
Data
Storytelling
for Business

COURSE WORKBOOK

20
22



Presentation
Medium

02

Introduction to
Data Storytelling

01

Display your
Data

08

The 4 Ds
Overview

03

De-clutter your
Display

18

Define your Story

04

Direct Audience
Focus

22

Table of
Contents

Using Color
Thoughtfully

25
Structure your
Story

30
Additional Tools
&  Resources

37



Introduction

Welcome to Data Storytelling for Business.
In this course, you will learn how to create
visually stunning data stories to push your
ideas and recommendations forward. 

 
Data is all around us – and more and more of us have access to software
that is designed to "help us make sense of data." But if you've ever sat
through a data presentation that missed the mark or reviewed a report
without any clear takeaways or recommendations, you know that access
to data and software does not magically make you a master of
communicating with data. 
 
The essential skills of communication and storytelling can help set you
apart professionally from your peers. Most likely, you are in a role that
involves utilizing data to make decisions or recommendations, if not
directly, then adjacently. In today's world, you can't just say, "I'm not a
data person" and hand a task off to another team. Learning, and
practicing, how to connect with others via data, and how to tell data
stories will set you apart from your colleagues.

The purpose of this course is to teach you how to communicate insights
from data clearly and effectively. We will focus on connecting with your
audience through story and visualization best practices so that your data
presentations and reports effortlessly lead decision-makers down the
right path.
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How will you share your insights?

In developing your data story, it is important to
consider the presentation medium which you will be
using to share your insights.

The medium allows you to consider the amount of
control you will have over the delivery of the story.
Knowing how your audience expects you to share your
information will play an essential role in determining
how much information to share and at what level of
granularity. 
 
Data Storytelling flourishes when there is a good
balance of control and information, which is why a
Business Presentation is a great use case for data
storytelling. 

Data
Storytelling
flourishes
when there
is a good
balance of
control and
information.

Presentation
Medium
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Display the data

The Cleveland and McGill Scale
Commonly used charts
Impact Metric 
Tables

 Use the appropriate visualization 

Direct the
audience's attention 

Using Pre-Attentive Attributes

Guide your audience's focus

De-clutter your
display

Chart Junk
Gestalt Laws of Visual Perception

Remove the  unnecessary 

Define your story

Know your audience and your
presentation's purpose
Distill your key insights
Draft your story

Clarify what you're trying to achieve

The 4 Ds of 
Data Storytelling
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Clarify the main purpose and message

Define 
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Know your Audience

Your audience should always be the star
of your data story. Too often, we create
reports and presentations on topics and
trends that we find interesting, or that
show off the hard work we’ve done,
instead of catering to our audience. Our
audience should be our priority, as they
most likely have the ability to make or
influence decisions using your insights and
recommendations.

Your number one goal when developing
and sharing a data story is to serve the
key takeaway to your audience. Do not
make your audience work hard to
understand what recommendations you
are offering them. Always aim to reduce
the cognitive load on your audience – an
easy to understand and follow data story
will be much more effective and impactful
than one that forces your audience to do
the work of interpretation. 

Who is your audience?

What does your audience
need to know and already
know?

When do you need to focus
on your analysis?

Where do you need to point
out key insights?

Why does your audience
need this information? What
is the purpose of sharing this
information with them?

Where do you need to point
out key insights?

How will your work drive
value?

Define

The following questions will help you
define your audience and the purpose
of the presentation. 
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Once you have defined the key points
the audience and the situation calls for, it
is crucial to further filter these points to
ensure you can present insights that are
sharp and efficient in delivering your
message.  Your goal is to uncover and
elevate the key metrics and insights for
your audience. 

This calls for going through the process
of distilling your insights, challenging their
relevance, adjusting the depth and
scope necessary for the situation, and
reflecting on special considerations you
might need to apply as you form and
articulate your ideas onto each slide. The
result: Slides that deliver clarity and that
answer precisely what the audience
needs. 

Remember, Information ≠ Insight

Distill your Key
Findings

Define
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What data points are most
important to your audience?

What insights and trends
need to be clearly expressed
to your audience?

What is the focus of your
data story?

What data points or
information should be moved
to an appendix?

Is it reasonable for your
audience to remember all of
the data points you have
called out?

The following questions will help you
define your audience and the purpose
of the presentation. 



Equipped with a clearer understanding of your audience and sharper distilled
ideas,  now it is time to clarify the building blocks of each slide.

Drafting your story is iterative – you may need to play around with multiple
structures or different ways of ordering your information. 

Building a storyboard will help you visualize your presentation before getting
mired in the software that you will use to develop your visuals and narrative. Use
the storyboard to plan out the order in which you will reveal information to your
audience and to experiment with multiple structures. 

Draft your Story 
Define
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Determine the best visualization for your story

Display 
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The Cleveland-McGill Scale
(developed through the research of
William Cleveland and Robert McGill
in 1984) ranks the difficulty of
elementary visual perception tasks
that humans must complete when
visually processing a chart. 

The scale can be used when making
decisions on chart type and is a
helpful reminder that the charts we
select may not be easy for our
audience to quickly and accurately
understand.

The Cleveland and
McGill Scale

Display

With a better understanding of how
humans perceive charts differently,
let's look into some common visuals
and study their best practices.

9



B E F O R E

Horizontal bar charts
Stacked bar charts
100% stacked bar charts

Bar charts are generally considered to be one of the most flexible forms of data
visualizations. Bar charts show non-numeric (categorical) variables on one axis and a
numeric variable on the other axis. Remember, the base of a bar chart should always
be zero. Variations on the traditional bar chart include:

Bar Chart Quick Wins

□ Always start your
scale at zero to avoid
distorting length
proportions

□ Remove
unnecessary chart
elements that are
added in default charts

□ Add data labels to
each bar

□ Change the gap
width of the bars

□ Use color to highlight
essential information

□ Consider flipping
your bar chart
horizontally to make
room for longer
category names

Bar Chart
Display

A F T E R

10



100% stacked bar charts can be challenging to interpret and highlight insights as
most of the series end up on non-aligned bases. Here is a fairly poorly designed
example using Excel defaults.

You can improve the usability of a 100% stacked bar chart by using color strategically
and applying Gestalt labels or by creating a floating bar chart.

Bar Chart
Display
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A F T E R

B E F O R E

Pie charts are both very common and often misused. Pie charts are ideal for showing
parts of a whole – and making it very clear to your audience that 100% of the data is
being shared.

Pie charts (and donut charts) should be used with care, with the best practices below
applied.

Pie Chart Quick Wins

□ Use no more than 5
slices in your pie

□ Order the slices
correctly

□ Create an “other”
slice to incorporate all
data that you do not
want to highlight

□ Add data labels to
each slice, using
Gestalt Labels

□ Use color to highlight
and signal connections. 

Pie Chart
Display
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Line charts show the relationship between two numbers – one on the x-axis and one
on the y-axis and works well when the x-axis has sequential values. Line charts are
the ideal way of showing the change over time in a data set.

Line Chart Quick Wins

□ Thicken up the line
width (suggestion 5 or
6pt)

□ Add Gestalt labels to
each data series

□ Use color to draw
attention to important
trends and data series

□ You may adjust the
y-axis to focus on the
relevant scale and get
rid of unused space in
your chart. 

□ Use a storytelling
title to focus your
audience on the key
takeaway

Line Chart
Display

B E F O R E

A F T E R
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Impact metrics are a fantastic alternative to charts when you only have a few data
points to share. Impact metrics clearly share the data you need your audience to
focus on while also providing a break in an otherwise dense data presentation. Impact
metrics can help set the tone for a recommendation with color, image, and word
choice. 

In the example below, the inclusion of a chart (especially a 3-D pie chart)
overcomplicates the information being shared. A well-designed impact metric not
only surfaces the essential takeaway from a chart – it can also signal the action
required from this information. 

Impact Metrics
Display

B E F O R E
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An impact metric can make clear that
the 83% adoption by the finance team
should be interpreted as the team is
doing well with implementation. 

Whereas this version of the impact
metric conveys there should be
concern over 17% of the finance
department that has not yet
implemented the new system. 

Impact Metrics
Display

A F T E R

O T H E R   E X A M P L E S
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Sharing exact values
Comparing values easily

Tables can be the unsung hero of a data story – allowing you to share multiple data
points in an organized fashion. Tables, when designed well, offer the functionality of:

Be sure to stay away from default table outputs. Design your table with the
audience’s ease of use in mind, highlighting the information that you need your
audience to focus on. Tables shine in situations when you need to show three or
more different metrics together, and a chart would be too cluttered.

Tables
Display

B E F O R E
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Important metrics can be lost, or easily be
overlooked in a table. Consider using a
storytelling title to callout a key insight for
your audience. 

Tables
Display

Consider pre-empting, or following, a
table with an impact metric to ensure
essential metrics are not missed by
your audience. 

A F T E R
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Remove distracting visual elements

De-clutter
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Gridlines (if not needed to guide your audience) – especially gridlines that are
heavy and compete with the visualization for your attention 
Redundant axes (if data points are being labeled) 
Unneeded notations or markers in the chart area 
Images or icons that distract from the data

Removing clutter and distractions from your visualizations makes it much easier for
your audience to focus on the data you are sharing. Aim to reduce redundancies in
your visualizations.  

Common instances of chart junk include: 

W I T H   C H A R T  J U N K

W I T H   C H A R T  J U N K   M I N I M I Z E D

Chart Junk
De-clutter
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Gestalt psychologists developed laws in the 1920’s to help explain how humans
quickly create groupings and associations based on visual characteristics. While all
of the Gestalt Laws can be incorporated in data visualization design, three
(Proximity, Similarity, and Enclosure) are particularly useful in reducing the
cognitive load of your audience. 

Gestalt Laws
De-clutter
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T R A D I TI O N A L   L E G E N D

G E S T A L T   L A B E L S

US Teens Favorite Social Media Platform

Utilizing the Gestalt Laws of Proximity and Similarity to replace legends reduces
the work your audience needs to do to make a connection between a data series,
and the data label that should be applied to that series. Labels that are close to
and the same color as the data series are referred to as Gestalt Labels. Using
Gestalt labels reduces the cognitive load of your audience by removing the need
to eye-track with a legend. 

Gestalt Laws
De-clutter

US Teens Favorite Social Media Platform
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Focus your audience's attention

Direct
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We can strategically use pre-attentive attributes to catch our audience’s attention
right at the start of a data story. Pre-attentive attributes help us divert our
audience's attention to what matters at the sensory input level of memory
formation. 

Pre-Attentive
Attributes

Direct
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Note how changing the color of the W really makes those letters stand out from
the rest. If skimming this block of test, it would be easy for your audience to
quickly identify all instances of the letter W. 

Pre-Attentive
Attributes

Direct

Using too many colors has the opposite effect – it’s impossible to quickly skim and
pull out a specific letter. Use pre-attentive attributes sparingly and limit the use of
color in your charts to allow for attention-grabbing highlights. 

Consider using pre-attentive in conjunction with storytelling titles, which allow your
audience to skim your slide and quickly grasp the interpretation of the data being
shared. 
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The cognitive and affective functions of color

Color

25



Data makes us credible,
Stories make us memorable.

Enhancing your
Data Stories

Bringing out the story in our data takes more than just creating beautiful charts.
Techniques like the thoughtful use of color and applying relevant storytelling
structures can help drive your point forward and ensure that you deliver the insight
effectively and efficiently. 

Color Structure

Let's explore the different ways you can more thoughtfully enhance your data stories. 
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Color is a
powerful
communication
tool that must
be used
thoughtfully. 

Highlighting
Grouping
Encoding

The cognitive use of color has the primary role of helping
our audience easily interpret the key takeaway from the
data story. Using color cognitively can occur in three
ways:

The color scheme that we choose depends on the
purpose of using color.

Categorical: Use for highlighting and grouping.
Sequential: Use for ordered data with floor values.
Diverging: Use for ordered data with a meaningful
midpoint.

Cognitive Function
Using Color
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Color can be a visual signal to your audience about what to expect in the information
you are sharing and how to immediately read its context. 

Dark color schemes, with red, often put people on alert. Using blues and greens can
signal that the presentation is informational in nature. 

Affective Function
Using Color
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Start with knowing why you are using color:

Refer to your brand guidelines and consider readibility and accessibility.

HTML Color Picker 
Contrast Checker
Color Blindness Simulator
Color Scheme Selector

Some Reminders
Using Color
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HTML Color Picker
Contrast Checker
Color Blindness Simulator
Color Scheme Selector

Color Tools

https://htmlcolorcodes.com/color-picker/
https://contrastchecker.com/
https://www.color-blindness.com/coblis-color-blindness-simulator/
https://coolors.co/
https://htmlcolorcodes.com/color-picker/
https://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/
https://www.color-blindness.com/coblis-color-blindness-simulator/
https://coolors.co/


Achieving flow in your storytelling

Structure
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A clear, organized structure helps to
ensure that your data story is easy to
follow and stays focused on your key
takeaway. 

Let's look at two kinds of flow when organizing and structuring our data story:

Vertical Flow
The flow of ideas within a slide

Horizontal Flow
The flow of ideas across slides

Weaving your
story
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When your slide’s headline and data visual are aligned in what they are highlighting,
this is what we call vertical flow. In business presentations, it is crucial for each
slide to have a clear message. All data should relate to the title of the slide. All
visuals should support the insight called out in the title. 

Ensuring each of your slide has vertical flow helps your audience follow and
remember your data story. 

Vertical Flow
Weaving your story
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It could be a daunting task to articulate your ideas clearly and succinctly on each
slide, but it is crucial to be able to support your audience in absorbing the key
take-away not just by listening to you but by taking in each slide headline. 

Headlines allow each slide to stand on its own which can be especially useful when
presenting virtually or when sending a copy of your slides to your stakeholders.
During the presentation it gives you more freedom to create emphasis and
mention other supporting details during your presentation.  

To help get started in creating your headlines, here are some things to consider:

Vertical Flow
Weaving your story

Creating Storytelling Headlines

What does the data
show?

Is it easy to understand
and remember?

What does your
audience need to know?

What is a notable pattern, trend,
outlier, feature in your data?

Understanding the context and
your audience, what must they
focus on and learn from the data?

Is your headline a complete thought?

Simplify and tighten it up
Use language techniques (Alliteration,
Repetition, Visual words)
Do the math for your audience
Apply highlights and show
connections

Is there a way to make it more
memorable?
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Frame: Give enough background and context to help your audience
understand the basis of your presentation

Explain: Dive into the details of your presentation

Arrive: Summarize what should happen next as a result of your presentation

Creating great slide headlines is one thing, but ensuring each slide's idea builds and
connects can take your data story further. 

Many times, your audience will be encountering the data and recommendations
you are making for the first time during your presentation. An organized, well-
structured presentation will be far more memorable than one that asks your
audience to jump between different ideas.

There are many possible structures that a data story can take, but no matter what,
to provide a complete picture to your audience, you need to frame, explain, and
arrive with your data story. 

Horizontal Flow 
Weaving your story
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The bulk of our slides tend to fall under our explanation of our key insights. This
could often result to a very messy middle section of our presentation that could
sometimes appear like a laundry list of ideas rather than a cohesive message. 

To keep your ideas on track, consider using one of the common structures below
to help get you started with a familiar structure for your audience to follow. 

Horizontal Flow 
Weaving your story

Common narrative flows
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What have you discovered?
What do you want your audience to do?
What's in it for your audience?

Gets (and keeps) your audience's attention by leading out with critical findings.
Saves time as your audience may already agree with you. 
Provides the essential information to your audience if your presentation is cut
short.

When sharing insights and recommendations, frame your answers for your
audience. Put your information and analysis into a form that is useful and valuable
for them. 

Consider how you share the following information – are you getting right to the
point, or burying the value?:

 
The information (both text and visual) we share with our audience should follow the
Pyramid Principle. Lead out with your most important information, then fill in the
details. 
 
Utilizing the Pyramid Principle helps you share information focusing on what your
audience needs to make decisions and move work forward. 

Pyramid Principle
Weaving your story
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Additional
Resources
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Additional Resources

Planning Document
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Planning Document

Define the story with your
audience in mind

Who is your Audience? What do they need to know?

What will they do with the information?

Distill the key points of your
data story

Key Points Distilled 
Key Points

De-prioritized
points
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Planning Document

Draft your story's flow
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Additional Resources

Other Displays
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A slopegraph is a special instance of a line chart. A slopegraph is a great option when
you need to show “before and after” data as the slope of the line can quickly alert
your audience to an overall trend and the steepness of the line makes the magnitude
of the rate of change visible.

Incorrect

Slopegraph
Display
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The scatterplot is a helpful first step in visualizing data to determine if there are clear
trends or outliers.

Scatterplots are also a useful tool for explanatory data analysis. To help your
audience quickly spot trends or relationships you would like them to focus on, create
quadrants that break the chart into meaningful areas that you can use in your data
story.

Scatterplot
Display
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Using small multiples can be an effective way to break apart "spaghetti line charts" or
to show multiple variables for specific categories in your data set. Small multiples are
a series of the same type of chart that have the same scale and axis.

Small Multiples
Display

A F T E R

B E F O R E
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Other Displays & Chart Walk-through Links

StoryIQ Video Tutorials on charts:

Here are some chart walk-through videos if you are interested in learning how to create them
yourself on Excel.

Bar Charts Demo
https://youtu.be/BsT7x8NOT_8  

Slope Graph Demo
https://youtu.be/XejbpkHBm84 

Staged Line Chart Demo
https://youtu.be/7h1xI92l3mM 

Scatterplot Demo
https://youtu.be/Jwo1g7tNGDM 

Line Chart Demo
https://youtu.be/VoQuDibCnuc 

Bullet Chart Demo
https://youtu.be/XPS70nrXbtQ 

Pie Charts Demo
https://youtu.be/TQFhVHoOKbc 

StoryIQ YouTube Page
http://bit.ly/StoryIQ_YouTube 

45

https://youtu.be/BsT7x8NOT_8
https://youtu.be/XejbpkHBm84
https://youtu.be/7h1xI92l3mM
https://youtu.be/Jwo1g7tNGDM
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https://youtu.be/TQFhVHoOKbc
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