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Abstract: This paper proposes visual design as the key factor for an effective environmental analytics
dashboard. Organisations found it challenging to organise data before emerging visualisation
techniques such as using dashboards and analytics. Environmental analytics dashboards support
analysis of performance and progress of a task/situation for some time, i.e., weekly, monthly or
yearly. However, there is a dilemma in choosing a suitable visual design for the data, especially
for the environmental domain. The objective of the papers is to conduct a mini-review on the
visual design factor and subfactors in the context of environmental dashboards. These factors can
be the initial focal point when producing an effective dashboard framework. The methodology
chosen for this review is a systematic literature review (SLR). Based on the SLR, 23 papers were
reviewed, and visual design was deemed the key factor. Two subfactors, highlighted regions and
values, and different visualisation techniques mainly support the key factor. Additionally, the current
research shows increased research for effective dashboards from 2006 until 2022 that focuses on visual
designs. The listed subfactors can be used as guidance later to build an effective environmental
analytics dashboard.
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1. Introduction

Data analytics is growing in every field as it becomes critical to analyse all data. The
dashboard is one of the tools that can help process the data. Dashboards have concise,
precise, intuitive display mechanisms to fit on a single screen and the information in the
dashboards is customisable, following the users’ requirements. The additional charac-
teristics that the users can consider are metrics or key performance indicators (KPIs) of
an individual or organisation, real-time data display, and the availability to view on the
web browser or other platforms. Dashboard content may be in the form of tables, graph-
ics, or visual key performance indicators (KPIs) [1]. Some of the types of dashboards
include strategic, operational, and analytical. The strategic dashboard monitors the key
performance indicators. The operational dashboard displays the days-to-days immedi-
ate performance, and the analytical dashboard analyses a large amount of data to find
trends and insights. Analytical information that employs visual information can draw
user attention to critical situations, trends, and exceptions [2]. Analytical dashboard in
the environmental sector mainly uses real-time data, acts as a decision-making tool, and
monitors progress [3]. Then, an effective dashboard is helpful to the user where it combines
the appropriate data with the proper visualisation technique [4] and interactions depending
on their situational utility [1]. In the meantime, analytics analyses data and statistics in
a computational mode. Nadj et al. [5] state that an analytical dashboard allows users to
use an interactive dashboard with analytical features. The visual design emphasises the
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appeal of text, colour, and images to get users to engage with the platform. However,
sometimes, it is used interchangeably with visualisation [4] or data visualisation [6-8].
Some researchers have used visualisation and then used data visualisation or visual design.
However, there must be an audience and goals to figure out what makes data visualisations
effective [1], as mentioned by Few [8]; a dashboard is a visual representation of the most
relevant information needed to achieve one or more objectives. The data is integrated
and organised on a single screen to monitor the information at a glance. The core of the
dashboards is to be effective first [9,10], it should consist primarily of high-level summaries
as it can quickly give an overview of activities to the users. Hence, this paper aims to
discuss the key factor of visual design for an effective environmental analytics dashboard.

2. Methodology

Concurrently, design is abstract and does not seem rigid to a specific regulation,
however, it can impact how people think and make a decision. That is why the role of
choosing the right visual design in building a dashboard is important. It can manipulate
the users based on the use of colours, size, type of chart, and others [1]. It is crucial to better
understand these factors so that it is simple and straightforward to use for non-technical
users [11,12]. Next, a dashboard’s main value is that it reduces the number of metrics to a
single visual display [13], which means synchronising between the space and the visual
design. There were 23 papers shortlisted using a systematic literature review (SLR) and
four stages in the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis
(PRISMA): identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion, to extract the subfactors. The
entire stages taken with the PRISMA approach are depicted in Figure 1. When looking
for the papers, the following keywords were used: dashboard design, effective dashboard,
visual design factors, and analytics dashboard.
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|dentification n=47

w
» Records identified after abstract Records excluded
screening >
Screening n=32 ) n=15
N
*Records identified after full text screening .| TRecords excluded
. n=23 »
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+ Studies included in systematic literature
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Figure 1. Systematic literature review flow diagram.

3. Visual Design as the Key Factor

The effectiveness of dashboards can be measured based on user customisation, knowl-
edge discovery, security, information delivery, alerting, visual design, integration, and
system connectivity [14]. Designing effective dashboards includes choosing an accurate
data visualisation to display clear and concise information on a task. The accomplishment
of the task can be used to support decision-making or monitoring. The visualisation should
be easy to interpret without an explanation, so only important text (like graph titles, cate-
gory labels, or data values) should be on the dashboard. In terms of visual features and
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interactivity, the dashboard also allows users to change the presentation of data in terms of
construction, composition, and multipage by using a tab layout and interactive interface
that allows the selection of the relevant items for views or analysis.

Seven factors use the concepts of effective dashboards introduced by Karami et al. [14];
the existing literature is synthesised into factors, subfactors and/or indicators. Nevertheless,
the most mentioned factor by the researchers is visual design, or visualisation, as a vital part
of a dashboard. There are 11 subfactors from [14] except for the last; the different visualisa-
tion techniques are from personal observations, as shown in Table 1. Visual design or visual-
isation intends to convey messages using aesthetic visual display techniques. The usability
of a dashboard can be improved by highlighting areas and values [1,7,14-32] and displaying
the table or graphs on the same page without scrolling [1,14,16,18-21,28]. Among other in-
dicators are switching back and forth between tabular and chart views [1,14-16,18-20,24,30]
and functionalities such as resizing, zooming in and out, and re-ordering zones [1,14,19].
Customisation flexibility, such as allowing different dashboard layouts, is also deemed
significant based on existing research [1,14,15,18-21,24,28,30]. Too much data overloads a
dashboard; prioritising important data through metrics can help display organisational
performance measurements. The subfactors included for metrics includes linking metrics
together [1,7,14,15,18,21,22,30], linking objectives with metrics [1,8,14] and displaying the
metrics calculations [14]. Then, metadata and guidance, displaying instructions and user
guide on the dashboards [14]. The last subfactors use different visualisation techniques
such as bar charts, graphs, heatmaps and others [1,7,14-32].

Table 1. Factor and subfactors/indicators for a dashboard.

Factors Subfactors/Indicators Sources/References
Regions and values that highlighted [1,4,7,8,14-32]
Table and graphs on the same page [1,14,16,18-21,28]
Changing the view from tabular to chart [1,14-16,18-20,24,30]
Resizing, maximising /minimising, re-ordering of zones [1,14,19]
Arrange in various layouts [1,14,15,18-21,24,28,30]
Visual design Definition and calculation of metrics included [14]
Metrics and aim linked [1,8,14]
Metrics linked [1,7,14,15,18,21,22,30]
Metadata and guidance [4,14,21,28]
No scrolling on a single screen [1,8,14,16,18,28]
Different visualisation techniques [1,4,7,8,14-32]

Figure 2 shows the research pattern related to the visual design by year. Four phases
are divided into five years, except the last phase, which is only for two years. From this
graph, it can be seen that the topic has risen over the years. Only one researcher, [7], started
the process in the first phase. Then, it increased to four, whereas there was one paper
for each year except in 2015. In 2011; [1], 2012; [16], 2013; [4], and in 2014; [17]. After
that, it increased to eight since in 2017; [14,18], 2018; [7,19], 2019; [15,20,28,29]. In the last
phase, although only two years, there were ten papers, whereas 2021 had five; [21-23,30,31]
and five in 2022; [24-27,32]. A total of 23 papers have discussed this key factor directly
or indirectly.

Eleven subfactors influence visual design key factors for effective dashboards: regions
and values that are highlighted, table and graphs on the same page, changing the view
from tabular to chart, resizing, maximising/minimising, re-ordering of zones, arranged in
various layouts, definition, and calculation of metrics including, metrics and aim linked,
metrics linked, metadata and guidance, no scrolling on a single screen and using different
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visualisation technique as shown in Figure 3. Regions and highlighted values are the most
highlighted subfactor by the researchers, followed by different visualisation techniques,
while the definition and calculation of metrics included are the least. Regions and values
are the most highlighted as it is the basis in the dashboard for showing the data, with the
capacity to highlight the key regions and numbers on a dashboard in response to a user’s
cursor movement [14]. Arranged in various layouts is the second most mentioned by the
researchers. The dashboard should be properly visual without overwhelming the users,
allowing them to adjust the information layout.
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Figure 2. Research that related to visual design by year.
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Figure 3. The Subfactors of Visual Design.
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Figure 4 shows the division of subfactors by year. In 2021-2022, the research topic
mainly focused on highlighted regions and values and different visualisation techniques.
Next, in 2016-2020, the research harmoniously highlighted regions and values, different
visualisation techniques, various layouts arranged, and tables and graphs on the same
screen; it also changed the view from tabular to chart. There are only a few studies in both
early phases, of 2006-2010 and 2011-2015.

Division of Subfactors by Year

25
20
15
10
8 m B . . 8
5
0 m = % - 8 QB B
X e’ g © > > 2 Q S
L LS o INY N I N
) ) W o Q S > < &
@ & & & & A NV WS
y X o K T N R
SN R SRR I S
NS RO NS <
¥ & @ & SO
& ¢ & & SO
"N - O < XS &
Qg’% 'b(\b % S & S ¥ & @
e N ¥ <& 9 X
NS ® < &
K2 C(\/b S ) )
0\

H2006-2010 m2011-2015 2016-2020 m2021-2022

Figure 4. Division of Subfactors by Year.

4. Discussion

According to [28], from the result of a fair model kit, it is shown that the attraction of
the visual design of the dashboard can change the user’s understanding and behaviour.
However, the case studies have not disproven that it can change the behaviours; instead,
only the usability of the dashboard conveys the information. The dashboard becomes effec-
tive when it is frequently checked [24]. It is in synch with the top subfactors, highlighted
regions and values and different visualisation techniques applied to build the effective
dashboard. Regions and highlighted values are where the information is emphasised by the
colour, font, or style intended to catch the reader’s attention within the platform. It requires
a good balance between information utility and visual complexity [22] to convey a story,
eliminate noise from data, and emphasise essential details [31]. Then, different visualisation
techniques mean a chart, graph, map, or mathematical visual. A suitable visualisation must
be configured to deliver the right message due to multiple data types. For example, a bar
chart represents categories on a two-way axis, and it would be convenient to show data on
water usage by month. At the same time, the heatmap used a hue saturation for the area
and was relevant to show water quality data in certain areas. Thus, minimalist and aesthetic
design [19,26] can also be related to these subfactors. The second top subfactor is arranged
in various as analytics dashboards need flexibility. As a result, users do not get bored
quickly seeing it every day as the display is varied, and the information is clear and concise.
However, past researchers discuss these factors in transportation; [30,32] and health [14,33].
There is less research on the environmental but limited such as [29]. Visual design has
been discussed generally by past researchers in [1,4,15,27]. The researchers have indicated
how to design different types of the dashboard with multiple types of visualisation, choose
the right visualisation, fit all the data into the dashboard, and last, no matter the design
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pattern, each has its strength and weakness. Definition and metrics calculation are the least
mentioned, since anyone who uses the dashboard already knows about them. Hence, it is
not relevant to be an indicator for measuring the effectiveness of the dashboard. The trend
from 2006 until now supports that visual design is essential when building a dashboard,
as the total number of papers published has increased from year on year. Returning to
the definition by Few [8]—that dashboards merge all the data and can be readable at a
glance— he supports that key factor of visual design as effective to the dashboard.

5. Conclusions and Future Work

Nowadays, data analytics are crucial since much data needs control. Environmental
operations generate data that needs to be visualised well in the dashboard for people
to understand what is happening. For the time being, the analytics dashboard offers a
package with guidelines to let the users build an effective environmental dashboard. This
research emphasises eleven visual design subfactors for an effective environmental analytics
dashboard, such as the need for visualisation to be arranged in various layouts, allowing the
viewer to change the display and so on. However, researchers most mention highlighted
regions and values, and different visualisation techniques. Both of the subfactors supported
the visual design to be the key factor. Visual design is vital when managing the data
into the layout, so no data are left alone without reason. In summary, the rise in visual
design research shows a tendency for more technological research. Finally, since there
are many subfactors, future work can explore and divide them into groups, followed by
urgency level, and facilitate the development of an effective dashboard framework in the
environmental domain.
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