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Introduction
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Montana Communicable Disease 
Epidemiology Section (CDEpi)

• Housed in the Public Health and Safety Division

• Epidemiology= the study and analysis of the 
distribution, patterns, and determinants of health

• Responsible for creating, maintaining, 
supporting, and strengthening routine 
surveillance and detection systems for 
communicable diseases

• Assist in the investigation of cases and outbreaks 
of communicable diseases well as assisting in the 
response to incidents of public health significance



What’s the Problem?

• CDEpi generates numerous reports summarizing key epidemiological findings for different conditions we 
monitor

• COVID-19 pandemic made it so that more Montanan’s were interested in data related to communicable 
disease, but our only methods for presenting the data were through reports or presentations

• We serve customers with varying backgrounds: public health officials, healthcare workers, and the public

12 pages, 
published 

weekly

38-44 pages, 
published 
annually

9 pages, published 
weekly in addition to 
dashboard updates



What’s the Problem?

“Montana’s influenza surveillance data has a low engagement rate, with just over 110 
individuals a week opening the 12-page report. To help improve community awareness, 
independence, and well-being, we need this data to be easily understood, accessible, 
and able to reach a larger audience.”

Who is Affected?
• Individual community 

members
• Clinical care teams
• Owners/managers of 

congregate living 
facilities

• Public health officials

How Big is the Problem?
• For the previous flu 

season (2022-2023), 
our report averaged 
between 334 and 23 
weekly views, with an 
average of 112 views a 
week.

What Contributes to the 
Problem?

• The report is dense 
and very analytical

• Visuals in the report 
are complex

• It’s hidden within a 
“reports” section of 
our website

When and Where is the 
Problem Most Likely to 

Occur?
• Respiratory season 

(MMWR weeks 40-22)



What’s the Problem?

• Reports are still useful tools!
• Remains the best way for 

CDEpi to summarize annual 
communicable disease activity 
for over 70 reportable 
conditions.

• Having a narrative can help 
interpret the data for 
stakeholders and guides a call 
to action.



How to Make Data 
Engaging
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Considerations

Your Audience Your Message

Is your analysis intended for a specific group of people? Or 
should it be easily digestible by members of the public?

What is the message that you want viewers to walk 
away with after reading about/seeing your data? What 
is your call to action?



Best Practices

Keep Visuals Simple Use Fewer Colors

Prevent mental fatigue! Simple visuals draw the viewers in. 
Remove extra clutter and only highlight the data you are 
talking about in your report or presentation.

Too much color can be overwhelming and become a distraction. 
Keep colors from the same color “family” when possible and verify 
they are color-blind friendly and good to print in black and white. 



Best Practices

Utilize a Navigation Aid Choose the Appropriate Chart

Using a legend or a navigation aid can help viewers 
understand the takeaway of the data being presented.

Carefully choose an appropriate chart/visual to convey the 
message that you want viewers to take away from your 
data.



Mapping
• A great tool to display data spatially to identify trends over a 

geographical location
• Visually shows trends and disparities to help guide and develop 

policy
• Considerations:

• Patient confidentiality- e.g., releasing information that there was one 
death due to influenza in a county like Petroleum may result in inferential 
identification of the patient by other community members.

• Fallacies- Just because you CAN map something doesn’t mean you 
SHOULD. Careful when comparing variables!



Mapping

Female Breast Cancer Incidence Rates by State, 2007 U.S. Cancer Statistics Working Group. United States Cancer Statistics: 1999–2007 Incidence and Mortality Web-based Report. Atlanta (GA): Department of Health and Human Services, 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and National Cancer Institute; 2010. Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/uscs., March 19, 2024.



When Mapping Goes Wrong



When Mapping Goes Wrong



Technology Used by 
CDEpi in Recent Years
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ArcGIS Pro
• Created by 

Montana State 
Library

• CDEpi supplied 
COVID-19 data 
and the library 
mapped it

• Interactive, 
simple, and 
informative



Canva
• Used to make 

infographics
• Mapping is manual 

with Canva
• Not great for in-depth 

analysis
• Tricky- we are not 

trained in graphic 
design!



Dashboard Development 
and Success
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Problem Statement, Solution, and Goal
Problem: Montana’s influenza surveillance data has a low 
engagement rate, with just over 110 individuals a week opening the 
12-page report. To help improve community awareness, 
independence, and well-being, we need this data to be easily 
understood, accessible, and able to reach a larger audience.

Solution/Goal: Create an interactive dashboard to display 
surveillance data for our “big 3” respiratory conditions (COVID-19, 
influenza, and RSV) to increase views by at least 200%.



Tableau
• Home-grown
• Two dashboards created in 

the fall of 2023:
• Influenza
• Pan-Respiratory Surveillance

• Replaced the 12-page flu 
report that was published 
weekly

• Easy to update since it’s an 
embedded code on our 
website



Tableau- Flu Dashboard



Tableau- Flu Dashboard



Tableau- Pan-Respiratory Dashboard



Tableau- Pan-Respiratory Dashboard



Outcome
2022-2023 Metrics

• 2,706 total views of the 
influenza report

• Averaged 112 views a week
• Highest weekly views: 334
• Lowest weekly views: 23

2023-2024 Metrics
• Data from October 1, 2023-

January 15, 2024
• 3,619 total views of the 

influenza dashboard
• Averages to 258 views a 

week
• Between 1/1-1/15, we 

received 1,237 views (avg of 
600 views per week)

Viewership increased by 
130% for the 2023-2024 
season in total, and by 

over 430% for the 
month of January!



Recommendations

Work With a Small Team to 
Determine the Best Way to 

Present Your Data
• Helps identify the overarching goals of the 

project.
• Is a dashboard the best method? A report? An 

infographic?
• Is the message clear and concise throughout 

the presentation?

Secure Leadership Buy-In Early 
in the Process

• Full support in transitioning the flu report to a 
dashboard from day 1.

• Communicate your vision clearly and include 
leaders in your decisions.

• Accelerates the project by ensuring that 
everyone is on the same page.

• Allowed us to get assistance quicker when we 
had roadblocks come up.



Lessons Learned

Training Took 2 Months and 
Required a TON of 
Troubleshooting

Dashboard Publishing 
Delayed- Unsure What Server 

and Software Access Was 
Needed

Difficult to Find Back-Up for 
Publishing Data When Out Of 

Office 

Factor In Training Time When 
Planning Your Anticipated 

Publish/Launch Day

Coordinate Early with IT 
and/or Web Staff to Discuss 

Technology and Software 
Requirements

Plan For Staff Outages and 
Train Other Staff



Open Discussion

4. What other strategies or best practices can you think of that help 
when presenting information?

1. What alternative technologies have you and your team used to 
disseminate data?
2. What are some challenges that you and your team have faced, or 
can anticipate facing, when trying to implement new technologies?

3. When do you think that a report would be more appropriate than a 
dashboard or infographic?
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Thank You!
Samantha Saycich, MPH

Viral Respiratory Epidemiologist
Epidemiology and Scientific Support Bureau

(406) 444-0018  |  samantha.saycich@mt.gov
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