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WHY 
PREFERENCES

Preferences are foundational to 

understanding human behaviour, 

societal trends, and decision-making 

(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974)
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KAHNEMAN AND TVERSKY (1979) 
– PROSPECT THEORY

DEPEND ON CONTEXT

Individuals make choices (i.e., exert preferences) between uncertain 

outcomes

COGNITIVE BIASES

What comes to mind quickly, what you see first

EMOTIONS, COMPARISONS, AND FRAMING

Positive or negative affect, reference points, framing of options
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IMPORTANCE OF 
PREFERENCES

PERSONAL 
CHOICES

POLICY AND 
GOVERNANCE

ECONOMICS

CULTURAL 
COHESION

Preferences guide our everyday decisions; can help us make 

more or less fulfilling choices

Preferences for laws, regulations, social programs; voting and 

political preferences

Consumer preferences shape markets

Shared preferences can strengthen social bonds, reinforce 

cultural identity
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

PRE-MODERN ERA

Petroglyphs and pictographs communicate 

preferences related to survival

18TH CENTURY

William Playfair’s introduction of the bar chart, 

line chart, and pie chart to represent economic 

and trade preferences; the first visualization of 

preferences to ease interpretation

20 th CENTURY

Reduce expenses for replacement products

EASY TO USE

Simple design that gives customers the targeted 

information they need
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

PRE-MODERN ERA
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18TH CENTURY

William Playfair’s introduction of the bar chart, 
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

20 th CENTURY

Maturity of social sciences associated with 

maturity in visualizations of consumer behaviour, 

voting patterns, social attitudes
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

20 th CENTURY

Eysenck (1941) – Color Preferences
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

20 th CENTURY

• 1960s-1980s computers allowed for new 

graphics and statistical analyses

• Factor analysis became more common -  

understand latent associations behind choices
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

20XX Preferences 12

Self-

Enhancement

Sociality

Purposive

Purposive

Purposive

Enhancing prestige in community

Appointed to government

Search for power

Running for public office

Being close to influential people

Making business contacts

Enhance prestige in locality

Fun and excitement

Making social contacts

Meet new friends

Desire to change things

Sense of indignation

Concern for public issues

Exchange views on issues

Demonstrate loyalty

Strong party loyalty

Community obligation

Attraction to national leader

Influence of friend

Friendship with candidate
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

21st CENTURY

Interactive tools
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

21st CENTURY

Democratization of Data
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

21st CENTURY

• Heat maps

• Network analysis

• Sentiment analysis
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21st CENTURY

• Heat maps
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

21st CENTURY

• Sentiment analysis

• Example: Sentiment Analysis of 2021 

Canadian Election Tweets (Zhu, 2023)
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES
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• Example: Sentiment Analysis of 2021 

Canadian Election Tweets (Zhu, 2023)
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VISUALIZING PREFERENCES

21st CENTURY

• Sentiment analysis

• Example: West Coast Environmental Law 

(2021)

2025 Preferences 21



VISUALIZING CHOICES
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MULTI-LEVEL SANKEY DIAGRAM
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CAN VISUALS 
INFLUENCE 
PREFERENCES?
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DATA VISUALIZATION INFLUENCING PREFERENCES

EBERHARD (2023)

Visualizations may impair 

decision-making by misguiding 

attention

LIN ET AL (2024)

Misinformation, including in 

graphics, influence consumers 

food preferences and policy 

attitudes

TORNBERG (2018)

Viral misinformation, especially 

visuals, thrive in echo chambers

Online echo chambers influence 

social and political preferences, 

political mobilization
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CAN VISUALS 
INFLUENCE 
PREFERENCES?

YES.



PREFERENCES AND CULTURE

ACERBI & DE COURSON (2025)

• Weak individual preferences stabilize 

culture
• When conformity and individual 

preferences act together, can trigger 
sudden cultural shifts
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PREFERENCES, CULTURE, AND 
POLITICS

PREFERENCES INFLUENCE POLICY

Guide lawmakers and political leaders to design policies that reflect 

the desires, needs, and values of the population

PREFERENCE INFLUENCE CULTURE

Shape societal norms, consumption patterns, and identity 

formation.
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