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People always talk about how boring our charts look, so let’s take a minute to explain why
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Because of 3D effects, more pixels are devoted to the blue section so it looks much larger
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When we put it in a 2D, it’s much easier to see that red is bigger.  Adding labels make it 

even more clear
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Very difficult to see which one is larger. What do you guys think?  Here’s a hint:  the largest 

one is 7 times larger than the smallest.

Clearly Clothes (green) looks larger than the others maybe followed by Components 

(yellow).  But what about Accessories?  If you fold that slice all together is it the same size 

as Bikes (blue)?  Hard to say.    
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When we display this information in a normal, boring bar chart we can see the information 

much clearer.  The problem with these kind of pyramid charts is that the value is only 

represented by the height of slice, not by the volume.  So even though it’s showing a 3D 

image, only the 2D dimension (height) is relevant.    This isn’t a programming bug – this is 

by design.  No matter how they did it, how would the reader know if folding the bottom 

slice together would equal the top slice

So in a fraction of the space (with a larger font) we’ve shown a graphic that is more 

informative and easier to read.  What to do with all the extra space?  
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Maybe show a trend over 4 months.  We’re now showing 4 times as much data in the same 

amount of space (and showing it much clearer).  Is it possible to show more data in a 

smaller amount of space and also make it more clear?
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Which one is bigger?  You might be tempted to say “red”, but you know the trick now: go 

by the height not the volume.   But even with that trick, it’s really hard to say.  

Before we look at it in a bar chart which has the “answer”, let‘s think about this for a 

second.  These graphics are intended for dashboards where executives should be able to 

know exactly what’s going on in a few seconds, but we can stare at this for an hour and not 

be sure which one is largest
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Here’s the answer.  As a bar chart it’s much easier to see which one is largest.  But there are 

other problems here.   Do we even need the colors?  Also, what are those numbers to the 

left (2007, 2006, etc)?  Years, right?   Does it make sense to show years in a cone format 

that’s not even ordered?  Or even a bar chart?
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Let’s show it in a line graph.  Very easy to see a trend.  The information is much clearer with 

less color and less space.  This is about as simple as you can get!  We don’t need new, fancy 

3D cones.  How long have we had line graphs?  Since the 20s?   The 1620s!
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In this one, there are at least 20 times more green pixels than yellow, but actually yellow is 

twice as big as green.  
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Who did this horrible chart?   Oh yeah, it was us.  
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McLennan uses our data warehouse to look at what time of day they could add more 

sections without adding more facilities
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Visualization experts do not like pie charts.  It’s hard for the human eye to compare 



odd shapes with two lines and an arc.  Additionally the legend is often separated from the 

data, so you have to refer back and forth.  For example, is Europe bigger than China?   Hard 

to see.    They also don’t like that you have a lot of color which doesn’t add much value.  
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They prefer bar charts.  It’s now much easier to see that Europe is larger than China.  



However, I personally believe there is a need for pie charts.  One thing pie charts show 

immediately is that you are looking at parts of a whole.  You don’t get that from bar charts.  

It’s also much easier to make comparisons on the first slice of a pie chart.  For example, 

looking at the bar chart, does Japan compose at least half of the whole?  Really hard to see.  

But in the pie chart, we can see the red slice and immediately see the answer.   I think this is 

the reason Wong recommends putting the largest (or the most interesting) slice on the first 

to the right of 12 o’clock and the second largest (or second most interesting) slice to the left 

of 12 o’clock
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Pie charts are also not very good at showing multiple parts of a whole.  This is a 



visualization from our dashboards showing that users can choose whatever visualizations 

they prefer
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A stacked bar chart is easier to see.  But it’s not perfect.  We can see that the # A’s 



(dark green) for humanities and fine arts is lower than health and human services and that 

the #W’s is higher because those are at the edge of the axes, but you can’t really see 

whether the C’s, D’s or F’s are larger.
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Let’s look at real dashboards from cars
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I am going to show you a picture of a car’s dashboard.  I’ll give you 2 seconds to look at it.  

Try to figure out how fast I’m going
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Now I’m going to show my wife’s car dashboard.  She has an old Honda civic.  I’ll show it for 

half the time (1 second)
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The only additional information the dashboard on the left shows that the one on the right 

does not is that the maximum speed of this car is 120 mph and the minimum speed is 0.  It 

also shows the speed in Km/hour.    Do we even need that??

So the typical dashboard is a terrible conveyer of information.  

Nevertheless the metaphor persists …  
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This next slide is a dashboard from a community college I found online.  Take a look at it for 

3 seconds and identify which areas are red (poor performance) and which ones are green 

(exceptional performance)
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There is no additional information that the previous dashboard conveys that this one does 

not, but this one is much clearer.  What to do with all of that space?  
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How about showing the actual value plus trend lines and some qualitative information
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This is the objection I hear, but every morning millions of adults, kids in the US seek out an 

information display that is hundreds of times more dense than the average executive 

dashboard
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The sports page.  Note the mix of dense tables, qualitative information, trend information.  

Would be nice if they had some charts, but we’ll look at that

Sports fans use an incredible amount of data.  You ever follow how those fantasy sports 

leagues are?  I was reading these forums and they’re talking about using data mining and 

predictive analytics to find the best players to draft!
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This is from espn’s website.  Nice table, even a data dictionary at the bottom.  Let’s look at 

Runs Scored and Runs Allowed.

Pittsburgh has scored 20 runs fewer than their opponents.  St Louis has scored 56 runs 

more than their opponents, but Pittsburgh is ahead of St Louis in the standings!  How?
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This shows the result of 162 games for 5 teams including whether the game was played at 

home or away.  The numbers +40, +34 are the number of games above / below .500
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If sports fans can understand this level of data density, why do we assume our leaders of 

higher ed can’t?
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I’m a sports fan and I can say on behalf of the entire group …
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When we showed our new, simple charts to clients, the response was “not professional”   

… That made me wonder how Fortune 500 companies display data, so I pulled their annual 

reports

45



Look at the charts on the right:  there aren’t even axes!  Emphasis on the data
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Very simple, no 3D
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IBM nicely merges qualitative information with quantitative and with charts to display 

those numbers.  Note in the top left instead of showing 2 pies, they use stacked bars
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Cognos doesn’t even use its own 3D charts. Probably don’t need the heavy grid lines or 

chart borders, but still very simple.  In 3 of the charts they show multiple measures on 

different axes.  Since those measures are related to each other (# employees & revenue per 

employee) this works to tell a good story.  The axes could be more clear though.
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Trend arrows are ambiguous.  What time period?
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College of Lake County did not want to use red for problem areas because it was political

76



Detail view

77



78



79



What if you were driving and instead of this, we saw this <click>
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