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Some of the guiding principles

If the “story” is simple, keep it simple. 
!

Tell the truth. 
!

Graphical excellence is that which gives to the 
viewer the greatest number of ideas in the shortest 
time with the least ink in the smallest space. 



Rule #1: 
Any guideline can be 
ignored,  
but you have to know you 
are ignoring it.



Questions for each plot
What data is being displayed? What would that 
data look like in a table? 
!

Is the data presented in a clear manner? 
!

Is the data presented in a truthful manner? 
!

How could it be more clear/truthful?

Find people with the same plot. 
Introduce yourselves.
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Age Structure of College
Enrolment (1972-1976)

This graph presents five values. It
uses six colours, unnecessary
perspective and a split axis to do so.

American Education Magazine.
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Data Effect=
27.5�18
18

= 0.53, Graph Effect=
5.3� .6

.6
= 7.83,

Lie Factor= 14.8
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Is the bottom dollar note roughly half the size of the top one?

7.



8.



Keep things simple: 
	 Be judicious with ink 
	 Don’t use extraneous dimensions 
!

Tell the truth: 
	 The representation of numbers should be 
proportional to the numbers themselves. 
	  
Go easy on the viewer: 
	 Clear labeling 
	 Avoid full saturation colors



ggplot2
By default: 
	 subtle grid 
	 forces you to use a coordinate system 
You have to work very hard to:	  
	 break axes/coordinate systems 
	 Get 3D effects 
!

Sometimes the answer to “How do I do … in ggplot2” 
is “You shouldn’t”



Places to find bad graphics

The archives at: 
http://junkcharts.typepad.com/ 
!

Google image search: 
bad charts/plots/graphics/infographics 

http://junkcharts.typepad.com/


Reading
Chapter 1 & 2 
The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, 
Edward Tufte 
(available on 3 hour reserve in the library, borrow my 
copy for an hour or two, or buy it (~$26) and read the 
whole thing) 

Wainer,  H. How to Display Data Badly The 
American Statistician, Volume 38, Issue 2, 1984 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2683253


