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Abstract:

Maps are a central medium in data journalism, providing spatial context for places and geographically distributed
phenomena such as politics, economics, climate, and conflict, while also helping outlets inform and engage audiences
(Gomes et al., 2026). At the same time, the communication of uncertainty has become an increasingly important
concern in data journalism. In maps, uncertainty may arise from incomplete or inconsistent geographic information,
positional imprecision, or model-based estimates (MacEachren et al., 2005). Recent empirical work further suggests
that visualizing spatial uncertainty in maps can support interpretation, for example through variations in symbol size,
transparency, or uncertainty areas, although the effectiveness of these encodings depends on context and map design
(Keil et al., 2024). In journalistic practice, however, such uncertainty is rarely systematically represented in the map
itself and may instead remain implicit or be addressed only in annotations or surrounding text.

This contribution presents perspectives from a research project on uncertainty communication in data journalism.
Focusing specifically on cartographic representations, we investigate how different forms of uncertainty manifest in
journalistic maps and how they are currently communicated. Our analysis is informed by a structured collection of real-
world examples (Figure 1) and a scenario-based framework (UUS) of recurring uncertainty scenarios, including spatial
uncertainty, forecasts, and missing data (Possin & Kinkeldey, 2025).

We provide an overview of common ways uncertainty is addressed in journalistic maps and highlight recurring
limitations in current practice. We further show how the UUS framework can support the classification of uncertainty
scenarios in journalistic mapping, and derive initial recommendations for more transparent and effective cartographic
communication. In general, we argue that uncertainty should be treated as a practical design concern in journalistic
mapping and discuss how this perspective can support more responsible and trustworthy data journalism.
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Figure 1. Examples of journalistic maps from our collection, illustrating different ways spatial uncertainty appears in news media.
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