Data Storytelling: Making Numbers Persuasive,
Not Just Accurate
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Accuracy is necessary but not sufficient

Many leaders assume that presenting accurate, well-sourced data is enough to persuade an
audience. In practice, data that is technically correct but poorly framed is often forgotten,
misunderstood, or simply fails to move a decision forward. Data storytelling is the discipline of
presenting numbers so that the underlying argument, not just the figures themselves, is what the
audience actually retains.

Principles that improve how data lands

Lead with the insight, not the chart. "Customer churn increased by 12% after the price change" is a
headline the audience can immediately grasp. Presenting the chart first and letting the audience
derive that conclusion themselves often means some of them derive a different, unintended one.

Show one idea per chart. A chart crowded with multiple series, annotations and comparisons asks
the audience to do the analytical work of extracting the point themselves. A chart built around a
single, clear comparison is far more likely to land as intended.

Use comparison to create meaning. A number in isolation, "revenue was 4.2 million," carries little
inherent meaning. The same number compared to a target, a prior period, or a competitor, "4.2
million, 15% below target," immediately becomes informative and often more persuasive.

Remove everything that does not serve the point. Gridlines, decorative colour, excessive decimal
precision and unnecessary data labels all compete for attention with the actual message. A simpler
chart, with only what is needed to make the point, is usually more persuasive than a
comprehensive one.

Where data storytelling can go wrong

The line between persuasive framing and misleading framing is genuineness of the underlying
claim. Choosing a comparison or a timeframe specifically because it flatters a weak result, rather
than because it is the most accurate or relevant one, crosses from storytelling into distortion, and
tends to be discovered, eventually, by a sufficiently engaged audience.

Adapting to the audience's fluency

A technically sophisticated audience may want to see the underlying methodology and engage with
nuance. A senior executive audience usually wants the headline conclusion and the one or two
data points that most directly support it, with detail available if asked. Presenting the same analysis
differently for each audience is not inconsistency; it is appropriate communication design.

The underlying goal
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Data storytelling is not about making numbers entertaining for its own sake. It is about ensuring
that accurate, important information actually changes what an audience understands and decides,
rather than being technically correct but functionally invisible.
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