Using and Choosing Graph Types

Graphs: four guidelines 
If you have decided that using a graph is the best method to relay your message, then there are four guidelines to remember:

1. Define your target audience.
Ask yourself the following questions to help you understand more about your audience and what their needs are: 

a. Who is your target audience? 

b. What do they know about the issue? 

c. What do they expect to see? 

d. What do they want to know? 

e. What will they do with the information? 

2. Determine the message(s) to be transmitted.
Ask yourself the following questions to figure out what your message is and why it is important: 

a. What do the data show? 

b. Is there more than one main message? 

c. What aspect of the message(s) should be highlighted? 

d. Can all of the message(s) be displayed on the same graphic? 

3. Determine the nature of the message(s).
Consider the following instructions and their appropriate terms when labeling the graph or describing features of it in accompanying text:

	If your graph will... 
	Use the following terms... 

	describe components
	share of, percent of the, smallest, the majority of

	compare items
	ranking, larger than, smaller than, equal to

	establish a time series
	change, rise, growth, increase, decrease, decline, fluctuation

	determine a frequency
	range, concentration, most of, distribution of x and y by age

	analyse relationships in data
	increase with, decrease with, vary with, despite, correspond to, relate to

	do any combination of the above actions
	e.g., 'percentage of dropouts among the 15 to 24 age group has increased because of....'


4. Experiment with different types of graphs and select the most appropriate. 

· pie chart (description of components) 

· horizontal bar graph (comparison of items and relationships, time series) 

· vertical bar graph (comparison of items and relationships, time series, frequency distribution) 

· line graph (time series and frequency distribution) 

· scatterplot (analysis of relationships)

