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I havenôt always worked in the field of data visualization. I actually started my 

professional life as a minister, then did graduate work in the social sciences with 

plans to teach in the university, took a leave of absence from my doctoral studies 

due to burn-out, and in the meantime began working as a PC consultant, without 

any plans of working in information technology permanently. After several years of 

working for corporations in IT, I eventually realized that I was an IT professional and 

that I wasnôt going back to finish my doctoral work. 

There I wasða person who sees the world through the eyes of a designer and a 

teacherðtrying to create a meaningful career in the corporate world.

Design is more than a type of work, itôs a way of life. Itôs a way of seeing the worldð

a curiosity about how things work and an assessment of how well they workð

always imagining how they might be improved. Like Zen, itôs a type of mindfulness. 

Going through life with a designerôs mind has led to various experiences for með

great joy and great frustration. I spent much of my professional life working in roles 

and placesðmostly for corporationsðthat didnôt fit. Constantly asking questions like 

ñwhy do you do it this way?ò didnôt always make me popular. Telling my boss ñdoing 

it the way you want wonôt workðit would be stupidò didnôt always put me on the fast-

track to career advancement. Eventually, I managed to find a path through years of 

trial and error that led to the work that I do now. Working as a data visualization 

teacher, consultant, and writer suits me well and allows me to contribute to the world 

in ways that are often appreciated, and sometimes not, but always feels right
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This poem by Edna St. Vincent Millay eloquently describes our situation today. The 

amount of information that is available has increased dramatically in the last few 

years, but the ability to make use of it has increased little, if any.

Our networks are awash in data. A little of it is information. A smidgen of this 

shows up as knowledge. Combined with ideas, some of that is actually useful. 

Mix in experience, context, compassion, discipline, humor, tolerance, and 

humility, and perhaps knowledge becomes wisdom. 

Turning Numbers into Knowledge, Jonathan G. Koomey, 2001, Analytics Press: 

Oakland, CA page 5, quoting Clifford Stoll.
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Technology has done a tremendous job of enabling the world to capture, store, 

and distribute massive amounts of data. Far too little effort has been made, 

however, to help people make good use of that dataðto uncover the important 

meanings that reside therein and to communicate those meanings to others in 

ways that are clear, accurate, and useful. 
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People have been using graphs to display data visually for a long time. In 1786, 

a roguish ScotðWilliam Playfairðpublished a small atlas that introduced or 

greatly improved most of the quantitative graphs that we use today. Prior to 

this, graphs of quantitative data were little known.
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Today, 220 years later, graphs are commonplace, fully integrated into the fabric 

of modern communication. Surprisingly, however, Playfairôsinnovative effortsð

spring from meager precedentðare superior to most of the graphs produced 

today. 
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Several years ago, I managed a large team of business intelligence professionals 

at one of the worldôs largest software companies. One day I walked into a 

meeting, took my seat at the conference table along with several others, and 

waited for yet one more boring presentation to begin.

Eventually, a young fellow eagerly stood at the front of the room and opened the 

meeting with a slide that was something like this. Bursting with excitement, the 

speaker announced that everyone in the room would now receive a daily report 

that would tell us how the computer network was being utilized so we would no 

longer be in the dark about what was going on, and then the graph on the next 

slide appeared.


