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Six Lessons on Dashboard Best Practices

1. Why Dashboard Design Matters

2. Build Consistency

3. Design for Clarity

4. Create Visual Hierarchy

5. Add Context

6. Build Better Data for Better Dashboards
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Information
does not equal

Understanding



What is a dashboard?



“A dashboard is a dynamic visual display that 

consolidates critical information onto a single 

organized screen, supporting decisions and 

understanding through rapid visual assessment.”



What does dashboard 

design entail?



Design is 

not simply 

decoration



Design is
style

visual layout

choice of visualizations

spatial and temporal scope

interactivity

information hierarchy

highlights



Design 

for your 

audience



Design 

for a 

purpose
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Design isn’t just decoration. 

It's the difference between showing data and 

creating understanding.

Why Dashboard Design Matters
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Build Consistency
Make it predictable
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Principles of information architecture

Consistency
Make it predictable

Effective 

Understanding



Consistency
Make it predictable

• Replace competing colors with a unified theme

• Align colors across maps, charts, and indicators

• Make insights easier to recognize at a glance
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Consistency reduces friction. 

The less users must think about the dashboard, 

the more they can focus on the data.

Build Consistency
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Design for Clarity
Remove unnecessary effort
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Principles of information architecture

Effective 

Understanding

Clarity
Remove unnecessary effort



Clarity
Remove unnecessary effort

• Replace guesswork with clear titles and readable values

• Sort information to match how people think and compare

• Surface spatial patterns so insights stand out naturally
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Good dashboards are scannable

and make understanding effortless.

Design for Clarity
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Create Visual Hierarchy
Guide attention to what matters
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Principles of information architecture

Effective 

Understanding

Hierarchy
Guide attention to

what matters



Hierarchy
Guide attention to what matters

• Lead users to key insights through purposeful layout

• Organize similar information into meaningful sections

• Emphasize what matters most with visual weight and color
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When everything is important, nothing is important. 

Hierarchy helps users focus on what matters most.

Create Visual Hierarchy
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Add Context
Give Numbers Meaning
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Principles of information architecture

Effective 

Understanding

Context
Give Numbers Meaning



Numbers
without context

rely on past 

experience

to gain 

understanding



What are the spatial patterns?



Context
Make data meaningful

• Turns raw values into understanding

• Speeds up interpretation

• Enables informed decisions
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Data tells us what happened. 

Context tells us whether it matters.

Give Numbers Meaning
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Build Better Data

for Better Dashboards
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Design your

Data
for your 

Dashboard



Structure Matters
Shape data for flexibility



Calculate Early
Use throughout



Standardize Categories
Create Clarity



Design for Speed
Performance starts upstream



Build Better Data
For better dashboards

• Shape the data to do the aggregation & filtering in the dashboard

• Business logic and calculations are best in the source data

• Standardize categorical data

• Bring in only the data you need for performant loading



Lesson 6

Designing Impactful ArcGIS Dashboards

Better dashboards begin with 

intentionally designed datasets.

Build Better Data for Better Dashboards



Six Takeaways

LESSON 1

Why Dashboard Design 

Matters

Design isn't just decoration. It's the 

difference between showing data and 

creating understanding.

LESSON 2

Build Consistency

Consistency reduces friction. The less 

users must think about the 

dashboard, the more they can focus 

on the data.

LESSON 3

Design for Clarity

Good dashboards are scannable and 

make understanding effortless.

LESSON 4

Create Visual Hierarchy

When everything is important, nothing 

is important. Hierarchy helps users 

focus on what matters most.

LESSON 5

Give Numbers Meaning

Data tells us what happened. Context 

tells us whether it matters.

LESSON 6

Build Better Data

Better dashboards begin with 

intentionally designed datasets.



Design Checklists

LESSON 1

Design Effectiveness

 Can users identify what's important within a 
few seconds?

 Does the dashboard serve a specific 
audience?

 Does every element support a clear 
purpose?

 Is the most important information easy to 
find?

 Does it help people move from data to 
understanding quickly?

LESSON 2

Building Consistency

 Are terminology and labels used 
consistently?

 Do colors have the same meaning 
everywhere?

 Do similar elements follow the same 
patterns?

 Are numbers, dates, and units formatted 
consistently?

 Do interactions behave predictably?

LESSON 3

Removing Unnecessary Effort

 Are titles, labels, and metrics clear and 
specific?

 Has unnecessary text or clutter been 
removed?

 Are units and value precision practical?

 Does the map surface spatial insights 
clearly?

 Does every element contribute to the 
dashboard's primary purpose?

LESSON 4

Creating Visual Hierarchy

 Is it obvious where users should look 

first?

 Does the most important information 

have the greatest visual emphasis?

 Are related elements grouped together?

 Is color and contrast used intentionally to 

direct attention?

LESSON 5

Giving Numbers Meaning

 What time period does this represent?

 How is spatial insight best 

communicated?

 What target, threshold, prior period, or 

benchmark makes it meaningful?

 Can the context be communicated 

visually instead of only with text?

LESSON 6

Flexible Datasets

 Is the data structured in long-form?

 Are categories standardized with 

domains?

 Are key fields required for aggregation, 

filtering, and labeling in the source data?

 Are you bringing in just the essential 

data?
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