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                   SCIENCE SUPPORTS 
         GRAPHING ARGUMENTS
                     By Jan Mills Spaeth, Ph.D., 

                                                  Advanced Jury Research

This article was published in THE WRIT, the official publication of the Pima County Bar Association, in December, 2002.  This is a brief synopsis of a research study.

I was reading a recent article on the rising use of graphs in the field of science to display data and statistics, and realized that this information could be readily applied to the legal field. (See “Constructing Knowledge; The role of graphs and tables in hard and soft psychology,” American Psychologist, October, 2002.)

A research study was conducted by the authors of this study (Smith, Best Stubbs, Archibald & Robertson-Nay, University of Maine), to determine whether the “hard” sciences such as biology, engineering and math made greater use of graphs for persuasion and communication purposes than did the “soft” social sciences. It was found that the “harder” the science, and the more the science focused on facts and statistics as opposed to theories, the more that science employed graphs in its research publications.

Our western culture has traditionally favored the use of words, logic and mathematics over the use of visual images in persuasion tactics. In contrast, it was found that scientists rely heavily on graphs to recruit other scientists to their viewpoints. Graphs allow tentative knowledge obtained in research to become stabilized and transformed into widely accepted facts.  They represent an especially potent and persuasive type of visual device. People are good at detecting weak signals in perceptual tasks, but not very good at making comparable judgments about numerical data.

Graphs are far superior to tables, lists and written data. They take far less time to comprehend. “A picture is worth a thousand words”.  There are several reasons whey graphs are relied upon so heavily in science to persuade peers. First, they are readable and capable of rendering complex data into sets of easily understood images. Second, graphs are scalable. This means that they can give a visual image to elements that would otherwise be invisible due to size, duration or abstractness, such as time or vast numbers.

Graphs are also combinable. They can be collated and superimposed to reveal novel connections between seemingly unrelated phenomena. They draw things together and make sense out of relationships.  Graphs are also immutable. They convert observations and data into permanent objects. In addition, graphs are mobile. They can be taken almost anywhere to communicate information. Lastly, graphs are persuasive. Seeing data in the form of a graph makes it factual and real.

In fact, as scientists learned, graphs reduce resistance to arguments by forcing doubters or the opposition to marshal their own evidence in even better graphs. If they fail to do this, the opposition has difficulty proving their case.

How does this help the legal field? Scientists use graphs early in research to help clarify goals and to make sense of extensive data. They use graphs to make correlations and comparisons they might otherwise overlook. Attorneys can do the same. Look for areas to graph. This will cause you to consider correlations you might have missed. Graphs could be used in place of timelines if it was important to compare a short period of time to a long one.

If a large number of witnesses disagreed with a critical witness, a bar graph or a cluster graph could be used to show this dissention. If the odds of an incident occurring were extremely low, a simple bar graph could be used to show this contrast. If a medical or other condition worsened over time, a line graph could be used to portray this.

Think of the contrasts in your case, conflicting testimony, conditions that have changed over time, large time gaps, and so forth. Learn from the scientists—put your data into graphs for a powerful persuasive effect.
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