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Bad Visualizations

Incorrect Visualizations

Illegible Visualizations

Bullshit Visualizations

Deceptive Visualizations



Incorrect Visualization



Illegible Visualization



Lie:
“No, officer, I wasn’t speeding”

(you know the truth, but intentionally say 
something you know is untrue)

Bullshit:
“The party was lame anyways, it’s good I wasn’t 
invited”

(you don’t know or don’t care about the truth, 
but intentionally say something you hope is 
persuasive)

Bullshit Visualization

























Deceptive Visualization





Dark Patterns



Dark Patterns





Dark Patterns in Visualization

Lie Factors

Scale Manipulation

Convention Manipulation

Metric Manipulation

Dehumanization



Tufte’s Lie Factor

Lie Factor = 
The size of the effect shown in the graphic

The size of the effect in the data

LF ≅ 1 Good!
LF >> 1 or LF << 1 Bad!
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Tufte’s Lie Factor

Lie Factor = 
The size of the effect shown in the graphic

The size of the effect in the data

LF ≅ 1 Good!
LF >> 1 or LF << 1 Bad!

LF = [(5.3 – 0.6)/0.6] / [(27.5-18)/18]

LF = 14.8!



Lie Factor

Distorting the apparent size of the effect in your data, often 
through choosing ambiguous or non-standard encodings.



Scale Manipulation









“The Only Climate Change Graph You’ll Ever Need”
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Scale Manipulation

Changing with the scales of your chart to minimize, magnify, or 
invert the change in the data.
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Convention Manipulation



Convention Manipulation

Redesign from Lucy D’Agostino McGowan 
https://livefreeordichotomize.com/2020/05/17/graph-detective/



Convention Manipulation
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Metric Manipulation

























Metric Manipulation

Choosing how data are counted or normalized in order to hide 
or exaggerate effects in your data.



Dehumanization



Dehumanization

While it may seem like an extreme statement, I think the 
ideology of almost all current information visualization is 
anathema to humanistic thought, antipathetic to its aims and 
values.

Johanna Drucker, “Humanistic theory and digital scholarship”



Sam Dragga & Dan Voss “Cruel Pies: The 
Inhumanity of Technical Illustrations”



Where Your Employees Live



Where Your Employees Live

771 Dead People





“The UnEmpathic Art”

I am just very skeptical of the 
idea that data visualization is 
a medium that can convey (or 
even care about conveying) or 
increase “empathy”
-Alberto Cairo



Dehumanization

Visualization abstracts everything (including people and their 
suffering) into data, hiding information of moral importance.



Dark Patterns in Visualization

Lie Factors

Scale Manipulation

Convention Manipulation

Metric Manipulation

Dehumanization



Wrap Up

The designer of a chart can control the message of the chart

There are patterns that can often result in misleading charts

But critical thinking is more important than hard rules in 
design



Questions

What Makes A Visualization Deceptive?

What Makes a Visualization Ethical?



Accounts of Ethics

Consequentialist Ethics
Deontological Ethics

Virtue Ethics
Role Ethics
… lots more



Consequentialism

A action is ethical or unethical 
based on its consequences. 
For instance, in 
“utilitarianism,” an action’s 
ethics is based on utility.



The Value of Visualization



The Value of Visualization



Problems with consequentialism

What do we measure?

Who is doing the measuring?

When are we done 
measuring?



Deontological Ethics

An action is ethical or 
unethical based on whether or 
not it follows the rules.



Visualization “Rules”

Tufte’s Lie Factor 
LF = size of effect shown in 
graphic / size of effect in data

”Dishonest” if LF!=1



Visualization “Rules”

Tufte’s Lie Factor 
LF = size of effect shown in 
graphic / size of effect in data

LF = 2.8!



Visualization “White Lies”



Problems with deontology

Where do the rules come 
from?

Can the rules change?

What about edge cases?
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Virtue Ethics

Your actions are assessed by 
the extent to which they 
cultivate your virtues



Critical InfoVis: Exploring the Politics of 
Visualization

Disclosure
Plurality

Contingency
Empowerment

-Marian Dörk, Patrick Feng, 
Chris Collins, Sheelagh 
Carpendale



Problems with virtue ethics

Where do the virtues come 
from?

What do I do about conflicts in 
virtues?

What is never okay to do?



Role Ethics

Your actions are assessed by 
the extent to which you fulfill 
the obligations of your role.



Professional Ethics



Visualization Hippocratic Oath?

“I shall not use visualization to 
intentionally hide or confuse the 
truth which it is intended to 
portray. I will respect the great 
power visualization has in 
garnering wisdom and 
misleading the uninformed. I 
accept this responsibility 
willfully and without reservation, 
and promise to defend this oath 
against all enemies, both 
domestic and foreign.”
-Jason Moore



Problems with role-based ethics

Who gives you your roles?

What happens if you have 
multiple roles?

How big do our roles get?



Accounts of Ethics

Consequentialist Ethics
Deontological Ethics

Virtue Ethics
Role Based Ethics
… lots more



Berkeley/Haas Ethics Questions

Would I be happy for this decision to be on the public record?

What would happen if everybody did this?

How would I like it if someone did this to me?

Will the proposed course of action bring about a good result?

What will the proposed course of action do to my character or the 
character of my organization?

Is the proposed course of action consistent with my espoused 
values and principles?



What’s a “Good” Visualization?

One that has the most benefits for the least cost

One that follows the rules of good design

One that cultivates the right virtues

One that fulfills our duties as visualization designers



Manifestos



Data Humanism

“We are ready to question the 
impersonality of a merely 
technical approach to 
data and to begin designing 
ways to connect numbers to 
what they really stand 
for: knowledge, behaviors, 
people.”

-Giorgia Lupi



Data Feminism

“We call attention to the 
people and their bodies who 
are typically included in the 
data collection process, as 
well as to the people and their 
bodies who are typically left 
out.”

-Lauren Klein and Catherine 
D’Ignazio



Data for Black Lives

“White supremacy is an 
algorithm, in and of itself… 
much of the work for us as 
data practitioners is to 
reverse engineer that 
algorithm.”

-Ejike Obineme



Human-Computer Insurrection: Notes on 
an Anarchist HCI
“We must work to ensure our 
technologies actively 
contribute to (rather than 
detract from) human 
autonomy and dignity.”

-Os Keyes, Josephine Hoy, and 
Margaret Drouhard



Questions to Ask

Can I identify ethical and unethical data visualizations?

Can I critique the moral character of data visualizations?

Can I impact (or stop) projects I think are unethical?



Thanks!
Michael Correll

correll.io



Why is our conception of “bad” visualization so 
narrow?





The Ethernet Delusion

“The purpose of visualization 
is to maximize throughput 
and minimize noise as you 
transport a dataset to a 
person’s brain”



Data User



Data UserVisualization



Problems with the Ethernet Delusions

Ignores the source and rhetorical objective of visualization

Assumes data are objective truths about the world 

Pre-supposes that you must create a visualization












