
designing better maps a guide for gis users

designing better maps a guide for gis users is an essential resource for professionals and enthusiasts

aiming to enhance their cartographic output using Geographic Information Systems (GIS). Effective

map design combines spatial data accuracy with visual clarity to communicate information efficiently.

This guide explores key principles of map design, including data selection, symbolization, color usage,

and layout considerations tailored specifically for GIS users. Understanding these elements helps in

producing maps that are not only aesthetically pleasing but also functionally superior for analysis and

decision-making. The article also addresses common pitfalls and offers practical tips to optimize map

readability and user engagement. By following this comprehensive guide, GIS users can elevate the

quality of their maps, ensuring they serve their intended purpose effectively. The following sections

provide a structured overview of designing better maps for GIS applications.

Understanding Map Purpose and Audience

Data Preparation and Selection

Effective Use of Color and Symbolization

Map Layout and Composition

Typography and Labeling Best Practices

Ensuring Accessibility and Usability



Understanding Map Purpose and Audience

One of the foundational steps in designing better maps a guide for gis users emphasizes is identifying

the map’s purpose and target audience. A map’s design should be driven by the specific message it

intends to convey, whether for navigation, analysis, or presentation. Understanding the audience’s

expertise level, needs, and preferences helps tailor the map’s complexity and detail accordingly. For

example, a map intended for policymakers may prioritize clarity and simplicity, while one for technical

analysts might include more detailed data layers and scale information. Clarifying these factors early in

the design process ensures that every element of the map aligns with its communication goals.

Defining the Map’s Objective

Clearly establishing what the map seeks to illustrate is crucial. Objectives might include highlighting

geographic patterns, showing spatial relationships, or facilitating decision-making processes. This

clarity guides the selection of relevant data and design techniques that enhance message delivery.

Identifying the Target Audience

Knowing who will use the map influences design choices such as language, symbols, and data

complexity. Different audiences require different levels of detail and explanation, impacting the map’s

overall presentation and usability.

Data Preparation and Selection

Accurate and relevant data form the backbone of any well-designed map. Designing better maps a

guide for gis users stresses the importance of thorough data preparation, including cleaning, validation,

and appropriate selection. High-quality data ensures the map’s credibility and effectiveness in

conveying spatial information. Choosing the right datasets involves evaluating their source, scale,

resolution, and currency to match the map’s purpose. Additionally, simplifying data to highlight key



features without overwhelming the viewer is a critical skill in mapmaking.

Data Cleaning and Validation

Ensuring that data is free from errors, inconsistencies, and redundancies is vital. This step includes

correcting spatial inaccuracies, removing duplicates, and verifying attribute information to maintain the

integrity of the map.

Selecting Relevant Data Layers

Not all available data will be necessary for every map. Selecting only pertinent data layers helps focus

the map’s narrative and prevents clutter, enhancing interpretability.

Effective Use of Color and Symbolization

Color and symbols are powerful tools in designing better maps a guide for gis users highlights for

enhancing visual communication. Proper use of color schemes and symbol types can make spatial

patterns more apparent and improve the map’s overall aesthetic appeal. Choosing appropriate color

palettes that reflect the data’s nature and ensure readability is essential. Similarly, selecting intuitive

symbols that are easily distinguishable prevents confusion and aids quick interpretation.

Choosing Color Schemes

Color selection should consider factors such as data type (categorical, sequential, diverging), color

blindness accessibility, and cultural associations. Using standardized palettes or custom schemes

designed for clarity can significantly improve map effectiveness.



Designing Clear Symbols

Symbols should be simple, scalable, and consistent throughout the map. This includes using varying

sizes, shapes, and patterns to represent different data types or values clearly and logically.

Map Layout and Composition

The overall layout and composition of a map determine how easily users can extract information.

Designing better maps a guide for gis users emphasizes balancing functional and aesthetic aspects in

map design. This involves strategic placement of map elements such as titles, legends, scale bars,

north arrows, and data frames. Effective use of white space and alignment can enhance clarity and

guide the viewer’s eye through the map’s story. Additionally, the map’s size and orientation should be

chosen to best fit the intended display medium, whether digital or print.

Organizing Map Elements

Each component of the map should have a clear and logical placement that supports the map’s

purpose. Grouping related elements and maintaining consistent margins improve the map’s coherence.

Balancing Visual Weight

Visual hierarchy is achieved by varying element sizes, colors, and positioning to emphasize important

information while maintaining overall harmony. This balance helps prevent visual overload and directs

attention appropriately.

Typography and Labeling Best Practices

Text on a map plays a crucial role in conveying information clearly. Designing better maps a guide for

gis users advises on selecting appropriate fonts, sizes, and placement strategies for labels and



annotations. Legible typography ensures that users can easily identify features and understand map

content without strain. Avoiding clutter by prioritizing essential labels and using abbreviations or leader

lines when necessary helps maintain readability. Consistency in font styles and alignment further

contributes to a professional and polished map appearance.

Font Selection and Size

Choosing clean, sans-serif fonts often improves legibility on maps, especially at smaller sizes. Font

size should be balanced to be readable without overwhelming the map’s visual space.

Label Placement Strategies

Labels should be positioned to minimize overlap with other map elements and avoid obscuring critical

features. Techniques such as curved labels for linear features and using callouts for dense areas

enhance clarity.

Ensuring Accessibility and Usability

Maps should be designed to be accessible and usable by a broad audience, including those with

visual impairments. Designing better maps a guide for gis users underscores the importance of

incorporating accessibility features such as high-contrast color schemes and alternative text

descriptions for digital maps. Additionally, interactive elements in digital GIS platforms can improve

user engagement and understanding. Testing maps for usability and gathering feedback are effective

practices to refine map designs to meet diverse user needs.

Designing for Color Vision Deficiency

Using colorblind-friendly palettes and avoiding problematic color combinations ensures that maps

remain interpretable for users with color vision deficiencies.



Interactive and Digital Usability

Incorporating interactive elements like zoom, pan, and data querying enhances the functionality of

digital maps, making them more dynamic and user-friendly. Clear instructions and intuitive interfaces

support better user experiences.

Usability Testing and Feedback

Conducting usability tests with representative users helps identify design flaws and areas for

improvement. Iterative refinement based on feedback contributes to more effective and accessible

maps.

Best Practices Checklist for Designing Better Maps

To summarize practical steps for GIS users aiming to improve map design, consider the following

checklist:

Define the map’s purpose and understand the target audience.

Select and prepare accurate, relevant spatial data.

Apply appropriate color schemes and clear symbolization.

Organize map layout to balance aesthetics and function.

Use legible typography and thoughtful label placement.

Incorporate accessibility features for diverse users.

Test usability and refine design based on feedback.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of 'Designing Better Maps: A Guide for GIS

Users'?

'Designing Better Maps: A Guide for GIS Users' primarily focuses on teaching GIS professionals how

to create more effective, clear, and visually appealing maps by applying cartographic principles and

design techniques.

How does 'Designing Better Maps' help improve map readability?

The guide emphasizes the use of appropriate color schemes, balanced layout, clear symbology, and

thoughtful typography to enhance map readability and ensure that the information is easily understood

by diverse audiences.

What role does color theory play in the book 'Designing Better Maps'?

Color theory is a key component in the book, guiding users on how to select harmonious and

meaningful color palettes that improve map interpretation and avoid common pitfalls like misleading

contrasts or color blindness issues.

Does the book address the importance of map purpose and audience

in design?

Yes, 'Designing Better Maps' stresses the importance of understanding the map's purpose and target

audience to tailor the design elements accordingly, ensuring the map communicates its message

effectively.



What are some common design mistakes highlighted in 'Designing

Better Maps'?

The book identifies mistakes such as cluttered layouts, inappropriate use of colors, insufficient

contrast, overuse of decorative elements, and neglecting map scale or legend clarity as issues that

can hinder map effectiveness.

How does 'Designing Better Maps' suggest handling typography in GIS

maps?

The guide recommends using legible fonts, maintaining consistent text hierarchy, avoiding overly

decorative typefaces, and strategically placing labels to enhance clarity without overcrowding the map.

Can beginners in GIS benefit from 'Designing Better Maps: A Guide for

GIS Users'?

Absolutely, the book is designed to be accessible to both beginners and experienced GIS users by

providing practical tips, examples, and step-by-step guidance to improve map design skills regardless

of prior expertise.

Additional Resources

1. Designing Better Maps: A Guide for GIS Users

This book offers practical advice on how to create visually appealing and effective maps using GIS

software. It covers fundamental design principles such as color theory, symbolization, and layout

techniques. GIS users will find step-by-step instructions to enhance the clarity and communication

power of their maps.

2. Cartography: Thematic Map Design

A comprehensive guide focusing on thematic maps, this book delves into the art and science of



representing spatial data. It explains how to select appropriate map types, design meaningful symbols,

and use colors to convey information accurately. The author combines theory with practical examples

to help GIS professionals improve their mapping skills.

3. Mapping: A Critical Introduction to Cartography and GIS

This text provides a critical perspective on map-making and GIS technologies, emphasizing the social

and ethical dimensions of cartography. It encourages readers to think about how maps influence

perceptions and decisions. The book blends technical guidance with discussions on map interpretation

and communication.

4. Visualizing Spatial Data: Techniques for Effective Map Design

Focused on data visualization principles, this book teaches GIS users how to transform complex

spatial data into clear and insightful maps. It explores various visualization techniques, including the

use of color gradients, patterns, and interactive elements. Readers will learn to create maps that

engage audiences and facilitate understanding.

5. Elements of Cartography

Recognized as a foundational text, this book covers the essential elements of map-making from data

acquisition to final design. It includes topics such as projection, scale, symbolization, and typography.

GIS practitioners will appreciate its thorough treatment of both technical and aesthetic considerations.

6. Making Maps: A Visual Guide to Map Design for GIS

This guide offers a hands-on approach to designing maps with GIS software, emphasizing visual

storytelling. It provides clear examples and tutorials on layout composition, color use, and symbol

selection. The book is ideal for GIS users seeking to improve the effectiveness of their map

presentations.

7. GIS Cartography: A Guide to Effective Map Design

This book bridges GIS technology with cartographic design principles, helping users create maps that

accurately represent spatial information. It addresses challenges such as data generalization, symbol

hierarchy, and visual balance. The author includes case studies that demonstrate best practices in GIS



cartography.

8. Thematic Mapping: Techniques and Applications

Specializing in thematic maps, this book discusses methods for representing various types of spatial

data, including demographic, environmental, and economic information. It covers the selection of

appropriate mapping techniques to highlight patterns and trends. GIS users will find valuable insights

into customizing maps for specific analytical purposes.

9. Effective Map Design: Principles and Applications

This publication focuses on the principles of good map design that enhance readability and user

engagement. It explores topics like color harmony, font choice, and layout strategies. The book is

tailored for GIS professionals who want to produce maps that communicate spatial information clearly

and attractively.
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