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The use of graphics in decision making

O uso de gráficos na tomada de decisão

The presentation of data through graphics is a strategy 

that can cause problems, impacting the interpretation 

of the study results if not used with caution.

The first important aspect is understanding the 

graphic itself does not allow statistical conclusions to be re-

ached. Differences can only be identified when the correct 

analysis is carried out, and this is done through the p-value, 

which will confirm whether the groups’ behavior is similar.

Expressions such as “the graphic shows a trend” 

are erroneous since the statistical analysis indicates the oc-

currence probabilities that will reflect not into a certainty 

but a  trend.

As the values of the mean, median, and other 

dispersion measures cannot be parameters to evaluate the 

differences, the graphics are also inadequate. In case the 

statistical analysis identifies such differences, the graphic 

will have a confirmation role, not a conclusion one.

Another important point regarding graphics is 

related to its interpretation.  A graphic must be self-expla-

natory; that is, it should depend as little as possible on the 

supporting text. If that is not possible, this may not be the 

best strategy to present the data.

Another suggestion is to pay attention to the 

graphic scales; once next to each other, they must respect 

the same pattern of scales to not lead to false conclusions. 

Do not trust the programs that generate automatic graphi-

cs and make this adjustment manually to make the reading 

as straightforward as possible.

Finally, if the data are already displayed in a tab-

le, do not repeat them in a graphic. The objective of both 

is the same, and doing so will lead to duplicate information 

that will use important space for the article’s discussions.
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