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The chart below is available on the website of United for a Fair Economy (http://www.faireconomy.org/research/wealth_charts.html), a nonprofit organization with the goal of raising awareness about the concentration of wealth in the United States. The purpose of the chart’s inclusion is obviously to communicate rather than analyze, and specifically it is intended to convince United States citizens of the broad divergence in wealth amongst their own population. The audience is probably primarily the 90% of Americans at the bottom of the wealth scale with the intention of engaging them in political action based on the observation that the wealthiest 10% possess almost 70% of the U.S. total net worth.
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The chart displays a part-to-whole relationship between two types of data:

1. Amount of Money: A quantitative value of the total amount of U.S. net worth ($42.3892 trillion) expressed in percentage.

2. Wealth Groupings: Ordinal categories of the population of the U.S. divided into groups of varying sizes based on wealth, and also expressed in percentage.

It may be relevant that the chart does not specify exactly how wealth is defined and that it’s limited to data from 2001. (Was 2001 a particularly dramatic year?  How have wealth disparities of these groups varied over time?) It’s also ambiguous as to who was included in the total population (children? illegal aliens?)  and whether wealth was considered on the individual or family level. In addition, it’s unclear how money held by the federal government factors into total U.S. net worth in this context. By focusing on U.S. wealth the chart avoids the subject of comparing the wealth of even the poorest Americans to the wealth of the poor in developing countries, which would undoubtedly weaken the intended message of the chart. It seems likely that the division into wealth groupings of varying sizes (“Bottom 50%” vs. “Top 1%”) is a well-chosen device to dramatize the intended message. The population could probably be divided differently, perhaps strictly into even groupings of 5%, to depict a more muted increase in disparity.

Overall, with close examination, the chart does convey its intended message successfully. The display, however, has several notable flaws that could be corrected with a better design, making the message more easily distinguishable and convincing. Most importantly, the use of a pie chart is problematic for several reasons. First, as Stephen Few pointed out, pie charts are inefficient because human perception is not good at quantifying the difference between 2D areas of varying sizes. Second, this data set is particularly unsuited to the pie chart format because the categorical groups are ordinal and the pie chart does not capture this. In fact, meanings of wealth group labels are obscured by the fact that the “Bottom 5%” is actually placed on the top of the chart and the rest of the groupings proceed counterclockwise, in opposition to the culturally expected norm. The pie chart also forces the labeling of both dimensions of the chart (amount of money and wealth grouping) to be displayed right next to each other, which is confusing since both are expressed in percentages. This problem is exacerbated, apparently in the attempt to alleviate the initial confusion, with the inclusion of percentile figures for two categories (e.g., “Next 5% (90th-95th percentile)”). Adding to this quagmire is the meaningless use of only shades of green for coloring, as well unnecessary patterns, to distinguish between categories. 
Many of these problems could be solved by switching to a horizontally-oriented bar graph. The “wealth groups” could be displayed on the vertical axis with “Top 1%” appropriately located at the top of the list and “Bottom 50%” at the bottom of the list. The horizontal axis could then be marked with increasing percentages and an overall label like “Percent of Wealth.” This division into axes would help the user to instantly distinguish the difference between the two types of data displayed, even though both are expressed as percentages. In the bar graph format there would be no need to continue using color for categorical subdivisions, leaving color to be used more effectively to help draw attention to the message. For example, the red could be used to call attention to the varying sizes of the wealth groups by making the “Top 1%” label red. 

