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The results of the NACIS Map Design Survey are a 
snapshot of the opinions held by the mapping commu-
nity on map design—a subject that means many things 
to many people. Each of us has distinct ideas about 
what constitutes good design, where the state of map 
design currently stands, and how to go about design-
ing maps. Design is an integral part of mapmaking; as 
an example of this, NACIS meetings devote consider-
able time to map design. Despite this attention, little 
concrete information exists on the opinions of our 
diverse community on this varied subject. The survey 
we conducted, sponsored by NACIS, is a step toward 
filling this gap.

The questions asked in the survey are intentionally 
general in nature. You will find that the responses do 
not divulge how to design better maps per se. Instead, 
they provide broad insights on how map designers 
think and the work processes they employ—good map 
design is very much a state of mind. In composing the 
survey, we sought to cover a wide variety of topics 
within the field of map design and to satisfy our own 
curiosity.

The initial questions (numbers one through five) in 
the survey establish the characteristics of the respon-
dents. Where are they from? What background do 
they have in cartography, mapmaking, or geospatial 
science? How long have they been involved in the 
field? Questions 6 through 14 address general ideas 
about map design quality, the nature of map design, 
and its current and future status. These questions were 
answerable by anyone with an interest in maps.

Question 15, which asks, “Do you make maps?” 
was a pivotal question. Answering “no” to this ques-
tion would exit the respondent from the survey. 
Answering “yes” would bring the respondent to a 
final set of questions (16 through 27) designed specifi-
cally for practicing mapmakers. These questions delve 
deeper into the creation process and the practice of 
map design in the working world.

We created the survey at SurveyMonkey.com, a firm 
that provides affordable and easy-to-use services for 
creating, conducting, and analyzing surveys online. 
The survey was open for two months from February 
6 to April 6, 2007.  Before launching it, we asked two 
survey specialists to review the questions for pos-
sible bias. A non-native English speaker reviewed the 
questions for clarity. NACIS board members then beta 
tested the survey online and gave additional sugges-
tions for improvement. Once launched, we announced 
the availability of the survey on several online map-
ping and GIS forums. Open to all comers, the survey 
attracted 322 respondents from 24 countries, the large 
majority of whom lived in the United States.

While monitoring responses during the open 
survey period, we found that after approximately 100 
respondents the percentages of answers to each of the 
questions began to stabilize. Additional respondents 
failed to move the results more than a few percent-
age points. Adam Engst (2007) in the online news-
letter Tidbits (http://db.tidbits.com/article/8894) 
noted how a small survey could predict a pattern of 
results similar to that of a survey with a much larger 
response. His observations drew on his experience 
with online surveys and summarized the work of Jon 
Krosnick at Stanford University. According to Krosnick 
(2007), computer surveys tend to be more accurate 
than phone surveys—in part because people can take 
the time to think about the question and do not suffer 
from awkward silences in the interview. He goes on 
to say that computer surveys are better than written 
surveys because people will tend to fill responses very 
quickly on a paper survey, working to just get it done 
instead of thoughtfully responding. Krosnick points 
out an important limitation of Internet surveys: they 
suffer from lack of random response. In our case we 
felt the prerequisite of an interest in map design and 
an awareness of our survey were key to the collection 
of a useful set of responses.

Our report on the survey contains no analysis—the 
responses largely speak for themselves and we encour-
age readers to draw their own conclusions. Readers 
wishing to dig deeper into the data can download the 
survey results in html, pdf, and spreadsheet format 
at www.nacis.org/map_design. Here you will also 
find the results filtered by demographic category. You 
can learn, for example, whether respondents over the 
age of 50 from Canada share the same views on map 
design as those under the age of 30 from Croatia. Your 
NACIS membership dues paid for the survey. We 
invite you to use these data for research projects or 
simply peruse the graphs presented on the following 
pages for enjoyment. 
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