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Today’s Fix That Graph deals with a PowerPoint slide showing a city’s sources of revenues.  
The creator of this graph chose a pie chart to show tax revenue data.  Take a quick look at the 
visual below, taken directly from the source PowerPoint presentation, and then read my 
comments for improving this visual. 

 
 
Before I continue, see if you can easily answer the questions from the above graph. 
 

1. What city or school district does the data represent? 
2. What ten-year period is represented here?  What is the first year of the ten-year period?  

What is the last year of the ten-year period? 
3. Are all of the tax revenue sources included here – or just select sources? 
4. What is the total amount of revenue represented by the sources? 
5. What actual dollars do the data represent? 



6. Which source provides the greatest amount of revenue?  Which provides the next greatest 
amount?  The least amount? 

7. Are there any resources that are not included here (e.g., city revenues from state taxes)?  
If not, is there a reason why? 

 
If you had a bit of a challenge finding the answers to the questions, that’s because the answers 
aren’t there.  Additionally, there are a number of misleading ideas in the graph as it is.  Just 
because something has increased by a large percent DOES NOT mean it represents a bigger part 
of the actual budget.  For example, Lodging has increased 436% over the past ten years, but 
certainly doesn’t represent the portion of the budget as represented here which looks to be about 
one-third of the data.  Lodging doesn’t bring in enough revenue to be one-third of this city’s 
budget.  Thus the data is very misleading.  

 
Deb’s Fix for this Graph. 

The first thing I’d like to focus on is the choice of graph for this data.  The purpose of a pie 
chart is to show the relationship of the parts to the whole.  In this case, the percentages equal 
MORE THAN 100%, thus it will be confusing for many.  A whole isn’t more than 100%; a 
whole is 100%.  Additionally individual “pie slices” represent more than 100% thereby again 
breaking the key rule of a pie chart – to show the parts of the whole.  The first and most 
important fix is to change the type of graph that is used to present the data.  So let’s figure out 
what we should use instead. 

The intent of the slide for the data was is to show change over a ten-year period.  Again, a pie 
chart is not an appropriate tool for doing this, so we’ve got to choose something else.  I suggest 
presenting the data in a simple table such as the one below.  (Because of the limited data in the 
previous pie chart, please note that all numbers in the table are for illustrative purposes only and 
are not representative of the data in the pie chart.  How about if I call this faux data?) 

 



 

In this table, I wanted to keep the intention of the original slide including expressing data as the 
percent change of the revenue sources over a ten-year period. The table improves the 
presentation of data in a number of ways: 

1. A clear title shows exactly what the data is about.   I recommend that titles tell what the 
visual is about, the time period represented by the data, and the actual entity represented 
by the data. 

2. The columns in the table provide for a more accurate comparison and representation of 
the data. 

3. The labels in the column make the data more clear.  You can clearly see the data for 
1999, 2009, and then for 2009-2010.  You can also tell which data is for the time period 
of 1999-2009. 

4. The simple shading in the table makes it easy to read and follow the data. 
5. The data provides dollar amounts and the percentage of the whole amount.  I recommend 

you include dollar amounts and percentages whenever you can.  Additionally, for the 
1999 and 2009 years, I used two decimal places to the right of each whole number.  
(That’s a personal choice; you certainly can round the percentages.) 

6. In instances where a percent does not include a whole number, I used a leading 0.  So 
instead of putting .65% for the Recordation Tax, I put 0.65%.  This further clarifies to 
whomever reads the chart that the number is 0.65% and not a whole number of 65%. 

7. The data also includes TOTALS at the bottom of the columns. 

Select Revenue Source Revenue Amount
Percent of 
Revenues Revenue Amount

Percent of 
Revenues Dollar Change

Percent 
Change

General Property Tax 35,000,000.00$     90.38% 95,500,000.00$     91.88% 60,500,000.00$   173%

Utility Tax 100,000.00$           0.26% 300,000.00$           0.29% 200,000.00$         200%

Motor Vehicle License 350,000.00$           0.90% 650,000.00$           0.63% 300,000.00$         86%

Recordation 250,000.00$           0.65% 350,000.00$           0.34% 100,000.00$         40%

Lodging 600,000.00$           1.55% 900,000.00$           0.87% 300,000.00$         50%

Sales and Use 1,500,000.00$        3.87% 4,000,000.00$        3.85% 2,500,000.00$     167%

Business and Occupational License 750,000.00$           1.94% 1,540,000.00$        1.48% 790,000.00$         105%

Bank Stock 100,000.00$           0.26% 321,000.00$           0.31% 221,000.00$         221%

Tobacco 50,000.00$              0.13% 205,000.00$           0.20% 155,000.00$         310%

Meals 25,000.00$              0.06% 175,000.00$           0.17% 150,000.00$         600%

TOTALS 38,725,000.00$     100.00% 103,941,000.00$   100.00% 65,216,000.00$   168%

Tax Revenues by Select Sources
Percent Changes From 2001 Through 2009

City of Pleasantville, Virginia

1999 2009 1999-2009



As always, you may have other ideas of what can be done to improve this visual – and I invite 
you to share your good ideas on my blog.   
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Submit a chart or graph for review to Successdeb@aol.com 
 
Subscribe to Deb’s Data Digest at datadeb.wordpress.com; you’ll get an email update each time I 
post an idea. 

You’ll find additional examples at Deb’s blog! 
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