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Hierarchy

The map itself should be the focus of attention,
the most prominent thing a viewer sees from a distance.

Next is the title. Titles should be in 24 point font or larger.  Keep it short.

Last is explanatory text and legend.
Minimize the use of text on a map.  Can use text to fill “blank” space.


The more text, the less likely it is to be read.  Use 8 to 11 point font.
Never more than 2 fonts: One for title; possibly another for text.

Use size and style (bold, italics) to differentiate text elements
The map should be as self-explanatory as possible


Maps are a visual medium.  Very little text should be needed.  
Use the least amount of information needed to convey the message.
Avoid too many categories in legends (7 as a maximum).
Relate the level of detail in a map to its size.  Smaller maps, less detail.
Use densities where possible instead of totals, e.g., population.
Color

Minimize the number of different colors on the map.
Different shades of the same color are preferable to multiple colors.
If there are multiple maps, use the same color scheme across all maps.
Avoid clashing colors on the same poster, e.g., red and green clash.
Be aware of common associations, e.g., water is associated with blue, land with green, desert with brown, green with currency, red with danger, etc.
Deviations from common usage can confuse a general audience.
Use soft, muted colors as backgrounds.  White backgrounds are OK.

Lighter shades are preferable to darker shades for backgrounds


Dark colors jump out at the viewer and should not be backgrounds.
Overall Design Issues

Consider the intended audience (general vs. professionals in the field).


These notes apply to maps for general audiences.
Insets are very useful guides to location of the map content.
Avoid “negative”, blank, space on a map.
Avoid outline boxes – unnecessary clutter.
Avoid using text on top of “busy” backgrounds.  It can be hard to read.

Make sure that text on a map contrasts with the background.

Consider white text over dark map colors.

Avoid text boxes on top of maps.  Minimize the use of all text.
Never underline – it is usually overkill or suggestive of a web link.
Avoid long text lines.  Use multiple columns instead of long lines of text.
Full justify text so that it appears as a box from a distance.
The map should look balanced – not too “heavy” on either side.
