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The Hunt for the Worst Data
Visualization

by Jared Hutchins and his Students
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Basic Principles
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Why Data Visualization?

Source: Laurent Bergé & xkcd
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https://xkcd.com/


Picture Superiority Effect

– A good picture is worth so much: Retain more information seen through pictures than
through words

– Disseminate research → Construct compelling and effective graphics
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Construct Effective Graphs

Tap into the brain’s “pre-attentive visual processing” in contrast to “attentive processing”

Example:

1269548523612356987458245
0124036985702069568312781
2439862012478136982173256

vs

1269548523612356987458245
0124036985702069568312781
2439862012478136982173256
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Construct Effective Graphs

– Many approaches: Choose fonts, colors, styles, layouts, and chart types

– Three basic principles:
1. Show the data
2. Reduce the clutter
3. Integrate the text and the graph
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1. Show the Data

– Present data via graphs

– Simple graphs to understand the story

– Do not show all the data
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2. Reduce the Clutter

– Unnecessary or distracting visual elements reduce effectiveness

– Dark or heavy gridlines; unnecessary tick marks, labels, or text; unnecessary icons
or pictures; ornamental shading and gradients; unnecessary dimensions. . .

15 / 45



2. Reduce the Clutter

Source: Laurent Bergé
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3. Integrate the Text and the Graph

– Do not narrate the text elements that appear in the graph

– Construct visualizations to complement the text and to contain enough information to
stand alone
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Main Idea
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Graphs are not meant for the author, but for the reader or the
seminar audience.

19 / 45



Eight Graphs Transformed
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Line Plot
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Line Plot
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Regression Results Plot
Regression results of the correlation between the long-run unemployment rate and SNAP
caseloads for four groups
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Regression Results Plot

24 / 45



Scatterplot
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Scatterplot

[The figure] plots countries’ revealed comparative advantage in office machines
. . . averaged over 2006 to 2008, against the average years of schooling of
the adult population in 2005 . . . China is above the regression line, indicat-
ing that its specialization in the sector is greater than one would expect given its
level of education, but it is hardly an extreme outlier. Other middle-income coun-
tries—including Costa Rica, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand—have larger
positive residuals.
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Scatterplot
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Bar Plot
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Bar Plot

29 / 45



3D Chart
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3D Chart
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Unbalanced Chart

32 / 45



Unbalanced Chart
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Pie Chart
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Pie Chart
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Bar Plot: Alternative to Pie Chart
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Two Pie Charts for Comparison
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Paired Bar Plot: Alternative to Two Pie Charts
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Stacked Bar Plot: Alternative to Two Pie Charts
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Slope Chart: Alternative to Two Pie Charts
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Tools and Resources
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Colors

– Avoid using default palettes

– Create, modify, and export color palettes: Adobe Kuler; ColorBrewer2.0;
ColorSchemeDesigner; Colrd

– Choose colors from any image: Instant Eyedropper tool

– Simulate varieties of color blindness: Oracle; Vischeck

– Test grayscale-consistent color palettes: ColorBrewer2.0

42 / 45

https://color.adobe.com/create/color-wheel
https://colorbrewer2.org/
https://paletton.com/
http://colrd.com/
http://instant-eyedropper.com/
https://colororacle.org/
https://www.vischeck.com/
https://colorbrewer2.org/


Fonts

– Do not use the boring and overused Arial, Calibri, and Times New Roman typefaces

– Font Squirrel; Google Fonts
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www.fontsquirrel.com


Conclusion
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Conclusion

– Presentation matters

– Consider the needs of your audience

– Invest some time learning and thinking about the details of graphical presentation
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