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Why Charts Matter
Alan Smith OBE @theboysmithy

Data Visualisation Editor

Financial Times
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“Applying lines

to subjects of finance”
William Playfair, 1786
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Picture superiority effect

–John C. Yuille (2014) Image, Memory and Cognition

“Human memory is extremely sensitive 

to the symbolic modality of presentation 

of event information” 
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Anscombe’s Quartet
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The “Datasaurus Dozen” – Alberto Cairo/Autodesk Research
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“A chart is just a chart”
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• Deviation

• Correlation

• Ranking

• Distribution

• Change over Time

• Magnitude

• Part-to-whole

• Spatial

• Flow
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Relationship:

Change over Time

Relationship:

Change over Time

“The chart is like a 

Chinese scroll …There is 

almost a sort of poetry 

about it…”

Nicole Elliott,

Society of Technical Analysts
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Relationship:

Spatial

“Use only when specific 

locations or geographical 

patterns in data are more 

important to the reader 

than anything else”

Relationship:

Correlation
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Relationship:

Flow

Relationship:

Flow


