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In the expansive realm of data visualization, the careful presentation of results is fundamentally just

as important as the underlying analytical methodologies. Frequently, the default parameters

utilized by standard plotting functions in R do not automatically generate an optimal viewing

window for your specific dataset. This issue becomes particularly pronounced when datasets

contain significant outliers or variables that naturally span several orders of magnitude, making

accurate interpretation challenging if the scales are not managed effectively.

Adjusting the axis scales is a crucial, fundamental technique that ensures your graphical outputs

accurately convey the intended insights without inadvertently misleading the audience. Whether

the goal is to zoom in precisely on localized data clusters, adequately accommodate extreme

values that skew the distribution, or mathematically transform a highly skewed distribution into a

linear relationship, mastering axis manipulation in R is an essential skill for any data scientist or

analyst.

This comprehensive tutorial is meticulously structured to explain the precise methods required to

modify the axis scales on plots in R. We will cover the foundational functions available within the

traditional Base R graphics system, as well as the powerful, modular, and highly flexible

approaches provided by the industry-standard package, ggplot2.

Controlling Axis Limits in Base R

When generating visualizations using the Base R environment, defining precise boundaries for

both the horizontal (x) and vertical (y) axes is managed through specific plotting parameters

passed directly to the plot() function. These parameters are absolutely crucial for manually

establishing the minimum and maximum values displayed on your chart, thereby allowing you to

exert complete control over the visual extent and density of your data representation.

To manually specify the plotting range within a Base R plot, we utilize two dedicated arguments:

xlim for controlling the horizontal axis and ylim for controlling the vertical axis. Both of these

arguments require a vector consisting of two numeric values--the first being the designated lower

bound (minimum) and the second being the upper bound (maximum)--which collectively establish

the fixed plotting window. It is important to note that if any data points fall outside of these explicitly

specified limits, they will be silently excluded and will not be rendered on the resulting graphic.

The following practical example clearly illustrates the process: we first define a simple dataset. We

then proceed to generate two distinct plots. The first uses the default scaling, which is

automatically determined by the inherent range of the data. The second plot, in contrast,

demonstrates how to impose custom, wider limits on both the x and y axes, ensuring a specific

viewing range is maintained regardless of the data's immediate extent.

The code snippet below demonstrates the correct syntax for implementing these functions in

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_visualization
https://www.r-project.org/
https://www.stat.auckland.ac.nz/~ihaka/courses/787/base-graphics.pdf
https://ggplot2.tidyverse.org/
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=10152
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Learning to Customize Axis Scales in R Plots: A Tutorial with Examples 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

practice:

#define data

df <- data.frame(x=c(1, 3, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 13, 15, 18, 21, 22),

y=c(13, 15, 9, 17, 22, 25, 29, 35, 39, 44, 45, 40))

#create plot with default axis scales

plot(df$x, df$y, pch=19, main='Default Axes')

#create plot with custom axis scales

plot(df$x, df$y, pch=19, xlim=c(0,30), ylim=c(0,150), main='Custom Axes')
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Implementing Logarithmic Scales in Base R

In numerous scientific, financial, and statistical contexts, data frequently exhibits non-linear

distribution characteristics, often manifesting as exponential growth or highly pronounced

skewness. In such scenarios, relying on a standard linear scale can severely compress crucial
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variations at the higher end of the values or fundamentally impede the accurate interpretation of

underlying trends and relationships. Consequently, applying a logarithmic scale, commonly

referred to as a log scale, is an extremely effective mathematical technique used to linearize

exponential relationships, making it possible to clearly reveal patterns that would otherwise be

obscured.

Within the Base R graphics system, transforming an axis to a log scale is implemented with

remarkable simplicity using the log argument directly within the plot() function call. This

argument accepts a concise character string that precisely dictates which axis, or perhaps both

axes simultaneously, should undergo the logarithmic transformation. This straightforward approach

eliminates the need for manual data transformation prior to plotting, streamlining the visualization

process significantly.

The possible character string values that can be passed to the log argument are limited to the

following options, allowing for granular control over the scaling of the x and y dimensions:

'x': This command transforms the horizontal (x-axis) data representation into a logarithmic scale.

'y': This command transforms the vertical (y-axis) data representation into a logarithmic scale.

'xy': This command simultaneously transforms both the x and y axes into logarithmic scales.

For instance, the following code segment provides a clear demonstration of how to easily transform

only the y-axis to a log scale. This technique proves particularly valuable when the variable

represented on the y-axis spans several orders of magnitude, ensuring that smaller values are not

completely flattened near the origin.

#define data

df <- data.frame(x=c(1, 3, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 13, 15, 18, 21, 22),

y=c(13, 15, 9, 17, 22, 25, 29, 35, 39, 44, 45, 40))

#create plot with log y-axis

plot(df$x, df$y, log='y', pch=19)
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Introduction to Axis Manipulation in ggplot2

ggplot2, an incredibly popular package in the R ecosystem, is fundamentally built upon the

principles of the Grammar of Graphics, offering a far more structured, modular, and declarative

approach to data visualization compared to the procedural nature of Base R. In ggplot2, axis

controls and modifications are never passed directly into the core plotting function; instead, they

are added as distinct, independent layers to the primary ggplot object. This layered structure

significantly enhances code readability, improves maintainability, and provides unparalleled

flexibility when customizing visual elements.

When undertaking axis manipulation in ggplot2, it is vital to grasp the subtle but critical

operational differences between two primary methods: setting limits using xlim()/ylim() and

utilizing dedicated coordinate system functions like coord_cartesian(). The functions xlim()

and ylim() operate by effectively filtering the underlying dataset before the plotting process even

begins, meaning any data points that fall outside the defined range are physically removed from

the data frame used for visualization. This can lead to misleading statistical interpretations if not

handled carefully.

Conversely, the coord_cartesian() function adjusts the visual bounds of the plot after the data

has been rendered. It zooms in on the existing plotted area without discarding any data points,

preserving the integrity of underlying statistical summaries. However, for situations demanding

strict replication of the Base R behavior--where one intends to explicitly discard data outside a

specific range, or when striving for consistency across comparison plots--the xlim() and ylim()

https://ggplot2.tidyverse.org/
https://ggplot2.tidyverse.org/reference/coord_cartesian.html
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=10152
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


Learning to Customize Axis Scales in R Plots: A Tutorial with Examples 7

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

layers can be appended directly to the ggplot object.

Setting Custom Limits using xlim() and ylim() in ggplot2

To establish custom, fixed limits for the axes in a ggplot2 visualization, the xlim() and ylim() layers

are added sequentially after the definition of the geometric object (e.g., geom_point(),

geom_line()). Following the convention established in Base R, these functions require two

numerical arguments that precisely define the minimum and maximum boundaries for their

respective axes. This explicit definition forces the visualization window to adhere to these

boundaries, effectively filtering the data.

This particular technique is exceptionally useful in scenarios where multiple plots are being

compared side-by-side, and it is necessary to guarantee that all charts share an identical axis

range. Enforcing shared ranges ensures a fair and unbiased visual comparison, irrespective of

minor variations in the individual data ranges present within each subset being plotted.

The subsequent code block demonstrates the process of defining our standard sample dataset and

then applying custom axis limits to the resulting scatterplot. This is achieved using the

characteristic layered syntax of ggplot2. Note that standard practice requires loading the necessary

library, ggplot2, before executing any plotting commands.

library(ggplot2)

#define data

df <- data.frame(x=c(1, 3, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 13, 15, 18, 21, 22),

y=c(13, 15, 9, 17, 22, 25, 29, 35, 39, 44, 45, 40))

#create scatterplot with custom axes

ggplot(data=df, aes(x=x, y=y)) +

geom_point() +

xlim(0, 30) +

ylim(0, 150)
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Applying Logarithmic Transformation in ggplot2

In contrast to the single, all-encompassing log argument used in the Base R graphics system,

ggplot2 manages axis transformations through its robust and highly configurable scaling system.

To successfully apply a logarithmic scale transformation to either axis, we must utilize the

dedicated functions scale_x_continuous or scale_y_continuous. Within these functions, we

specify the required transformation type using the critical trans argument.

Employing these dedicated scaling functions grants the user significantly finer control over every

aspect of the axis's appearance, including the precise placement of tick marks, the format of

labels, and the overall visual representation. This structured approach ensures that the logarithmic

transformation is not only mathematically accurate but also visually intuitive for the reader. For

visualizations requiring a base-10 logarithm, the standard transformation argument value is

'log10'.

We possess the flexibility to transform either the x-axis, the y-axis, or both simultaneously, simply

by adding the corresponding scale layer:
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scale_x_continuous(trans='log10'): Applies a base-10 log transformation to the horizontal

axis.

scale_y_continuous(trans='log10'): Applies a base-10 log transformation to the vertical axis.

The following detailed code example demonstrates applying a base-10 logarithmic transformation

specifically to the y-axis. This method effectively compresses the upper end of the scale, making it

much easier to represent the distribution of data points that span a very wide range of magnitudes,

thereby normalizing exponential relationships into linear ones for easier visual analysis:

library(ggplot2)

#define data

df <- data.frame(x=c(1, 3, 3, 4, 6, 8, 12, 13, 15, 18, 21, 22),

y=c(13, 15, 9, 17, 22, 25, 29, 35, 39, 44, 45, 40))

#create scatterplot with log y-axis

ggplot(data=df, aes(x=x, y=y)) +

geom_point() +

scale_y_continuous(trans='log10')
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Best Practices for Axis Scaling

Effective axis scaling is far more than a technical adjustment; it fundamentally dictates the

narrative and integrity of your data visualization. When making critical decisions regarding custom

limits or mathematical transformations, analysts must rigorously consider the ethical and

interpretative implications of their choices.

First and foremost, it is paramount to ensure that your chosen axis limits never truncate or obscure

critical data patterns. While "zooming in" can be an invaluable tool for magnifying localized details,

severely limiting the scale can inadvertently exaggerate minor differences between data points,

potentially leading to significant misinterpretations by the reader. If you determine that custom

limits are necessary, particularly within the ggplot2 environment, the use of

coord_cartesian(xlim=..., ylim=...) is strongly recommended over xlim() and ylim(). This

coordinate system function guarantees that the underlying statistical data remains intact,

preventing the removal of observations from the dataset.

Secondly, the application of logarithmic scale transformations must be performed judiciously. Log

scales are ideally suited for visualizing ratios, growth rates, or datasets that span multiple orders of

magnitude (such as population size dynamics or complex income distributions). However, a critical

limitation is that logarithmic scales are mathematically inappropriate for data naturally containing

zero or negative values, as the logarithm of zero or any negative number is mathematically

undefined. To maintain full transparency and fidelity in your reporting, always ensure that the axis

is clearly and unambiguously labeled whenever a logarithmic transformation has been applied.

We encourage readers to explore additional R data visualization tutorials available on our site to

further develop their plotting expertise.
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