
Guidelines for Graphing 

1 It is customary, but not essential, to put the y-axis (ordinate) in a 3:4 ratio with the x-axis (abscissa). In 

other words, graphs tend to be wider than they are tall. But, be sure that you do not exceed the 

boundaries which you set in your figure by the ordinate and the abscissa (i.e., do not go outside the 

borders of the graph). 

2 Label the lines! Put a legend on every graph that contains more than one plot of data (actually, graphs 

which contain very few data points might just as well be presented in a table). The legend may be one of 

a variety of different formats, as can be seen in the examples below. Choose one that avoids too much 

work to understand (decode) the graph. 

 Notice that Figure A is confusing, and might be better represented with line-types. Figure B is easier to 

understand, however, abbreviations can sometimes pose a problem if it is not obvious as to what they 

refer. Also, as was the case in Figure A, Figure B would probably benefit from the use of line-types. 

Figure C not only requires extra work to decode it, but it also requires one to hold in memory which 

line-type goes with what condition. It could well be the case that, in a more complicated figure, memory 

might prove unreliable and so result in errors of interpretation. Note also that Figure C exceeds the 

graph boundaries. 
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3 The primary goal of a figure is to present a large amount of data in as digestible a manner as possible. It 

is often the case, though, that the amount of information in a graph could just as easily (or more so) been 

presented in a table. Figures cost more money to publish than tables (although this is becoming less true 

as computers enjoy wider use in publishing), so consider whether a figure is even necessary for you to 

adequately convey your results. 

4 Axes: Do not use the edges of your graph paper as axes! Use a ruler to draw them (as well as the rest of 

your graph), and leave reasonable margins. Label each axis, and avoid abbreviations. Your graph should 

be readable and meaningful to a person who has never heard of you or your work. In the examples 

above, for instance, the labels on the abscissa should have read: “Time 1, Time 2, etc.” or, more 

accurately, they should reflect the manipulation as precisely as possible: e.g., “5, 10, 15” as a reflection 

of “Minutes after stimulus presentation” rather than “Time course.” 

5 Avoid using color to differentiate lines in your graph. Color does not always photocopy well. If you 

must distinguish lines in your graph, use a variety of line types. 

6 Your graph should depict a “one-shot” summary of your data. It should be accurate, brief, neat, and 

professional. If the result is significant, make it look that way, clearly and informatively. Remember, it is 

your responsibility to demonstrate any important or significant differences that exist in your data when 

you plot your results. 
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7 Always put the appropriate limits on the ordinate and abscissa. The upper and lower limits and left and 

right boundaries should be selected so that all of the data may be displayed without wasted space. This 

also means that your data should not exceed the boundaries set roughly by your axes. 
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8 If a person cannot look at your graph and quickly understand or perceive the relationships within your 

data, then your graph has failed. To avoid failure, you may need to take higher order interactions (i.e., 

more than two factors) and break them down into two or more separate plots within a single figure 

which, together, represent all aspect of the interaction. 

9 You should also be sure to divide both axes into appropriate units. There is no hard-and-fast rule for 

what constitutes “appropriate” in cases like this. However, enough information should be available for a 

person to determine, with reasonable ease and accuracy, the value of each data-point in the graph. 

10 Select the best arrangement of the variables to be graphed in order to make your point clearly, or to 

simplify one’s understanding of the outcome. For instance, the (incomplete) graphs below describe the 

identical interaction (and data), Figure B, though, makes gender differences more obvious than Figure 

A. The information is the same, but the visual impact is not the same. 
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11 These guidelines do not exhaust the possibilities of what one should or should not do to present data. 

You may have to deviate from them on occasion. Do not hesitate to do so if it is in the best interest of 

your audience and data. 
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