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Data visualization 
is not neutral;
every element is a 
choice, every 
choice an opinion.
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Who am I? Andy Cotgreave
Technical Evangelist, Tableau



Speaking the language of data



Why do charts work?
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Preattentive Attributes







The results…





Preattentive Attributes



Choosing the chart



What chart would you 
use to show this data? 



What chart would you 
use to show this data? 



Total sales thru this 
year?

Sales of A and B thru 
this year?

Cumulative sales of A 
and B this year?

Total sales, broken 
down by A and B?

Difference between A 
and B this year?

B did better than A! 
(Average sales)

A did better than B! 
(Average sales) Which 

story do 
you want to 

tell?
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Telling a story
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Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Tynan DeBold http://graphics.wsj.com/infectious-diseases-and-vaccines/ 

SparseGranular

http://graphics.wsj.com/infectious-diseases-and-vaccines/


Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Randy Olson https://randalolson.com/2016/03/04/revisiting-the-vaccine-visualizations/ 

SparseGranular

https://randalolson.com/2016/03/04/revisiting-the-vaccine-visualizations/


Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S



Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S

EmotiveDry



Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Miriam Quick, Stefanie Posavec https://miriamquick.com/air-transformed

EmotiveDry
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Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
New York Times https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/06/opinion/omicron-covid-us.html 

AmbiguousPrecise

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/06/opinion/omicron-covid-us.html


Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
New York Times: https://twitter.com/nytopinion/status/1479174216603910144 

AmbiguousPrecise

https://twitter.com/nytopinion/status/1479174216603910144
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Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Source: Tableau

ExplainExplore



Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Source: Big Book of Dashboards

ExplainExplore
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Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
Source: Wikipedia

FastSlow

Have you seen this chart before?



Video: tabsoft.co/Minard
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What is the key point I need to make?



Killed
380,000

Captured
100,000

1812: Campaign outcome

Data Source: Wikipedia
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Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S

DishonestHonest

The Sun: https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/22304001/migration-high-brits-paid-benefits/



https://twitter.com/hmtreasury/status/1625826967688806400

How much 
has inflation 
reduced?



https://twitter.com/hmtreasury/status/1625826967688806400



How much 
has inflation 
reduced?



Level of detail?L

Emotional?E

Vagueness?V

Exploratory?E

Rapidity?R

Sneakiness?S
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It is ok to push and 
pull each lever in 

any direction
(except Sneakiness: 

don’t be sneaky!).

You need to be 
intentional about 

how you are using 
them.



Bring it together
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How were the levers applied?



Data visualization 
is not neutral; 
every element is a 
choice, every 
choice an opinion.
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