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More than Pretty Maps 
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Key Principles for Creating Maps that 
Communicate Effectively 
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1. know your audience, venue, purpose and media 

2. take time to understand basic geodesy  

3. think simple when designing  

4. understand and apply contrast/figure ground  

5. balance your map composition  

Key Principles 
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“The purpose of design is to 
focus the attention of the user.” 
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1. know your audience, venue, purpose and media   

•  age, profession, limitations, expertise… 
 
•  web-site, report, town meeting, newspaper… 
 
•  general purpose, topic-specific, one of a series… 
 

•  large printed map, 8.5x11 hand outs, projected on a screen, onthe   
   web, figure in a report  
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2. take time to understand basic geodesy  

•  datums - NAD27, NAD83, WGS84… 
 
•  projections - Mercator, Lambert conformal conic… 
 
•  coordinate systems - latitude/longitude, UTM, SPCS 
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3. think simple  

•  Good design leans toward simplicity 
 
•  There must be a defensible reason for every element in a    
    map composition 
 
•  The composition is complete when nothing else can be   
    removed 
 
•  Honor the empty spaces 
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3. think simple  

Less can be more  Just because you can doesn’t mean you should   
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4. understand and apply contrast/figure ground  
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4. understand and apply contrast/figure ground  
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5. balance your map composition 

•  Visual balance results from two major factors: weight and direction 
 
•  Visual weight depends on location 
 

•  Elements at the center of a composition pull less weight than those  
   lying of the tracks of the structural net.   
 

•  So, the farther away you get from the middle of the page, the heavier    
   an object is perceived. … 
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1.  just because you can do it, doesn’t mean you have to 
 

 

 

2.  steal the best ideas and make them your own 
 

 

 

3.  don’t (necessarily) accept the defaults 
 

 

 

4. you’re done when you can’t take anything else out 
 

 

 

5. the customer is NOT always right 
 

 

 

6. have someone else check/review your map 
 
 

 

 

Six Simple Suggestions 
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