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Making compelling maps 
and other data visualizations



Whatʼs in your toolbox?

MAPS
PowerPoint
Stata
Tableau
And others...
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GRAPHS/FIGURES
Excel
Stata
Tableau
And others...



Maps in PowerPoint

If you need a simple map...

Find online an up-to-date editable map template in PowerPoint
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Maps in PowerPoint
If you need a simple map...

Find online an up-to-date editable map template in PowerPoint

In PowerPoint, select colors for the shapes (polygons) and insert the 
labels you need (as text boxes)

Group together the shapes/pieces that comprise your map

To paste a map into Word, either right click à save as picture and 
then insert a picture into Word OR right click à copy and then ʻpaste 
specialʼ as a picture into Word
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Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
what countries are 
discussed in the 
literature on the impact 
of Covid-19 on food 
systems?

Step 1: Find an editable 
map of Africa

Step 2: Format the map 
in PowerPoint



Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
what countries are 
discussed in the 
literature on the impact 
of Covid-19 on food 
systems?

Step 1: Find an editable 
map of Africa

Step 2: Format the map 
in PowerPoint



Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
what countries are 
discussed in the 
literature on the impact 
of Covid-19 on food 
systems?

Step 1: Find an editable 
map of Africa

Step 2: Format the map 
in PowerPoint

Step 3: Group the pieces 
and paste it into Word



Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
what countries are 
discussed in the 
literature on the impact 
of Covid-19 on food 
systems?

Step 1: Find an editable 
map of Africa

Step 2: Format the map 
in PowerPoint

Step 3: Group the pieces 
and paste it into Word



Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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Editable map template of districts in Tanzania Map showing our study site in northern Tanzania

Let’s say we need to present a map of our study site in Tanzania
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Start with a blank map of Malawi Color in our districts Add some labels

Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)

Kasungu

Mangochi

Rumphi

Thyolo

Let’s say we need to present a map of our study sites in Malawi
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Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)

Add some labels

Kasungu

Mangochi

Rumphi

Thyolo



Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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Maps in PowerPoint (Examples)
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Materials for your use:
I can circulate a file that 
contains: 
• PowerPoint map outlines 

used in this seminar
•Malawi shapefiles 
• Stata do-file for 

producing maps

Any 
questions or 
comments?



Maps in Stata
Stata has map-making capacities. It can read/understand shapefiles* and 
produce maps to display the results of your spatial data analysis. 
To make a map in Stata... 

Find online an up-to-date shapefile of the country or region you want 
to display. Check out https://gadm.org.
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*A shapefile is a simple format for storing the geometric 
location and attribute information of geographic features.

https://gadm.org/


Maps in Stata
Stata has map-making capacities. It can read/understand shapefiles* and 
produce maps to display the results of your spatial data analysis. 
To make a map in Stata... 

Find online an up-to-date shapefile of the country or region you want 
to display. Check out https://gadm.org.
Malawiʼs administrative shapefiles are at the level of (1) country, (2) 
regions, (3) districts, and (4) traditional authority areas.
Use the <shp2dta> module to convert the shapefile to a Stata data 
file.
Use <spmap> to generate maps of different types.
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*A shapefile is a simple format for storing the geometric 
location and attribute information of geographic features.

https://gadm.org/


Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Soybean quantity produced, 2019

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

What is the geography of soybean production in Malawi?

Which district has the 
greatest quantity of 
soybean production in 
Malawi?



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Value of soybean sales, 2019Soybean quantity produced, 2019

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

1,000-1,200 million MK

800-1,000 million MK

600-800 million MK

400-600 million MK

200-400 million MK

0-200 million MK

No sales (0 MK)

Why is Balaka District 
green in the first map but 
gray (not orange) in the 
second map?

What is the geography of soybean production in Malawi?



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Value of soybean sales, 2019Soybean quantity produced, 2019

293

2,172

0

2,259

2,633

41,972

62,551

0

90,322

0

100,093

388

8,701

56,821

3,784

309

68,165

0

483

254

0

16,181

35,069

13,789

4,270

2,871

808

3,998

Number of soybean farms, 2019

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

>24 million kg

18-24 million kg

12-18 million kg

6-12 million kg

0-6 million kg

No production (0 kg)

1,000-1,200 million MK

800-1,000 million MK

600-800 million MK

400-600 million MK

200-400 million MK

0-200 million MK

No sales (0 MK)

What is the geography of soybean production in Malawi?



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Hectares under soybean, 2010 Hectares under soybean, 2019

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

How has the geography of soybean production changed over time?



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Hectares under soybean, 2010

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

Animated maps in a 
presentation can be a 
powerful way to 
communicate what has 
changed over time.



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Hectares under soybean, 2013

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

Animated maps in a 
presentation can be a 
powerful way to 
communicate what has 
changed over time.



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Hectares under soybean, 2016

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

Animated maps in a 
presentation can be a 
powerful way to 
communicate what has 
changed over time.



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Hectares under soybean, 2019

20-40,000 hectares
10-20,000 hectares
5-10,000 hectares
2-5,000 hectares
1-2,000 hectares
0-1,000 hectares
No production (0 hectares)

Animated maps in a 
presentation can be a 
powerful way to 
communicate what has 
changed over time.

When writing a paper, 
ask yourself, “are there 
any interesting 
questions about 
geography I can 
explore?”



Maps in Stata (Examples)
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Enumeration areas in Tanzania
You can also use Stata to...

• Measure distances between 
geographic coordinates (using the 
<geodist> module)

• Overlay a shapefile on a set of 
geographic coordinates to determine 
some geographic characteristics of 
enumeration areas (using the 
<geoinpoly> module)

• And do other sophisticated research 
tasks using geographic data. 



Maps in Stata

Modules/commands in Stata
• shp2dta
• spmap

How to build your skills?

Materials
• Detailed instructions and good examples: 

www.stata.com/meeting/italy12/abstracts/materials/it12_pisati.pdf 
• Help file: http://repec.org/bocode/s/spmap
• YouTube videos: “Create maps in Stata with spmap”
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Maps in Tableau
What is Tableau?

A program for data analysis and visualization (presentation)
It can pull in data from many different sources
It can use shapefiles to produce maps 
The visuals are easier to manipulate than Stata
A good tool for seeing patterns in your data (in addition to 
communicating your results to an audience)
Best for interactive consumption of results (online)
Expensive (but I think it might be free for MwAPATA)
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Maps in Tableau
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Tableau Public is free and could be useful in some circumstances when you have no need to 
keep data proprietary, and you want the information to be seen online. 



Maps in Tableau
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Maps in Tableau (Examples)
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Survey response status for the 2019 Global Survey of School Meals ©



Maps in Tableau (Examples)
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Covid-19-related restrictions on movement across SSA



Maps in Tableau (Examples)
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Guinea livelihood zones 



Maps in Tableau (Examples)
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Number of tobacco farmers by district and year



Maps in Tableau (Examples)
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2004 2010 2016 2019

Quantity	soybeans	produced	(kg)

Quantity	produced	(kg)

0	kg

0–6	million	kg

6-12	million	kg

12-18	million	kg

18-24	million	kg

>24	million	kg

What is the geography of soybean production in Malawi?



Maps in Tableau
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Tableau might be free

34https://malawi.techsoup.global/node/2642

https://malawi.techsoup.global/eligibility-guidelines-for-the-tableau-donation-program



Tableau might be free

35https://www.tableau.com/academic/students
https://www.tableau.com/products/trial



cv

Rules-of-thumb for graphs
For both tables and figures, the title and contents should be 
detailed enough for a reader to understand it without consulting 
the text.
Axes should be labeled unless the units are very obvious (such 
as “year”).
Position labels where the readersʼ eyes are already looking.
Words should be easy to read. (The font should not be too much 
smaller than your regular text.)
Use a consistent color scheme (a ”palette”) throughout the 
document.
For a bar graph, order the bars in some logical way. (Example: 
from largest to smallest)
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What can be improved?
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What can be improved?
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What can be improved?
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Challenges reported with the Affordable Inputs Program

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Corruption

Delayed start of program

Farmers spent nights at selling points

Inaccurate product labels

Inconsistent input supply

Internet network challenges

Lost IDs

Missing beneficiary names

Non-durable IDs

Poor beneficiary sensitization

Poor input distribution network

Poor input storage infrastructure

Poor road network



What can be improved?
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Challenges reported with the Affordable Inputs Program

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Corruption

Delayed start of program

Farmers spent nights at selling points

Inaccurate product labels

Inconsistent input supply

Internet network challenges

Lost IDs

Missing beneficiary names

Non-durable IDs

Poor beneficiary sensitization

Poor input distribution network

Poor input storage infrastructure

Poor road network

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Poor input storage infrastructure

Lost IDs

Non-durable IDs

Inaccurate product labels

Corruption

Missing beneficiary names

Poor road network

Poor beneficiary sensitization

Delayed start of program

Farmers spent nights at selling points

Inconsistent input supply

Poor input distribution network

Internet network challenges

% of interviews



What can be improved?
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Value of soybeans produced, by district (2019)

0M 200M 400M 600M 800M 1000M 1200M 1400M

Value	Of	soy	production	(MK)

Balaka

Blantyre

Chikwawa

Chiradzulu

Chitipa

Dedza

Dowa

Karonga

Kasungu

Likoma

Lilongwe

Machinga

Mangochi

Mchinji

Mulanje

Mwanza

Mzimba

Neno

Nkhata	Bay

Nkhotakota

Nsanje

Ntcheu

Ntchisi

Phalombe

Rumphi

Salima

Thyolo

Zomba



What can be improved?
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Value of soybeans produced, by district (2019)
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Graphs in Excel (or other programs)
Rather than rely on the default color schemes in Excel, you 
can select your colors using Hex color #s (or RGB #s).
Where to start?

https://htmlcolorcodes.com/color-picker/
https://www.color-hex.com/color-palette

https://htmlcolorcodes.com/color-picker/
https://www.color-hex.com/color-palette


cv
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Graphs in Excel (or other programs)



How to keep learning?
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info@mwapata.mw www.mwapata.mw ayala.wineman@gmail.com

Let’s keep the conversation going…


