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“How can data analyses best be communicated to decision-makers? 
Visualising – Distilling – Influencing” 

 
Panel Session 

 
Views from Professor Jonathan Reynolds (University of Oxford) 

My themes are around the creative tension between art and science in the work that 
we all do and the challenges this poses to the academic sector and the way it needs 
to work with practitioners. 

First, in terms of skills required, there is just as much a shortage of visualization and 
design skills in UK universities as there is amongst practitioners and policymakers. 
Whilst through initiatives like Q-Step and work by bodies such as ONS and the RSS, 
data literacy is increasing amongst academics, we could all benefit from more ‘data 
artists’ as well as ‘data scientists’. Forbes magazine described a data artist as 
blending “engineering and statistical know-how with intuition and novel problem-
solving abilities to uncover insights and create value from data” In universities, these 
individuals are more likely to be found in humanities divisions and in art & design 
departments, as they are in geography departments and business schools. It’s hard 
to find both scientific and artistic skills in one individual, and so collaboration is the 
order of the day. 

Second, we’ve had relatively little discussion about the integrity of data visualization 
today. We know that data can be presented for informational or persuasive purposes. 
Within universities, there should be as much a responsibility to build trust through 
data visualization as there is through written or oral communication. Information 
carries with it power. Much ‘old’ data are deeply politicized; and their visualization by 
vested interests even more so. So-called ‘big data’ have their own biases, but are 
less susceptible to control. 

Third, Mark Chivers reminded us of the context for this day’s discussion: the context 
of transformational change affecting the sector, and the commercial imperatives that 
come with this and which mean that practitioners must work both faster and smarter. 
(This challenge of timeliness applies doubly so to academics, whose pace to 
publication of their research for example can often seem glacially slow to outsiders.) 
But practitioners also need to be aware that the distillation of analysis that data 
visualization can make possible is not always the right way of clarifying or speeding 
up decision-making. Sometimes – and perhaps increasingly - problems are inherently 
complex and we do them, and decision-makers, a disservice by ignoring this and 
oversimplifying them. 

Finally, there is the ‘so what?’ question. The commercial relevance of research – or 
the lack of it – is a criticism often leveled at University academics. Effective 
visualization may be one means of better communicating insight. But no amount of 
good visualization can make up for academic research, at least in today’s context, 
which is not fundamentally seen as improving the quality and effectiveness of 
commercial decision-making. 
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