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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky. Welcome to Driving Participation. Today I 

have Amelia Kohm with me. Amelia is the Founder of DataViz For Nonprofits, 

and when I came across Amelia’s work I was so fascinated with her approach to 

data visualization because we talk about infographics a lot. It’s really easy for 

people to get confused about are they the same thing? Are they different? Do 

you use them differently? So I thought this is such a great opportunity since I talk 

so much about infographics to get a real expert on data visualization to come on 

and explain to us how this all works and how data visualization can be helpful to 

you. Amelia, thank you so much for joining me.

AMELIA: Great to be here, Beth. Thanks for having me.

BETH: I have a niece who is a bio-statistician and so this whole idea of data and 

statistics is getting really big, but it’s not really like the thing you wake up in the 

morning and say, “You know, I think this is the field I want to go into,” because 

a lot of people don’t even know about it. How did you come to your focus and 

interest in data visualization?

AMELIA: My path wasn’t probably the most common path. I am a researcher 

by trade. I worked as a researcher at a child policy center at the University of 

Chicago for a lot of my career. It’s called Chapin Hall, and what we do is apply 

the research. I say “we” because I still work there a bit. We work directly with 

organizations often around data where you can either collect the data from them 

or using the data they’ve already collected, and these are organizations that are 

on the front lines of issues affecting children, human service issues. So what I 

often find is they speak the language of data evidence-based practices and data-

driven solutions, but when you really dig into it, they’re not really making very 

SESSION 185
DATA VISUALIZATION: FINDING THE STORY IN THE NUMBERS   

WITH AMELIA KOHM

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

good use of the data, and I think for very good reasons they’re not making good 

use of data. We can talk about that, but what I came to believe is that visualizing 

data is at  least in part the solution for them. We all understand data better when 

it’s depicted visually. We can understand it, and it really sort of accelerates the 

trip from data to action for a lot of people in nonprofits. So that’s how I came to 

be interested in it, and then I founded DataViz For Nonprofits and I do this work 

directly with organizations now.

BETH: Terrific! So we’re talking about data visualization, but I was doing a 

webinar just last week and I used the word “conversion” and somebody called  

me on it, and said, “What does that mean?” and so we always try to be jargon 

sensitive not knowing what words people are familiar with. Lots of us that work 

in this nonprofit space didn’t come from at all a nonprofit background or even a 

marketing background. So how do you define what data visualization is?

AMELIA: Sure. Data visualization, and you might also hear the term dataviz for 

short, is really just simply the representation of data in the form of charts, maps 

and graphs. So it’s not as exotic as it sounds.

BETH: Right. One of my favorite definitions that I love of it is it’s about that you’re 

showing information through maps. I’m like, OK, I’m not sure if that’s a good 

definition or a bad definition.

AMELIA: Right. It’s just using the sort of visual cues that we understand best. 

Things like color, size and position to represent data rather than using text and 

numbers, which is harder for us to process, and I think we all go to sleep when we 

see a huge spreadsheet full of numbers.

BETH: Right. You were saying that lots of organizations aren’t making good use of 

data and you used this term that I really love about super powers, and I thought 

that that was really cool when we were doing our prep talk. She used this great 

term, “super power.” So you said that organizations have super powers already 
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that they might not really know about. Tell us a little bit about your approach 

to what an organization could already be doing and the wizardry and skills that 

might be hidden that they don’t know about.

AMELIA: Right, right. So every organization has at least two super powers, and 

often they’re not aware of them as you said. So the first one is visual processing, 

and the second one is actually data. Let me explain that.

BETH: Yes, what does visual processing mean?

AMELIA: Visual processing is just sort of decoding visual cues, and we can do 

that at lightning speed. That has to do with evolution. We’ve been processing 

visual information for millions of years. We’ve only been processing words and 

numbers for thousands of years. So we’re much more adapted to discerning color, 

size, shape position. That’s because back in human history we needed to for our 

survival. We needed to see a predator at a distance, for example. So indeed we 

use about half our brain’s volume to process visual information. So for example, 

when we see a painting, think of a painting we all know like the Mona Lisa. We 

don’t read the Mona Lisa from left to right and from top to bottom as we would 

with a report or a spreadsheet. We take in all the visual cues on that painting 

in a parallel and we sort of almost instantly understand what we’re looking at. 

Whereas when we’re looking at a page of text or numbers, it takes quite awhile 

to decode it all and understand what we’re looking at. So that’s one of our great 

super powers, and what data visualization does is it sort of transfers the data into 

the mode that we understand best using visual cues, but the other super power is 

actually data. So I think of data as just a tool, but it’s a tool we often don’t make 

good use of. We don’t buy other tools, for example, like computers and then pack 

them away in storage and rarely use them, but that’s often what we do with data. 

We spend resources entering data into databases and then often they collect 

dust on those databases or spreadsheets because we don’t really know how 

to extract meaning from them and put them to good use. So when you kind of 

marry these two super powers, visual processing and data, you have something 
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really, really powerful. 

BETH: I love that explanation. Especially of the evolutionary explanation of it, 

but I feel like I hear so many people talk about it’s got to be visual, and while 

visual is better and we consume 40 percent of our information through visual 

and that becomes the fact, but I’ve never really heard anybody explain like why 

is that true and where does that come from. I think it gives a little bit of gravity 

and helps you understand and really believe it when you understand that … 

you’ve always had eyes, but we haven’t always used numbers. I love how you 

spun it, because I never really thought about it that way before. A lot of people 

that work in nonprofit, marketing, social media, content creation often use the 

word infographic. Now a lot of times people think that an infographic and data 

visualization are the same thing. Can you talk a little bit about the differences and 

the similarities between the two?

AMELIA: Sure, sure, and you’re absolutely right. They’re often used 

interchangeably, but they are sort of two different ends of the spectrum. What 

they have in common is they both explain something using more visual cues than 

words and numbers so they take a digital advantage of our visual processing 

super power, but the difference is that infographic is more of a story and a data 

visualization is more than a tool. So an infographic typically uses images to lead 

the viewer through a story. Some of those images might be charts, maps and 

graphs, you know data visualization, but some of them might just be pictures, 

for example of our clients or something like that. A data visualization, unlike an 

infographic, uses visual cues, again shapes, colors, sizes primarily to represent 

data. So you think bar chart, line graph, pie chart, maps and the creator of a 

data visualization may indeed have a story that he or she wants to tell, but the 

viewer can use the visualization, the chart, map, graph to discern any number of 

stories. The data is being presented to him or her sort of in full and they can kind 

of explore it, whereas the infographic is really kind of leading you through a set 

story.
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BETH: Interesting. So when you say a tool, like a tool versus a story, could you 

kind of explain that a little bit more? I just think people might be listening and be 

like, “What do you mean by a tool?” 

AMELIA: Well, the user of a chart, map or graph could have any number of 

purposes. They might want to be comparing one group to another. They might be 

wanting to compare change over time or the relationship of one thing to another 

over time. So it’s a tool for making those sort of analyses.

BETH: Got it. Basically it’s seeing a data visualization, a story based on math. It’s 

this piece of information that I need to understand, as opposed to I’ve always 

looked to infographic as something that adds context. It can frame it with 

analogy a lot of times, like the way it’s trying to tell the story. They both use 

visual tools, but their methods are different. It’s funny. It’s a subtle difference, 

but in an infographic you can have and I’ve seen this lots of times, you know a 

little illustration with a couple of bullet points next to it that really has nothing to 

do with information as data. It’s just data, and that’s another interesting thing is 

what’s the difference between data information and other types of information?

AMELIA: That gets to sort of the definition of data.

BETH: Right, yeah.

AMELIA: Any kind of information collected systematically, so information can be 

information that’s based on something that hasn’t been collected systematically 

can sort of be information. You know, it could be sort of an anecdote or an 

opinion, but if it’s databased, it’s collected systematically. If it’s about people’s 

opinions, it’s collected systematically from a group of people hopefully 

representative of a larger group that you want to draw conclusions about.

BETH: That is the best definition of data anybody has ever given I think. I know 

I get nerdy and ask really tiny little things, but I have to assume if you didn’t go 

and take a marketing analysis or metrics class in college, like everybody uses the 
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word, but if we’re not using it correctly, it’s really easy to get pulled off task, and 

I’ve seen a million infographics that have quotes in them. That’s information, but 

it’s not data by this definition. I love having a very clear straightforward definition 

of something.

AMELIA: I think you make a really good point that a lot of us didn’t get involved 

in various types of nonprofits because we’re interested in data. We might use the 

term and throw it around, but a lot of people I come across, one of my clients, 

have a certain data aversion or naivete and so I see part of my job is to bring 

them back to what is data good for. First of all, why is data important because I 

think a lot of them are like, “I’m not a numbers person.” I’m here because I care 

about the kids, or I care about kids or I care about …

BETH: All the time we hear that.

AMELIA: Yes, right, right.

BETH: So let’s get into that. Looking at data as the definition of data that’s been 

collected systematically, why is having that type of information valuable in a 

nonprofit?

AMELIA: Right. The thing is that every organization has its orthodoxies, but the 

problem is not all of them are true and I believe that progress in organizations 

and indeed are generalized to all of human history starts with the concession we 

might be wrong. So the question is how do we distinguish the truth from our own 

and others deeply held, but false beliefs? The answer is data. So it just gets back 

to your seventh grade science class where you learned the scientific method. 

We had to put our assumptions to a test. If we can’t find evidence or, in other 

words, data, that sufficiently refutes our assumptions, we can feel encouraged 

that we might be on the right track as long as new data doesn’t come along and 

undermine our beliefs. So I feel that all organizations should be asking questions 

like, “What would we expect to see, both in the short term and the long term, if 
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our if our programs work the way we expect them to,” and then we can look for 

data that either supports or refutes our assumptions. I think that’s why data is so 

important to organizations is that we always want to be improving and improving 

always means a bit of a concession that we don’t know everything right now. 

BETH: Right. My background is I am a designer by training, and so I’ve spent my 

whole career showing things to people that are visual and graphical that basically 

creates that response. I like this, I don’t like this. I think this is attractive, I don’t 

think this is attractive. Once someone told me one of my designs looked like 

squished flies in a circle. It’s a very proud moment I have! What I find is humans 

in general, but also as people who maybe weren’t trained to evaluate whether 

something works or doesn’t work based on data. It’s natural for us as people to 

evaluate things based on what we like or don’t like. So because I think we’re like, 

and without anything to replace that, that’s the only tool we have. I like this, I 

don’t like this. Sometimes as a creative firm, we end up talking with clients and 

saying things like, “We think you should go down this path for these reasons. I 

know you might have had a purple bedroom when you were a child and it gave 

you nightmares. However, we think this is the right color for this project because 

of this.” All the logic in the world doesn’t always convince people. How do you 

begin to shift a culture of an organization that’s used to making decisions based 

on opinions and help them become an organization that is willing to consider 

data and information into the pool of the way they make their decisions?

AMELIA: OK, yeah.

BETH: How can you change the world?

AMELIA: It’s such an important question and I just wanted to get back to the 

idea of data aversion and naivete and the other really, really good reasons why 

organizations just don’t use data from the start well and I think the aversion is 

one reason. Also, the reason why a lot of things don’t get done at organizations 

is the time crunch. We’re just so busy chasing the next grant or dealing with the 

very many needs of our clientele that sort of data analysis gets put in the back 
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burner. Yes, it can be fearful about what the data is gonna show, that it will be 

taken out of context, typically that a funder might use data against us and cut off 

our funding and then there’s problems of course with the data we already have. 

The data is disconnected. I’ve had many clients where they have some of their 

data in a spreadsheet over here and then they have other data in the database 

over there, but it’s not all married together so they can’t kind of see the whole of 

it.

BETH: All right listeners, it’s not just you! It’s not just you.

AMELIA: Then there’s, I don’t know if you’ve heard the term, “dirty data.”

BETH: So why don’t you define for everybody what that means, dirty data.

AMELIA: Dirty data is simply data that’s been entered inconsistently into a 

spreadsheet or a database. So a lot of nonprofits have sort of multiple people in 

departments entering data into a database or they have real low-level employees 

entering it in.

BETH: Or volunteers.

AMELIA: Or volunteers, absolutely. So what happens is Michael Smith shows up 

for your tutoring program and you enter him as Michael Smith, and then he drops 

out of your program, and he comes back six months later and someone enters 

him as Michael P. Smith. For time immemorial, he’s gonna be considered two 

different people. So that’s what dirty data is. It’s duplicated data, it’s data that’s 

not entered consistently so that it’s sort of that garbage in, garbage out kind of 

idea. Data is not that usable if it’s not reliable. So that’s something that’s really, 

really common. All organizations, even really large organizations struggle with 

dirty data. Another thing I’ve heard a lot over my career is that we want to use 

data, but the data that we have is the wrong data.
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BETH: Really?

AMELIA: Yeah, so going back to the tutoring example, what they’re trying to 

impact on is performance and school. So they want to improve kids’ GPAs and 

their test scores, but they can’t get that data out of the school district because 

it’s really hard to get data out of a school district. So it’s really hard for them to 

show relationship between participation in their program and school outcomes. 

Or, for example, if it’s an employment program, an employment program for 

homeless adults, and they want to show that people who participated in their 

employment training had rising wages over time, but it’s hard to keep in touch 

with all of your alumni and to get their wage data. It’s like the really critical thing 

they want to show, they really don’t have data on.

BETH: Since you mentioned participation, I got so excited about jumping into 

your topic, I want to make sure that I ask you. Participation and data. What’s the 

relationship? When you think about the word participation, what does it mean 

in this data visualization work? How does it show up in the kind of organizations 

you work with that help them thrive? How is this feature, this functionality, this 

aspect of business help them?

AMELIA: Those are really great questions. I think of participation as nonprofits’ 

most precious and natural resource. So that includes investments of time, 

funds and other resources by clients, staff, board members, funders, members, 

champions of the organization, etc. So organizations need eyes on participation 

so they don’t deplete this really precious natural resource and strategically 

maintain and of course expand it, and data visualization is really a great way to 

do that. So I’ll give you an example. One of my current clients, it’s a multi-faceted 

community development initiative and they must have like 30 different partner 

organizations all working on this initiative, and the lead organization needs a 

sort of way to keep all the different partners accountable to their part of the 

initiative, to what they said they would do. So they’re using data visualization, 

various kinds of data on engagement to make sure that the partners are showing 
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up for meetings, they’re doing what they said they would do, they’re meeting 

benchmarks. So it’s a way of keeping that engagement and participation in the 

program over time, which is really, really hard to sustain, organizations who also 

have sort of different objectives from one another for that corralling cats idea. 

When they show the data at their strategic meetings, you can see these three 

organizations are doing quite a bit, but these other ones are sort of slacking off.

BETH: I think that’s one of the really interesting things about it. It’s not the 

data itself. When you see it visually and see like one thing really high and one 

thing really low, I think it’s that visceral reaction when if we looked at that same 

information as a bunch of numbers, it’s easy to sort of like gloss over it and not 

really notice what sticks out, but the minute you turn it visually, when it comes to 

participation, it’s so easy to get people to understand what’s actually happening 

and when they understand what’s happening, it’s so much easier for people to 

take action.

AMELIA: Absolutely and there’s research that show that we all hold onto our 

beliefs really strongly, but there is research where they’ve shown people even like 

conservative versus liberal people visualizations on issues and people are actually 

more likely to shift their opinion when shown the visualization than when just 

shown a sentence that summarizes the data.

BETH: That’s so interesting! I’ve also wondered does seeing something visually 

that alone have an impact on how people change their minds? Like when you do 

a focus group, one of the things they say about a focus group is when you get a 

group of 12 people in a room, if one or two people are dominant, the other people 

get quieter because of what actually happens. When it comes to visualizing data, 

does seeing what everyone over on this side, does that make them feel like they 

should change their position? Does the visualization actually change behaviors in 

addition to just showing people what’s happening?

AMELIA: Well, I think there’s lots of research even outside of data visualization 
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that shows when people think everyone else is doing something, then they’re 

more likely to go along.

BETH: Absolutely!

AMELIA: Yeah, yeah, yeah. So yeah, there are cool apps now that you can 

visualize in real time at meetings. Have you ever seen those?

BETH: Oh, no. Do you have an example of one of them?

AMELIA: Oh, let me think. There’s a bunch of them out there.

BETH: I know Google has some really cool data visualization, real live data super 

interesting things if you look at those. Very dynamic.

AMELIA: And there’s some other apps too. So if you’ve ever been in a meeting 

where they wanted to show just the opinions of the group who are sitting there 

and they put up a URL that everyone can access with their cell phones …

BETH: You mean like Poll Everywhere.

AMELIA: Right.

BETH: We use that so I completely agree. When I speak or present to an 

audience, it’s a great way to get feedback from everybody, especially like it kind 

of also circumvents the focus group factor. You can be somebody who doesn’t 

want to speak in public and still give your opinion and then when you see the 

results, people are always looking around like, “Wow, that’s what this group of 

people feels.”

AMELIA: Right, right. It populates in real time, but going to your point, I think 

it would be cool if you could wait and show everyone’s opinion at the point 

of where everyone has already responded so you don’t have that sort of herd 
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mentality.

BETH: Yeah, you can definitely do that, too. That’s so interesting. The other thing 

that you talked about is charts, graphs, line graphs. All those different things. 

There’s all these different things that fall into the bucket of data visualization. 

Some of the things I feel like I find is that if you’re not from a data background 

you might pick the one that you think is pretty or fits well in the space that you 

have, but not every type of visualization does as well at communicating a certain 

concept. Can you talk about how do you know what type of data visualization to 

use to communicate what idea that you’re trying to share?

AMELIA: Right, right. You can find a number of flow charts or decision trees 

online that help you make a decision about how best to visualize your data. 

I encourage people to use one of the simplest ones that is out there. It’s by 

Andrew Abela called Chart Suggestion - A Thought Starter. I sent you the link 

Beth.

BETH: Right, and we’ll put that link on the show notes page.

AMELIA: Yeah, yeah. So this sort of decision tree was inspired by a table in a 

work called “Saying it With Charts” and what it does is it simply starts by asking 

you what you want to show and it gives you four options. The four options are 

comparison, distribution, composition or relationship. So you choose one of 

those and then it kind of leads you through a number of other questions and then 

pretty quickly you arrive at a type of chart that works for that purpose. It doesn’t 

have 5,000 different kinds of charts. It just includes the charts that you are most 

likely to use and I think a really important point is you want to use charts that 

other people know how to read. There are a lot of really cool, sexy kinds of charts 

that are out there that are beautiful to look at, but are almost as mystifying as a 

spreadsheet because they are unfamiliar to us. We don’t know how to read them. 

We all know how to read a bar chart. You know, right away we all know how to 

read line charts. So you have to keep in mind, I saw this term recently called 
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xenographobia. Sort of the fear of weird charts.

BETH: That’s hilarious!

AMELIA: Yeah, so I think that’s a real thing, right. People, we’re all busy. We do 

process information visually much faster, but if we come across a chart we’ve 

never seen before, we’re gonna gloss over it. A bar chart might be boring, but it’s 

something we all know how to read. It also takes advantage of something that 

based on research we know we’re really, really good as humans, which is making 

comparisons of blank using a common scale. We’re really, really good at that. 

It’s hard to talk about because I’m usually when I’m doing trainings, I’m showing 

visuals.

BETH: Usually pictures.

AMELIA: Yeah. 

BETH: This is real torture for you to talk about visual stuff just with your voice.

AMELIA: It is, it is. If you can imagine a pie chart with like five slices distinguished, 

it’s really hard often to discern which slice is the largest, but if you use the exact 

same data and show it in the form of a bar chart, it’s really easy to figure out 

which bar is tallest and which one is shortest, particularly if it’s ordered from 

shortest to tallest or vice versa.

BETH: That’s such a great example. 

AMELIA: Yeah, because we’re not so good at assessing angles. Some charts 

involve angles, but we’re really good at length among a common scale. So that’s 

the power of a bar chart and it gives them the power that’s really, really familiar.

BETH: I know this is such an important thing to share and like I said, I’m actually 

an illustrator by training too and a lot of times people are giving something 
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like an infographic to a graphic designer or an illustrator and people need to 

remember that we are designed to make things pretty and to make things look 

good and designers and illustrators, they love fun fonts. They love drawing. They 

love a representative art. So they’re not always trained in problem solving and 

in understanding the viewer. Like you said, I love that you said to use charts that 

people know how to read. An illustrator or graphic designer is gonna want to use 

the chart that looks the coolest or fits the space the nicest. So you have to make 

sure if you decide to do something like this that there’s the voice of the viewer 

stays front and center. Otherwise it’s just an illustration.

AMELIA: Absolutely. Yeah data visualization kind of is you can think of a 

spectrum with graphic design at one end and data analysis at the other, and data 

visualization is sort of somewhere in between. A lot of graphic designers just 

don’t have the experience representing data, whereas a lot of data analysts have 

no idea how to present something that’s engaging and appealing.

BETH: That’s so, so true. It probably all does come down to what is the goal. 

What’s your goal, and who is your audience of your project? If you’re putting in a 

data visualization for a foundation for a grant proposal, you may take a different 

approach than if you’re putting out a data visualization on social media in order 

to get shares. This sort of standard of whatever might be different and the look, 

the branding, the beauty might be more important in the social media realm 

and the clarity and factualness and comprehension might be more important in 

another realm. They say it all comes down to your audience.

AMELIA: Absolutely. With my clients, we’re often doing both the internal 

audience and the external audience. We create things that are much more 

detailed and perhaps not as exciting to look at for the internal audience and then 

we revise the same visual and make them much more simple and much more 

visually appealing for their external audiences.

BETH: If somebody wanted to get started applying this knowledge, what’s a great 
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place for somebody to start or one tip you can leave somebody with so they can 

make sure that their visualization of their information is most effective for their 

goals?

AMELIA: OK, so I know this is a little self-promoting, but on my website I have a 

blog called “60 Second Data Tip.” So I know nonprofits are busy, but if you sign 

up with the data tip, I will feed you 60 seconds of information once a week and 

I swear after a few weeks, you’re gonna be much more sophisticated about data 

and how to visualize it and it will be painless. So that’s one thing, but I’m also a 

big fan of data visualization software called Tableau.

BETH: I’ve heard of it.

AMELIA: It’s used by some micro-systems of the world. It’s used by some of the 

biggest corporations, but it’s also used by nonprofits, and they have a version 

called Tableau Public, which is free and it’s exactly the same as their proprietary 

version, but the kicker is you have to save what you create on their server, not 

yours. Sensitive data, like education data or health data, this is not your solution, 

but a lot of us have data that’s not so sensitive and it doesn’t include identifiers 

of any kind, and we can create really cool interactive visualizations using Tableau 

Public and the only people who will know they exist are the people who have the 

URL for that. So that’s a great tip for …

BETH: That’s a great resource. I will put links to all of those on the show notes 

page so make sure you go back there and take a look. Amelia, if people have 

more questions for you or wanted to know more about your work, what’s a great 

way for them to connect with you?

AMELIA: Well, please contact me and look at the work I’ve done on my website, 

which is nonprofitviz.com. I’m also on Twitter as @nonprofitviz so you can 

connect with me either way. Should I give an email address as well?

www.iriscreative.com
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BETH: Yep, just give that. I’ll put a link on the site.

AMELIA: OK, so  my email address is just nonprofitviz@gmail.com, so any 

of those ways. I’m happy to talk. I’m always happy to give people a free 

consultation, which will end in a proposal and you can take or leave the proposal. 

I work just on flat fees so you know what you’re getting into.

BETH: Got it. Thank you so much. This was so helpful. I know I learned a lot. I’ve 

heard of Tableau, but I did not know there was a public version of it. I just think 

this is such a terrific subject and such a difficult one on the surface for people 

to really even to think about, that there’s something other than an infographic 

and what the bones are behind that that can help them communicate and impact 

their organization. Thanks so much for sharing your knowledge with me and our 

nonprofit community. Take care. Thanks everyone for listening and we’ll see you 

next time.

AMELIA: Thank you!
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