolution of the screen where you will be 
displaying the image. Resolution is different for every computer. On mine, I right-click on 
my desktop and choose Properties. I use two monitors and the Properties window tells me 
that on Monitor 1, my resolution is 1366	×	768. Therefore, for full-screen graphics I want 
pixel dimensions that are very similar.

Projectors use whatever resolution is on your computer, so don’t worry about the projection 
screen being 10 times larger than your laptop screen.

Now, pixel dimensions are for screen display. To also use those images on paper requires 
more information. Look for details about the dpi. It stands for dots per inch and it’s one of 
the components that leads to fuzzy graphics, which occurs when the dpi is too small and 
the report designer tries to overenlarge the few dots per inch. If you are using the graphic 
for paper printing, you need to purchase 300 dpi.

Finally, look at the dimensions in inches. Even if you have the right dpi for your dissemination 
purpose, if you purchase a photo that is only 3”	×	5,” it will look blurry and unprofessional if 
you try to stretch it to fill your report cover page. In that case, purchase something nearer to 
8.5”	×	11” (for the standard U.S. paper size). A better but pricier option is to search for and pur-
chase vector versions of your favorite images, which are infinitely resizable. Stock photo sites 
are generally quite easy options for high-quality photos. You need to learn a little bit of decoding 
to understand the pricing scheme, but doing so can save your project budget some major cash.

Guiding Idea

Graphics are simple
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Hire a Graphic Designer
An instinct for great design can be learned. If you are reading this book, you are showing suf-
ficient interest in this topic that you can use to develop your own amazing information design 
skills. When the stakes are high, when the project will produce a great deal of documentation 
and you will be in front of important audiences, I am confident that the strategies presented 
throughout this book will enable you to shine. However, despite a high skill level, researchers 
and students are often a very busy crowd, running from class to meetings to office hours and 
back again. Those of us in such a position may be better off working with a professional 
graphic designer who can refine existing products and develop templates for future work.

In one of my projects, we received a large four-year grant in which we promised to produce 
mountains of printed material, including research resources, newsletters, slideshows, and 
handouts. Thus, we sat down with a graphic designer in our very early days, spent about  
2 hours discussing the types of templates we wanted, the software available in-house, and 
the image we wanted to project through our logo. For about $5,000 USD, the designer 
returned a whole branded package that we then used throughout the grant.

Even so, as the client of the graphic designer, it is still important to prepare imagery ideas, 
color scheme possibilities, and thoughts about your own presenting style so that the graphic 
designer can be most efficient. The APA Guide recommends sharing the guidelines in its 
Figures chapter when working with a contracted professional designer. Still, you need to be 
able to judge whether the design represents your work well and meets your needs. In other 
words, whether you choose to outsource your design work or build it yourself, the material 
in this book helps you become a more informed design consumer and a better client. 

What If My File Size Becomes Too Large?

Adding high-quality images definitely increases the size of files. For some, this may make it 
difficult to attach to an email. Here are four ways to deal with large files:

Delete cropped areas of pictures. If you have been working with graphics, you have probably 
cropped, sliced, and diced some down to the right size. But the cropped areas just stay hidden 
rather than deleted, keeping the file size large.

To delete the cropped areas, after inserting the first picture, click on the picture so it is activated 
and then click on the Picture Tools menu that appears (in Office 2010 on a PC, this shows up 
as a pink tab). Navigate over to Compress Pictures and click to open the options there.

Be certain that Delete cropped area of pictures is checked. Do not check Apply only to this 
picture and that way you only have to enact this procedure once. In this options menu, the 
quality of the picture can be changed as well, which also adjusts the file size. By following this 
process, the total file size of my 25-slide PowerPoint file with large pictures on each slide 
decreased by about one-quarter.
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We are not into the font chapter yet, but another option is to unembed fonts. On the same slideshow 
just mentioned, this process saved me about 10% more space. In Office 2010 on a PC (not available 
in Office 2008 for Macs), click on Save As. Before saving the file, click the arrow just to the left of 
the Save button and choose 
Save Options from the drop-
down menu. This box will open:

Check out the options under 
Embed Fonts. If your docu-
ment consists only of the most 
common fonts (Times New 
Roman, Calibri) you can prob-
ably just uncheck the main 
box for the maximum file size 
decrease. Other options there 
also minimize file size. 
Unembedding fonts can be 
risky, however, as I demon-
strate in the Fonts chapter.

Saving in the PDF format also 
decreases file size. Often, 

FIGURE 2.43 Screenshot of how to unembed fonts

(Continued)

FIGURE 2.42 Screenshot of how to delete cropped areas of pictures
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Where Should Graphs Go?

Finally, let’s take care of one of the most common mistakes I 
see in research reporting. Typically, once the main report nar-
rative starts, it just runs on page after page. As such, a graph is 
sometimes split from its accompanying narrative text, for 
example in the image below.

Guiding Idea

Graphics are near associated 
text

FIGURE 2.44  The bottom of one page, containing narrative, 
and the top of the following page, with the graph
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slideshow navigation can still be preserved as a PDF. If you also want to show the Notes in a 
slideshow, save your show through the printing function. In the printing options, select Notes 
Pages and then print to PDF. PDF is not always ideal, particularly in circumstances where you 
need to collaborate, but it can work in many situations.

Finally, if none of the previous suggestions are sufficient, use a cloud service to transfer files. 
Dropbox and other file transfer services are free to use and contain enough space to hold 
large, image-heavy documents. Simply sharing a link with others allows access to the docu-
ments for download.

(Continued)
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Here we are looking at the bottom of one page, where the narrative is located, and the top 
of the next, where the reader finds the associated graph. Sometimes, I even see research 
reports where all of the graphs are grouped in an appendix, pages and pages away from 
their corresponding text. But, even if the graph is just on the next page, any flipping back 
and forth between pages to try to cohere the two blocks of information impairs readers’ 
ability to comprehend; we lose them when they have to flip. It is better to isolate one idea 
per page or at least to start the idea on the page where the graph is located. Just use the Page 
Break option in your word-processing software at the start of a new idea. In Figure 2.45, the 
narrative and the graph are grouped together, immediately easing comprehension.
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FIGURE 2.45  Narrative and graph now coexist on a single page

©SAGE Publications



PRESENTING DATA EFFECTIVELY50

How Do I Apply These Ideas to Graphs?

Naturally, data displays are most effective when they are visualized using the appropriate 
type of graph. Generally speaking, humans are good at judging length and bad at judging 
area—which means bar and line charts are often good options. Bar charts work best when 
comparing categories. Line charts are most appropriate for looking at change over time. 
Scatterplots most effectively represent correlations and linear relationships.

Choosing Chart Types

Several tools are at our disposal to help choose the appropriate type of chart, thanks to the 
divine power of the Internet. With each of these tools, the user begins by identifying the 
relationship between the variables. What is the objective? Are you trying to show change 
over time or part-to-whole relationships? The program then limits the available chart 
options to those designed specifically for the targeted relationship, thus taking out the 
guesswork.

Check out the Chart Chooser at Juice Analytics: labs.juiceanalytics.com/chartchooser/index 
.html. Tableau has a white paper on the topic, freely available in exchange for your contact 
information: www.tableausoftware.com/learn/whitepapers/which-chart-or-graph-is-right-
for-you.

Once you establish the type of display most appropriate for your data, err on the side of 
simplicity when designing the display. We cover more on this topic in later chapters, but for 
now, let’s focus on these three attributes:

1. Two-dimensional

2. Free of extraneous lines

3. Familiar to viewers

Two-Dimensional
Of course, two-dimensional displays are simpler than 
three-dimensional data displays. Although many graphing 
software programs supply three-dimensional templates, it 
does not necessarily assist graph interpretation or accu-

racy (Few, 2006; Malamed, 2009). Here’s an example of a data display, showing 
 customer satisfaction with prices both before and after a health food store moved 

Guiding Idea

Graphics are simple
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 location. I am providing the table here so that 
you can see the exact data points.

When using Excel 2010, I select the entire table 
and ask the software to create a bar chart. The 
default 3-D version of the chart in Excel is Figure 
2.47. I know, I know—the y-axis should always 
start at 0 and here I have started it at 63%. I am 
cheating just a little here so that we can take a 
closer look at the tops of the columns and bars.

In this comparison, notice how it is not obvious 
where to read the top of the columns to get the 
exact data point—do we read the back of the col-
umn? The front edge? The midpoint of the top of 
the column? Actually, it is none of these. See the 
tallest column, representing Produce at the old 
site? In the table, we can see that data point is sup-
posed to be 85%. Yet no part of the 3-D column 
reaches the 85% line. When we simplify the graph to a 2-D model, which is Figure 2.48, the 
tops of the bars match exactly with the data points in the table.

FIGURE 2.46  Table of percentages of 
respondents satisfied with 
prices in various grocery 
sections at old and new 
store location
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FIGURES 2.47 and 2.48 Same data, displayed in 3D and 2D

(Continued)
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Free of Extraneous Lines

Even the 2-D version of the graph can be simplified in order to more efficiently present the 
data. We can enhance reader interpretability by turning down what Edward Tufte (2001, 
p. 105) called the “noise” in the graph. By “noise,” I refer to all of the parts of this graph that 
don’t actually display data or assist reader cognition. At this point, let’s focus on creating 
more empty space by removing unnecessary lines. We start with the default chart on the 
left, this time with an appropriate y-axis.
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FIGURES 2.47 and 2.48 (Continued)

FIGURES 2.49 and 2.50 Same graph, with and without the gridlines
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The simplified version of the graph is on the right. First, I removed the chart border. 
Graphics often appear more integrated with the narrative when we remove the box and let 
the white spaces just blend. Then I deleted the gridlines, simply by clicking on them and 
hitting the Delete key. For those of you who really, really like the gridlines, you can alterna-
tively right-click on the gridlines and choose a very faint gray color. The appearance with 
no gridlines is a cleaner look, but a faint grid is better than the default. I also removed the 
tick marks on both axes. To do this in Excel 2010, right click on an axis and select Format 
Axis and chose None from the dropdown menu for Tick Marks. (Note: The APA Guide asks 
for tick marks, but if the document is not being submitted to an APA journal, you can do 
without them.) Some bold people might delete the axis line altogether. If you are ready to 
tackle that, head to Chapter 5. For now, though, we drastically simplified the graph and as 
a result, it is easier to interpret.

Now that we simplified the graph, we can add back design graphics to cue the viewer’s 
attention and quickly communicate a key message.
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FIGURE 2.51 Addition of a simple target line

In this version of the graph, I added back a target line to indicate that the store expected at 
least 60% of customers to be satisfied with prices in each area.

Now apply some of the guiding ideas we learned in this book so far to the graphs. Intro-
duce those cute state icons from earlier. In this example, I am trying to compare key 
indicators (rates of graduation, obesity, and home ownership) between Michigan; our 
nemesis to the south, Indiana; and the national average. (All numbers are totally fictitious.) 
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FIGURES 2.52 and 2.53 Same table, with and without reference icons

Below, I show how a typical table looks and then illustrate how the addition of the refer-
ence icons begins to give it more visual interest.

FIGURES 2.54 and 2.55 Data displays that capitalize on the introduction of reference icons

Obviously, I know it does not do much to add icons to one table. However, when we use the 
icon system in each data display throughout the report, we build a predictable organiza-
tional structure that speeds recognition and aids comprehension.

These figures look even better when a color system is added. Check out these examples 
at our website (www.sagepub.com/evergreen) to see what the full color plus reference 
icon system can look like. 
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Familiar to Viewers
You are not limited to representing your data only in bar or line graphs. The world of data 
visualization is full of awesome new developments in the ability to display data on maps or 
trees. I encourage the exploration of those new tools, some of which, like Tableau, have free 
versions. Just try to avoid some of the pitfalls when trying out 
new types of graphing.

A common mistake that impedes comprehension is when size 
changes in the graph do not actually correspond to meaning-
ful changes in the data. I reproduced here what I have seen 
several times in research reports, which was intended to show 
the response percentages for a Likert-type scale. But, in many 
of the versions I saw (see example below), the sizes of the circles do not accurately or pro-
portionately represent that data. The circle representing Agree is not really 61 times the size 
of the circle representing Strongly Disagree.

Guiding Idea

Size corresponds to changes in 
meaning

Strongly 
Disagree
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Disagree
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24%1% 24%

FIGURE 2.56 Typical bubble graph that is difficult to accurately interpret

There is some debate in the data visualization field as to whether circles should be sized 
by their area or diameter. And if the graph designers are still trying to figure out the best 
way to display circles then imagine the confusion for an average viewer. The use of 
circles is particularly challenging—another reason to stick to simple bar and line 
graphs.

In ideal circumstances, a reader should be able to apply a ruler directly to the lengths of bars 
and calculate ratios that are equivalent to the ratios of the data that are represented by the 
bars. Space often limits our ability to properly size charts, such as in the case of this book. 
However, at the least, we can follow the recommendations from the APA Guide, which sug-
gest that graphics of equal importance be equally sized in a report.

As pretty as they might be, please be a bit cautious about getting caught up in sophisti-
cated software and using complicated data displays. Maps, of course, are familiar to most 
readers. Nevertheless, other types of data displays can look more like a demonstration 
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of the extent of the tool’s awesomeness or researcher’s prowess rather than a way to 
support reader cognition.

Research has repeatedly shown that simpler visualizations are interpreted more efficiently 
and lead to better recall (Tractinsky, 1997). Clean, simple, beautiful visualizations keep view-
ers interested and engaged for longer periods of time; whereas viewers are more likely to 
skip visualizations that are cluttered, confusing, or elaborate (yet there is still some debate—
see the study by Bateman, Mandryk, Gutwin, Genest, McDine, & Brooks [2010] that suggests 
strong imagery around standard graph types can improve memorability via the pictorial 
superiority effect). Generally, the more familiar the basic structure of the graph, the greater 
your audience’s ability to engage.

What Is the Bottom Line?

For many of us involved in research, we are accustomed to descriptive, academic report 
writing. We explain. Metaphors, especially visual ones, rarely had a place in our data pre-
sentation, to the detriment of our audience. Thus, this is your license to allow room for 
creative thinking. For effective presentation, you need to succinctly name your key mes-
sages and identify visual images or metaphors that extend and elaborate on them. I know a 
few situations where the researcher handed off the development of visuals to a research 
assistant or the departmental receptionist. In almost all cases, these did not work out well. 
It is not that a research assistant or secretary lacks the skill to create nice graphics—everyone 
can achieve that skill if needed. It is just that the development of good visuals takes a more 
intimate knowledge of the data, the main findings, and the key message the audience 
should take away. I know and appreciate that everything I discuss in this chapter requires 
you to invest your time, and maybe even a bit of your money, and you are busy. But the 
payoff is huge—it is increased audience engagement, interpretation, and understanding.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

High-quality graphics increase the impact of your data presentations.

•	 High-quality graphics have minimal clutter. In terms of photographs, stock photo 
sites are one solid option for finding controlled graphics. In terms of data displays, 
nonessential gridlines, axis labels, and tick marks can be removed.

•	 Whether free or for a fee, images should be procured at the right size so they are 
crisp when presented. Check pixel resolution, dpi, and size.

•	 Simplified graphics can be altered to draw attention to key areas through the use of 
selective emphasis techniques.

•	 A strong visual theme is built when graphic elements, such as portions of the same 
picture, or the same color, or the same shapes, are repeated throughout the data 
presentation suite.
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HOW CAN I EXTEND THIS?

Check Out
Presentation Magazine (http://www.presentationmagazine.com/editable-maps)—This site is 
filled with free downloadable material and it is where I accessed the editable map files I 
talked about earlier. Do not use the download directly, because it is recognizable as a 
template: instead modify it to make it your own.

Creative Commons (http://search.creativecommons.org/)—Creative Commons licenses 
release images for public consumption and come in a variety of styles, some of which allow 
for commercial use and modification of the original image. Searching for images in the 
Creative Commons is a good way to narrow your results to those that are reusable. Be certain 
to become familiar with the various license categories.

Slideshare (http://www.slideshare.net/)—Browse around on this site for imagery inspiration. 
Type your subject area into the search field and explore the results. Much of the material 
posted here is aligned with the guiding ideas presented in this book. Consider uploading 
your own awesome slideshow to inspire others.

Try This
Get into small groups of three to four people. Take turns sharing your topic (in a word or 
two) and letting the others brainstorm synonyms or visual metaphors using free association. 
Jot down all of the ideas (try not to dismiss anything at this point) in a list and then move on 
to the next activity suggested here.

Print out or draw a six-up page of blank slides and sketch visual imagery representing the 
synonyms or metaphors you just brainstormed.

Review your last report or paper and identify at least two places where a stronger visual 
metaphor would help support your point.

Find a research report online in your disciplinary area and identify where graphics could 
be added or taken away. Graphics are dramatic and attract attention, so they should be used 
judiciously. Graphing the responses to every survey question, for example, dilutes the 
impact. Reserve graphics for your most important points.

WHERE CAN I GO FOR MORE INFORMATION?
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