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Keys to success in presenting quality data

•
 

A user-centered approach
–

 
(what works well for you may not be what your 
audience wants and needs)

•
 

Testing
 

with members of the intended 
audience 
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Goals for data displays

•
 

Attract users’
 

attention
•

 
Hold

 
their attention

•
 

Make them feel respected and understood
•

 
Help them understand

 
the information

•
 

Help them use
 

the information 

Source: adapted from McGee, Jeanne,  Toolkit for making written material clear and effective
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What makes a data display “user centered”?

•
 

Approachable and appealing at first glance –
 not a wall of words or numbers

•
 

Plain language 
•

 
No surprises or confusion or undue effort
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What makes a data display “user centered”?

•
 

Includes context and guidance that is geared to 
interests and needs of the audience

•
 

The right amount of information at the right level 
of detail --

 
for that audience

•
 

With web, the option to narrow what is shown
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What makes a data display “user centered”?

•
 

The information itself is simple enough for 
people to understand 

•
 

The display is intuitive and self-explanatory
•

 
Appropriate comparisons and patterns of results 
stand out clearly
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What makes a data display “user centered”?

•
 

Special care to foster equitable comparisons
•

 
Careful labeling that explains reasons for 
missing data 

•
 

Plain language explanations of risk adjustment
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Results from a CAHPS II research study on data displays

•
 

“Improving quality information in a consumer-driven 
era: Showing differences is crucial to informed 
consumer choice”

•
 

A lab study led by Kristin Carman, PhD, the American 
Institutes for Research (AIR), done in collaboration 
with AIR CAHPS II team members Jeanne McGee, 
PhD (McGee & Evers Consulting, Inc.) and Judith 
Hibbard,  DrPH

 
(University of Oregon)
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Lab study findings –
 

what is helpful in data displays?

•
 

These features help consumers understand 
and use the quality information:
–

 
Showing results in rank

 
order

 
(rather than 

alphabetically)

–
 

Using symbols
 

(rather than numbers)

–
 

Including a summary
 

display
–

 
Showing fewer

 
topics

 
(e.g., showing 5 topics rather 

than 9 topics)
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Lab study –
 

how was it done?

•
 

A fictional quality report that uses data from a 
survey of patients to compare family physicians

•
 

10 versions of the report –
 

each using a 
different combination of the 4 display features 
that were tested:
–

 
symbols v. numbers

–
 

rank or alpha order
–

 
Summary display v. no summary display

–
 

Number of topics (5 v. 9)

10



11



12



13



14



15



Symbols v. numbers
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Summary display v. no summary display
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Rank order v. alphabetical order
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Legends  --
 

symbols v. numbers
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Legends  --
 

symbols v. numbers
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This chart (#1) has all 4

 evaluable elements
This chart (#10) has none of the 4

 evaluable elements
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Lessons from the lab study

•
 

For consumers, poorly displayed information 
can create a false sense of informed choice 
or result in random choices

•
 

Evaluable
 

elements can help consumers 
make choices that reflect their true values 
and preferences
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Lessons from the lab study

•
 

Using all 4 elements is the most helpful 
•

 
But, if you can’t (or don’t want to) combine 
all four, the elements are substitutable, to 
some degree:
–

 
Rank order + symbols (2nd

 

best)

–
 

Rank order (3rd)

–
 

Symbols (4th)

–
 

Summary bar -
 

-
 

or -
 

-
 

fewer topics (5th)

24



Tips for using symbols

•
 

Choose your symbols carefully
–

 
Don’t assume people will read the legend

–
 

Ideally, use symbols that are self-explanatory (e.g., 
word icons)

–
 

At a minimum, use symbols that are hard to 
misinterpret  in terms of best and worst (e.g., stars)

–
 

Avoid symbols that are ambiguous or potentially 
confusing (such as using a minus sign or using circles that are 
empty or half filled or filled in) 
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Tips for using symbols, continued

•
 

Use high contrast for ease of reading and to 
help the pattern pop out
–

 
For effective contrast, use a combination of 
differences in design elements (e.g., color, shape, 
words)

–
 

Use color in a consistent and meaningful way
–

 
If there is a neutral or middle category or a “no 
rating”

 
category, format it in ways that make it 

fade into the background
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Examples of  word icons 

CalHospitalCompare.org

CAHPS II Lab study
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Tips for using symbols, continued

•
 

Put your legend and other crucial reference 
material in a prominent place 

•
 

Always use left alignment for symbols such as 
stars 

•
 

Consider using very soft and subtle bands of 
shading to help people track across a page 

•
 

Keep tweaking until your display works well

28



29



30



31



Opa.ca.gov

 

(California Office of the Patient Advocate)
34

http://www.opa.ca.gov


Opa.ca.gov

 (California Office 
of the Patient 

Advocate)
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http://www.opa.ca.gov
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Testing data displays with consumers

•
 

Feedback from the intended users is the 
ultimate test of whether the data displays are 
working well 

•
 

Start getting feedback at an early stage 
•

 
Test for appeal, personal salience, 
comprehension, navigation, usability

•
 

Which methods are best?
•

 
What does it cost?
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A resource --
 

forthcoming
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Two books that are great Web reporting resources 
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•
 

Questions?
•

 
Comments?
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