
• The three dimensional setup makes it much harder to gauge the height of the bars correctly. Consider
the “bad” bar. It the number this bar stands for more than 20 or less? While the front of the bar is
below the 20 line, the back of the bar (which counts) is above.

• It is impossible to tell which numbers are represented by the bars. Thus, the bars needlessly hide the
information these bars are all about.

• What do the bar heights add up to? Is it 100% or 60%?

• Does the bar for “very bad” represent 0 or 1?

• Why are the bars blue?

You might argue that in the example the exact numbers are not important for the graphic. The important
things is the “message,” which is that there are more “very good” and “good” ratings than “bad” and “very
bad.” However, to convey this message either use a sentence that says so or use a graphic that conveys this
message more clearly:

Ratings given by
50 participants

“ok”: 10 (20%)

none: 20 (40%)

“very good”: 3 (6%)

“good”: 9 (18%) “bad”: 8 (16%)

“very bad”: 0 (0%)

The above graphic has about the same information density as the table (about the same size and the
same numbers are shown). In addition, one can directly “see” that there are more good or very good ratings
than bad ones. One can also “see” that the number of people who gave no rating at all is not negligible,
which is quite common for feedback forms.

Charts are not always a good idea. Let us look at an example that I redrew from a pie chart in Die Zeit,
June 4th, 2005:

Kohle ist am wichtigsten
Energiemix bei der deutschen Stromerzeugung 2004

Gesamte Netto-Stromerzeugung in Prozent, in Milliarden Kilowattstunden (Mrd. kWh)
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This graphic has been redrawn in TikZ, but the original looks almost exactly the same.
At first sight, the graphic looks “nice and informative,” but there are a lot of things that went wrong:

• The chart is three dimensional. However, the shadings add nothing “information-wise,” at best, they
distract.
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