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Example: A soulless infographics

• It does not have a 
key message. 

• It does not have a 
logical flow. 

• It is a collage of 
facts. 

• It is not a data story.

Source: 2020 International Year of Plant Health infographic

https://infogram.com/2020-the-international-year-of-plant-health-infographic-1h7k2358jykg6xr


Agenda

What is data storytelling?

What does data storytelling look like in SDG reporting?

How to tell data stories in SDG reporting? 



Does data speak for itself?

• Data gives the ‘what’, but 
only humans know the ‘why’ 
and the ‘so-what’.

• “Numbers are boring, people 
are interesting. You need to 
look at the numbers but also 
understand the lives behind 
the numbers.” – Hans Rosling

Often, no.

https://youtu.be/IvHP2r4Z_r4


What do scientists say?

Human brain is not a logic processor. 

Numbers and facts stimulate the language-processing 
areas in the human brain. 

Human brain is a story processor. 

Stories stimulate language-processing areas and areas 
that help the audience experience the story.

Sources: 
• Jonathan Haidt, “The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion”, Vintage; Illustrated edition, February 12, 2013.
• “Your Brain on Fiction”, New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/18/opinion/sunday/the-neuroscience-of-your-brain-on-fiction.html


What is data storytelling?

Source: Venngage Data Storytelling Benchmark Report 2021

Data storytelling is a multidisciplinary process that combines the results 
of data analysis with compelling narratives and presents the 
combination via text and visuals to inform, engage, and influence the 
audience.

https://venngage-wordpress.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/2021/01/Data-Storytelling-Benchmark-Venngage.pdf?vap=&utm_source=blog&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=Data_Benchmark&utm_content=blog&utm_term=blog


Data storytelling components

Data 
storytelling

Context

Narrative

Data

Design

Context
• Audience
• Communications 

goals

Narrative
• Messaging
• Structure
• Language

Data
• Collection
• Exploration
• Analysis

Design
• Visualisation
• Creation

Source: Venngage Data Storytelling Benchmark Report 2021

https://venngage-wordpress.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/2021/01/Data-Storytelling-Benchmark-Venngage.pdf?vap=&utm_source=blog&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=Data_Benchmark&utm_content=blog&utm_term=blog


Data stories come in many shapes, forms, and 
sizes

Report Article Presentation Infographics 

Chart Webpage More



Example: Save the Children report

Source: Save the Children Change for Children 2020 Report 

https://indd.adobe.com/view/fbd1cc3a-5c9f-4f7e-bb89-9e4eab57e1b1


Example: WIPO report  

Source: WIPO Technology Trends 2019: Artificial Intelligence

https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_1055.pdf
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SDG content is dense and heavy by nature. 

Numbers Geographies Topics Terminologies 



SDG data stories have a broad audience.

Media 
Government 

agencies
International 
organisations

General public

Civil society Businesses Academia More



How to analyse your audience
Some key questions for audience analysis: 
• Who are the audiences?

• How is the data story relevant to the audiences?

• Why do the audiences need the information?

• How will the audiences use the information?

• What role(s) do the audiences play (decision making, influencing, or information gathering)? 

• What data is available that would support the storytelling needed by the audiences? 

• What do you need your audiences to do with the data story?

• How experienced are the audiences with data and the data story (laymen versus fluent)?

• What do the audiences care about in the data story (microdata, metadata, key figures, key 
messages, explanatory texts, guidance on how to understand statistics, insights for sharing, or in-
depth analyses)? 

More on this topic

https://style.ons.gov.uk/category/writing-for-the-web/personas/


Data story genres

Informative

(Media)

Persuasive 

(Marketing)

SDG data 
stories

Informative Persuasive



What are the objectives of data storytelling in 
SDG reporting?

Present patterns 
and trends

Share insights 
and observations

Influence 
perceptions

Generate actions

Immediate objectives

Long-term objectives



SDG data storytellers need to bring out the 
meaning of data for the audience.

Data analysis 

Bottom-up process

Showing data 

Making sense

Finding ‘what’

Data storytelling 

Top-down process

Telling data stories 

Making meaning

Highlighting “what” and “so-what”

Move from to 



Example: OECD Better Life Index

Source: OECD Better Life Index

https://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/housing/


Example: UN Women infographics

Source: Learn the facts: Rural women and girls | UN Women

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/multimedia/2018/2/infographic-rural-women
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How to make SDG materials friendlier to the 
audience

Keep it simple 

Create a crisp storyline (key message + ≤3 core arguments)

Write a clear, powerful title

Minimize the use of jargon

Use visuals strategically

Bring a perspective 
Present insights identified in the data

Show “what” and “so-what”



How to locate a story in data

Identify trends and 
patterns

1

Draw comparisons

2

Look for correlations

3

Check on outliers

4



What is the story?

Source: https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/Goal-02/

• Trends and patterns: Compare 
Global 2020 with Global 2000 to 
highlight progress 

• Comparisons and correlations: 
Oceania, Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
Central and Southern Asia vs. the 
rest. Why? Are children more 
vulnerable in these regions hence 
demand more attention?

• Outliners: Oceania is the only region 
that has higher stunting statistics in 
2020 than in 2000. Why?

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/Goal-02/


Specific Measurable Action-
oriented

Relevant Time-bound

How to write a data story title

SMART rule



Example: SMART titles or headlines

• A decade of progress in reproductive, maternal and child health could be 

stalled or reversed by the pandemic. (Source: UN SDG Report 2021 Goal 3)

• Global warming of 1.5°C and 2°C will be exceeded during the 21st century.

(Source: IPCC | Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis)

• Pfizer Vaccine Has 23% Efficacy Vs. Omicron in South African Lab Study

(Time, December 12, 2021)

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2021/Goal-03/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Headline_Statements.pdf
https://time.com/6127710/omicron-pfizer/


Clear, powerful titles reduce the cognitive 
load on the audience.

Source: Economist Source: NY Times

https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2021/12/01/this-year-may-prove-even-worse-for-the-tourism-industry-than-2020
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/02/01/us/politics/democratic-presidential-campaign-donors.html


How to write the key message

Construct the key message as 
a big idea

• What is at stake?

• What will the future look like?

• How does it compare with the past 
situation?

• Trends and patterns

1

Provide essential information

• Who

• What

• Where

• When

• Why

• How

2

Show the meaning of data

• Highlight the insights identified in 
the data

• Summarize the core statistical 
finding 

3



Example: Global Preparedness Monitoring 
Board report

A powerful key message with: 

• Insight: 
“… the second (year of the COVID-19 
pandemic) has been marked by 
profound inequalities and a failure of 
leaders to understand our 
interconnectedness and act accordingly.”

• Statistical finding:
63% of those living in high-income 
countries had received at least one 

dose of COVID-19 vaccine. In low-
income countries, only 4.5% had 
received the same.

Source: Global Preparedness Monitoring Board Annual Report 2021

https://www.gpmb.org/docs/librariesprovider17/default-document-library/gpmb-annual-report-2021.pdf?sfvrsn=44d10dfa_9


Example: New Yorker article

Source: Mapping New York’s Noisiest Neighborhoods - The New Yorker

https://www.newyorker.com/tech/annals-of-technology/mapping-new-york-noise-complaints


Essential Information
Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How

Lead

Supporting Details
Quotes, Sources, and supplementary information

Body

Conclusion
Background and 

additional 
information

End

How to structure a data story—Inverted 
Pyramid Model



Inverted Pyramid example: Gates Foundation 
Report

Source: Gates Foundation Goalkeepers Report 2021

https://www.gatesfoundation.org/goalkeepers/report/2021-report/


Lead 
31 million more people were pushed into extreme poverty 

due to COVID-19. 

Supporting details 
Women continue to be disproportionately affected by COVID-19’s 

economic and social impacts.

Additional information
• Women's employment is 

expected to remain 13 million jobs 
below  the 2019 level. 

• Men’s 
employment is 

expected 
to recover.

Gates report analysed in an inverted pyramid



Supporting Details 

Key 
Message

Core Arguments
(≤3)

Key 
Message

Argument 1 Argument 2 Argument 3

Supporting 
Details 

Additional 
Details 

Supporting 
Details 

Additional 
Details 

Supporting 
Details 

Additional 
Details 

How to structure a data story—Pyramid 
Model



Example: Marine Stewardship Council story

Source: Dad fishes for the future, MSC

https://dad-fishes-for-the-future.msc.org/


Key Message
The ocean is vast.

Argument 1
Only 20% of the ocean has 

been explored.

Argument 2
91% of ocean species are 

yet to be specified

Argument 3
1 billion people rely on fish 

to live. 

Details
From coral reefs to polar 

seas, the ocean bursts with 
life and diversity. 

Details
Fish is the most traded food 

in the world.

MSC story analysed in a pyramid structure



General writing tips

Put key message 
first. 

One paragraph, one 
idea.

Start a paragraph 
with a topic 
sentence.

Write short 
sentences. 

No more than 3 
sentences in one 

paragraph. 

Use headlines, 
headings, 

subheadings, bold 
text, and bullets.

Use active voice.
Use appropriate 

verbs.

Minimize the use of 
jargon. 

Minimize the use of 
acronyms. 

Try not to use long 
words. 

Avoid redundancy.



Print writing and web writing are different

Print content is

passive

linear

Slow

detailed

complete 

Web content is 

active

interactive

fast

concise

Complete or fragmented

Source: Writing Style for Print vs. Web

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/writing-style-for-print-vs-web/


How to repurpose print materials for the web

Keep the most 
important message at 

the top of the web 
page.

Chunk the content into 
logical sections.

Use headings, 
subheadings, and bold 

text to help the 
audience navigate the 

content.

Highlight key facts in 
bulleted lists.

Use intentional, 
creative visuals to help 

explain complex 
content.

Source: Repurpose print material for the web | plainlanguage.gov

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/web/repurpose-print-material/


There is no ‘right’ way to data storytelling

Source: Seeing How Much We Ate Over the Years, flowingdata.com Source: God and Guns, fivethirtyeight.com

https://flowingdata.com/2021/06/08/seeing-how-much-we-ate-over-the-years/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/god-and-guns/


Think beyond storytelling

Set the communications 
objectives upfront

Develop the narrative 
before visualizing data 

Connect with the 
audience at their level of 

data literacy

Promote and advocate for 
your data stories with a 

plan



Those who tell the stories rule the world. 

-- Native American proverb



Those who tell good data stories influence the world.



Thank you.

Contact: caseyxh@yahoo.com



Additional Resources (1/3)

Data storytelling

• Nancy Duarte, “Data Story: Explain Data and Inspire Action Through Story”, IDEAPRESS Publishing, 2019; 
Duarte DataStory®

• Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic, “Storytelling with data”, Wiley, 2015, https://www.storytellingwithdata.com/
• Will Storr, “Science of Storytelling: Why Stories Make Us Human and How to Tell Them Better”, Harry N. 

Abrams, March 10, 2020
• https://narrativescience.com/resource/webinar/how-to-tell-a-compelling-data-story-ft-zach-mazzoncini-

data-storytelling-virtual-summit/
• Data Storytelling in Marketing: Venn Benchmark Report 2021
• Data Storytelling: The Essential Data Science Skill Everyone Needs
• https://www.nugit.co/what-is-data-storytelling/
• https://narrativescience.com/data-storytelling/
• UNECE’s Making Data Meaningful series very relevant, including the Guide to Writing Stories About 

Numbers: https://unece.org/statistics/making-data-meaningful

https://www.duarte.com/datastory/
https://www.storytellingwithdata.com/
https://narrativescience.com/resource/webinar/how-to-tell-a-compelling-data-story-ft-zach-mazzoncini-data-storytelling-virtual-summit/
https://venngage.com/blog/marketing-data-storytelling-benchmark/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brentdykes/2016/03/31/data-storytelling-the-essential-data-science-skill-everyone-needs/?sh=77acc9552ad4
https://www.nugit.co/what-is-data-storytelling/
https://narrativescience.com/data-storytelling/
https://unece.org/statistics/making-data-meaningful


Additional Resources  (2/3)

Context and audience 

• Purdue Online Writing lab
• https://style.ons.gov.uk/category/writing-for-the-web/personas/

Writing 

• Barbara Minto, “The Pyramid Principle”, Prentice Hall; 3rd edition, January 1, 2010, 
http://www.barbaraminto.com/

• Style.ONS: A guide to writing about statistics
• https://datajournalism.com/
• https://www.theguardian.com/membership/datablog/2021/sep/13/numbers-you-can-tell-stories-with-a-decade-

of-guardian-data-journalism
• https://training.npr.org/2016/10/12/leads-are-hard-heres-how-to-write-a-good-one/
• https://www.clearvoice.com/blog/the-dos-donts-of-writing-a-good-lead-according-to-dear-megan/

• Story Structure: 7 Narrative Structures All Writers Should Know

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/professional_technical_writing/audience_analysis/index.html
https://style.ons.gov.uk/category/writing-for-the-web/personas/
http://www.barbaraminto.com/
https://style.ons.gov.uk/
https://datajournalism.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/membership/datablog/2021/sep/13/numbers-you-can-tell-stories-with-a-decade-of-guardian-data-journalism
https://training.npr.org/2016/10/12/leads-are-hard-heres-how-to-write-a-good-one/
https://www.clearvoice.com/blog/the-dos-donts-of-writing-a-good-lead-according-to-dear-megan/
https://blog.reedsy.com/guide/story-structure/#1__freytag_s_pyramid


Additional Resources  (3/3)

Data visualization 

• Nathan Yau, “Data Points: Data Visualization Than Means Something”, Wiley, 2013, 

https://flowingdata.com/

• Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic, “Storytelling with data”, Wiley, 2015, https://www.storytellingwithdata.com/

• https://www.juiceanalytics.com/writing/20-best-data-storytelling-examples

https://flowingdata.com/
https://www.storytellingwithdata.com/
https://www.juiceanalytics.com/writing/20-best-data-storytelling-examples

