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Introduction
This is the final part in a series of three briefings that aim 
to provide practical guidance for local public services 
on using data visualisations, such as graphs, charts and 
maps, for both external and internal uses, from a single 
chart on a webpage to more complex visualisations. 

It provides an introduction to software and online services 
that can be used to produce visualisations. Parts 1 and 2 
cover reasons for and against using visualisation; existing 
examples in local public services; and how to set up 
effective visualisations while avoiding common problems, 
including the use of specific types of charts and maps. 
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Uses of software

It is possible to produce good quality data visualisations 
with a wide range of software, including some which 
are free and others that most local public services 
already use for other purposes. Mapping, particularly 
when it involves smaller geographical areas, can 
require more specialist software or coding. The 
following advice is intended as an introduction to 
the options rather than a detailed buyer’s guide.

General-use software

Google Sheets1 is the cloud-based spreadsheet included 
within Google Docs, available to anyone with a Google 
account. Users can generate basic charts from data 
held within spreadsheets and publish these online 
as standalone visualisations that can be built into a 
webpage through a frame. Such charts will automatically 
update themselves if the spreadsheet data is changed.

LibreOffice Calc2 is the spreadsheet element of 
the free-to-use open source LibreOffice software 
suite. (Apache OpenOffice, which like LibreOffice 
was developed from StarOffice, saw its last major 
version released in 2014 and is now updated only 
for maintenance purposes.) LibreOffice can create 
a range of charts through a dialogue box process 
accessed via an option on the Insert menu, and 
these can then be exported directly as image files. 

Microsoft Excel

Both as a Microsoft Office application and as part of the 
cloud-based Microsoft 365 suite, Excel can create a wide 
range of charts via its Insert menu or toolbar. The default 
options are suitable for internal use but may need 
some design work if they are to be published externally. 
Excel-generated charts can be moved with relative ease 
to other Microsoft Office documents such as Word 
and PowerPoint, although the ‘keep source formatting’ 
option does not always fully preserve original designs.

For the Office application, it can make sense to 
turn charts into image files to ensure that the 
design stays the same. This can be done through 
screen grabs edited with basic image software such 
as Microsoft Paint, or by saving the file as a web 
page with the ‘entire workbook’ option selected, 
which will save each chart as a separate image.

The cloud version of Excel includes an Embed 
option which works in a similar way to Google 
Sheets. Found through the Share option on the File 
menu, this can generate webpage code for a frame 
of the chart, which unlike an image file will update 
itself when the underlying data is changed. As a 
result, to create online charts that can be regularly 
updated it may make more sense to use Microsoft 
365’s version of Excel rather than the application.

Online visualisation 
services

Germany-based Datawrapper and Norway’s Everviz 
are cloud-based services that are both capable of 
generating high-quality visualisations that in many 
cases go beyond what Excel, LibreOffice and Google 
Sheets can achieve. Datawrapper offers more in terms 
of mapping UK localities. Everviz has an attractive 
house style, which can make it a better choice for 
other types of charts. Both offer free basic tiers. 

Datawrapper3 has a free basic tier that places no limits 
on the number of visualisations generated. It allows 
charts to be created without logging-in, making it easy to 
experiment. Its ‘custom’ paid-for tier costs £439 a month, 
which includes up to 10 user licences and removes the 
‘Created with Datawrapper’ branding. At whatever tier, 
the results are generally well-designed by default and 
have a media-friendly style, with the company having 
several online news publishers among its clients. The 
system includes a colour blindness checking tool.

Data visualisation, part 2  |  March ‘22

04  —  Socitm briefing

https://www.google.com/sheets/about/
https://www.libreoffice.org/discover/calc/
https://www.datawrapper.de/


On mapping, Datawrapper offers several dozen 
options including upper-tier and lower-tier local 
authority and English NHS clinical commissioning group 
boundaries updated for 2021, as well as medium-
level super output area (MSOA) boundary maps 
for each English region and UK devolved nation. 

Everviz4 has a free basic tier that allows up to 10 
projects and paid-for tiers starting at US$59 (£43) a 
month with more capacity. It used to be known as 
Highcloud, which is now the name for the Javascript 
charting library which drives it (see below). It can 
generate professional-quality visualisations, which 
look attractive and are designed to work well online.

For the UK, Everviz offers a map that displays 
upper-level local authorities, but this includes 
Northern Ireland’s old 26 council areas rather than 
the new 11 and lacks new English authorities such 
as Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole, North 
Northamptonshire and West Northamptonshire.

Specialist visualisation 
software and coding

Advanced visualisation functionality is available 
through software including Microsoft Power BI,5 
Tableau6 and particularly for mapping Esri,7 which 
are outside the scope of this report. Another option 
is to use Javascript libraries such as those provided 
by Highcharts8 which are used by the ONS or the 
open source Leaflet9 for interactive mapping.

For maps which are not otherwise available, the ONS 
publishes a wide range of boundaries in the GeoJSON 
format through its open geography portal,10 that can 
be uploaded to both Datamapper and Everviz and 
used with Leaflet. If there is a choice, for general 
visualisation purposes it usually makes sense to use 
the lowest-resolution (and therefore smallest file 
size) version to improve the performance of online 
services that use such maps. For the same reason, it 
may also be worth running GeoJSON files through a 
compression service such as Mapshaper.11 However, 
if such options are taken the boundaries should not 
be relied on for statutory or regulatory purposes.
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