
Lesson 2: How to Mislead Using Graphs  
 
When people use graphs to make a point, the graphs can often be misleading. Graphs are pictures that 
communicate information. Just like how people forget to read the fine print in contracts, people forget to look 
carefully at graphs to see what the numbers are really telling them. These people can be tricked into reaching 
false conclusions.  
 
Here is an example. The following graph shows the number of Canadians who are in the US illegally. The 
graph shows that the number of Canadian individuals in the US illegally is showing steady growth, but doesn’t 
appear to be a significant number or increase. http://www.pewhispanic.org/interactives/unauthorized-trends/ 

“Subtle Growth in Unauthorized Canadians in the US” 
 

 
 
As you can see from the graph above, data shows that the number of Canadians in the US illegally increased 
from 25,000 in 1990 to 100,000 in 2013. But there are many ways the graph can be changed to give the 
impression that the number of Canadians in the US is growing dramatically. One way is to show only part of 
the graph. Since only part of the graph is showing, the rate of growth appears to be more dramatic since the 
reader cannot see what the change relates to. The graph starts at the bottom of the graph and ends at the top 
portion of the graph.  
 

 
 
 
 
The graph can be made even more dramatic by changing the scales 
of the axes so that the distance between 25,000 and 120,000 is greater. For 
instance, if you change the vertical scale so that each interval is worth 
20,000 instead of 100,000, here is what the graph will look like. 



“Dramatic Increase in Illegal Canadian Individuals in the US!”  
 

 
 
Changing the horizontal axis can help too. In the next graph, the change is reported only every 10 years, so 
there are no “downs,” only “ups.” 
 

“Canadian Invasion!”  

  
 
Your Assignment 

1. Create a misleading graph of your own. This requires that you make two graphs: an original graph and 
a misleading graph. 

2. Describe the impact you were trying to create in Question 1. Explain how your graph is misleading. 
3. Find/print or Cut out a graph from a newspaper or magazine and write about why you think it is fair or 

why you think it may be misleading. This graph should be related to immigration.  
** Adapted from IMP Overland Trail Unit  
 


