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Objective

This paper will provide an examination of the development of a unique visualization of influenza like illness data including an exploration of the technology behind its construction with an emphasis on its repeatability.

Background

With the temporal and spatial components of ED chief complaint syndromic surveillance data both serving as fundamental determinants of significance, it is apparent that an interface technique that could present a synthesis of the two might better facilitate the visualization, interpretation and analysis of these data.  The Georgia Division of Public Health had established a variety of presentations of these data that sought to do just that, including the ubiquitous time series and extending even to animated maps.  However, each of the presentations either failed to convey the full sense of the data or required too many machinations on the part of the user to engage it.

      Enter Google. Upon its release, Google’s Flu Trends[1] set off a rash of interest in flu surveillance both inside and outside of the public health domain.  Some of this excitement can be attributed to the fact that Google.org was doing this work, but some of it, especially among public health staff already aware of syndromic surveillance and sentinel surveillance seemed to have another reason behind it.  That reason seemed to be the accessibility of the interface Google used to visualize the data it was presenting.  Seeing this reaction among our peers we set out to develop Georgia Flu Trends. 

Methods

Our approach to the design was to focus on influenza like illness represented in our ed chief complaint data and then take the model presented by Google, which was essentially a time series centered on the traditional peak of influenza season that combined the current season with the previous seasons and extended that with the animated spatial representation that was already a part of the GIS component of our syndrome surveillance system. The temporal component of these two visualizations were then integrated to provide a common representation of a single point in time across both visualizations.  Both the time series and the map are developed using an XML-based standard markup language for describing vector graphics, know as Scalable Vector Graphics.

Results

The decision to focus this activity on a single syndrome allowed us to greatly reduce the number of user selections to need to be made to access it as the parameters such as date range and syndrome were all predetermined for the visualization.  The combining of the two visualizations allows for simultaneous multiple perspectives of both the spatial and temporal components. The resulting visualization is pictured below:
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Conclusions

In the end, this visual interface technique provides yet another entry point into the analysis and interpretation of SS data. The simplified access coupled with the visually appealing nature of the design work together to make these data more accessible. While more formal studies might be executed to fully evaluate the effectiveness of this visualization compared with other methods, initial anecdotal evidence in favor of it has been strong. With respect to the use of the open standard of Scalable Vector Graphics as the base mechanism for producing both the time series and the map, the open nature of the platform allows for the possibility of replication of this visualization in a number of environments and configurations.
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