
• What is the story you’re trying to tell?
• What is the clearest way for you to tell the 

story?

Before you make a map:



Color on your Maps

• Choose an appropriate scheme based on your data.

Divergent

Sequential

Qualitative/Categorical



Divergent

• Highlights middle range of quantitative data. 
• Accentuates the mean of your data, exposing locations that 

significantly ‘diverge’ from the norm.
• Pick two saturated contrasting colors for the extremes of the 

data, and the middle ranges blend into a lighter mix of the 
two. 

Divergent





Sequential

• Used for quantitative data ordered from high to low

Sequential





Qualitative/Categorical

• If you are working with qualitative data pick a series of 
‘unrelated’ colors.

• Focus aspects of your data by your choice of color. Ex., a 
strong dark color among lighter colors will ‘pop’ out of the 
map, highlighting that data against others.

Qualitative/Categorical





Choosing Map Colors



Finding Colors on Maps using the Eye 
Dropper Tool





http://colorbrewer2.org/


http://colorschemedesigner.com/csd-3.5/


Hierarchy

• What are the different elements around the map
• What is their relative importance?
• Your typeface and font usage should follow your 

visual hierarchy.
• Important items should bold and larger, lesser 

important items smaller.

Olson and Brewer, 1997





Legibility

• Ability to be seen and understood. 
• Legibility can depend on good decision making 

when selecting symbols. 
• Chose symbols that are familiar and are appropriate 

sizes.

Olson and Brewer, 1997





Tips and Tricks

• Clean up your legend
• Change your outline color
• Make your layers transparent 
• Consider layer order (ex. Water layer should 

be on top of land layer)
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