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Process
Franchise locations are sourced from the Esri Business 
Analyst data pack. They were originally point features, with 
identifying attributes. When seen in their raw geographic 
form, there was little visual differentiation of the franchise 
distributions with that of the underlying population. Of 
course a data set like this needs to be normalized in order 
to better understand its relative popularity. United States 
county boundaries served as a reasonable underlying 
aggregation unit for maps of this scale, and are convenient 
vehicles for underlying population values, sourced from 
the United States Census Bureau.

A spatial binning of franchise locations into counties 
was performed, adding up each point location into its 
parent county. With the overall population serving as 
a normalizing denominator, a per capita prevalence of 
franchises were derived. These resulting rates per county 
were represented via graduated symbology – counties 
flush with a franchise have larger circular symbols while 
counties with a comparative dearth of franchise locations 
appear miniscule. Each franchise map’s county rate value 
was classed according to their standard deviation from the 
mean, in order to provide a viable less-to-more visualization 
across many franchise maps of wildly differing rates.

Small Multiples
A small multiple layout affords the reader the ability to 
make within-map observations as well as providing a 
simple visual framework for cross-map comparison. This 
nested hierarchy of reader engagement is an effective 
communication structure and works best when a single 
phenomenon is presented in an aesthetically spartan 
manner.

Engagement through editorial restraint
The restrained design notion of showing, rather than telling, 
is an interesting aspect of general interest cartography, or, 
maps as an inherently engaging vehicle for a phenomenon. 

Maps that present a phenomenon in a concise manner 
without expert annotation or other sorts of interpretative 
hand-holding, on balance, have the ability to gently invite 
the participation of the reader. Those glancing at the map 
are not consuming in a passive manner the analytical 
summary of a distant presumed expert, but are rather 
coaxed into noting their own observations, which leads to 
asking questions, which, if the map is presented in some 
sort of online community, invites discussion. Readers 
become participants, actively engaging their cognitive 
powers in the shared exploration of a phenomenon.

Billy Wilder, a noted American screenwriter and 
filmmaker, was quoted as saying, “Let the audience add up 
two plus two. They’ll love you forever.” This can also be 
said of thematic maps.

Conclusion
This small multiple visualization combines an intrinsically 
interesting topic with a presentation method that invites 
comparisons and questions. While it is not, itself, an 
answer to a specific socio-economic thread of inquiry, or 
a vehicle for delivering specific quantitative information, 
it is perhaps an effective tool for sharing the delight of 
spatial thinking to a novice audience. Simple, engaging 
maps that represent one thing in a qualitative framework 
can serve as a gateway for fresh minds to consider some of 
the most fundamental topics of geography.

Resources
For a full-resolution version of this visualization, as 
well as some comparative analysis among franchises of 
similar type (i.e. pizza or coffee), visit John Nelson’s blog, 
Adventures in Mapping. https://adventuresinmapping.
com/2017/01/18/fast-food-frequency/ 

A short tutorial can be found regarding this map’s 
creation process at the Esri ArcGIS blog. https://blogs.
esri.com/esri/arcgis/2017/01/18/smooshing-data-for-
normalized-maps/ 

FAST FOOD NATION: MAPPING THE TOP CHAINS
John Nelson

Abstract
This small multiple collection of maps presents the prevalence of a handful of American fast food fran-
chise chains. The graduated symbols correspond to the per capita rate of each franchise, by county. 
When presented in this manner, one is able to quickly assess the relative regional popularity of each and 
the comparative popularity a franchise in light of the others. As such, one may find themselves asking 
many questions of the phenomenon of American fast food franchising, such as the overall market pat-
terns of food type, the within-type preference of brand, or brand origin and growth strategies.
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Biography
John Nelson is a cartographer and user experience designer 
in Lansing, Michigan. He works with Esri, promoting 
geographic content through cartography and education, 
and within the Story Maps team, creating user experiences 
for cartographers to build and share their work through a 
narrative. John’s work has been featured in National 

Geographic Magazine, FastCompany, the Guardian, the 
Atlantic Cities, Discovery News, the blogs of NASA and 
the Smithsonian, as well as the front page of Reddit.

He is a frequent speaker at Geo-Science and 
technology conferences, presenting on topics including 
data visualization, cartography, user experience design, 
and social media. John blogs at AdventuresInMapping.
com and tweets as @John_M_Nelson.
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