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What do Beautiful Maps Have in Common?



What is cartography?

The art, 
science, 

and practice 
of making 

and using maps.



Myths about Beautiful Maps

1. It is all about the data
2. Simple maps are fast and easy
3. I can use imagery for a basemap
4. All map elements need to be present
5. I have to manage all data, map services and basemaps



1. It is all about the data!



What an audience wants/asks for

I want to see the 
healthcare facilities in 

the country.



What an audience actually needs

How are healthcare facilities 
distributed at the state level?

I want to see the 
healthcare facilities in 

the country.



How does broadband 
availability in my 

congressional district and 
state compare to the rest of 

the country?
- James Risch



http://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=4cae2a47c516432e8cd098f43c25e506
http://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=4cae2a47c516432e8cd098f43c25e506


Map Effectiveness

What is the map 
purpose and 

message?

Who is the target 
audience?

Is there content and 
contextual data to 

support the established 
map purpose?

What are the overarching 
design considerations?



Instead consider the…
• The audience, map purpose and message
• Content in context
• Overarching design considerations

1. It is all about the data!



2. It’s just a simple map…
Shouldn’t be hard, right?



Chesapeake
Bay
Story Map
Introduction



Chesapeake
Bay
Story Map
Introduction



Chesapeake
Bay
Story Map
Introduction



Chesapeake
Bay
Story Map
Introduction



DC Metro



Consider the…
• Necessary context: basemap and reference overlay
• Overarching design considerations
• Feature simplification, aggregation and abstraction

2. Its just a simple map, not hard…



3. Imagery makes a great basemap





















• Use for simple, point/marker symbology
• Use symbology and labels with halos and outlines
• Create separate overlays for labels (light text with dark halo)

3. Imagery as a basemap



4. All map elements need to be there!



Map Elements

New 
Zealand



Interactive Elements

• Popups
• Widgets
• Application functionality



• Consider if the map element is needed or not
• If it is required, design the map without it
• Consider visual hierarchy and map element balance

4. All map elements, always!



5. I have to manage everything!



For Data Managers and GIS Analysts



For Cartographers



For Cartographers



For Developers



• Consider using existing basemap and layers
• Consider the layers created within your organization
• Consider samples and examples from others

5. I have to manage everything!



John Wolf (Chesapeake Bay Program)

Chesapeake Bay
Nitrogen Deposition
Storymap



Myths about Beautiful Maps

1. It is all about the data
Consider the map purpose, message, context and design.

2. Simple maps are fast and easy
Consider feature simplification, aggregation and abstraction.

3. I can use imagery for a basemap
Use imagery only when appropriate and with simple point symbols.

4. All map elements need to be present
Consider what map elements are needed. Design maps without them.

5. I have to manage all data, map services and basemaps
Consider content created by others in your organization and Esri.



Billie – bleff@esri.com
John - jwolf@chesapeakebay.net

mailto:bleff@esri.com
mailto:jwolf@chesapeakebay.net
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