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DATA STORYTELLING

What Is Data Storytelling? 

Data storytelling is the ability to transform a dataset into a compelling story that gives your audience 
context and insights. Hard “facts” (i.e., numbers and figures) are interpreted by data storytellers to 
explore and explain the what, why, how, when and other key questions.

Making complex data make sense in a context that your audience can comprehend and relate to is made 
easier by combining narrative with data visualization. When we condense knowledge into a narrative, we 
link the more persuasive, emotive side of our brains with the analytical, data-driven side. 

Power of Data Storytelling

A data narrative is a summary that explains the meaning of the data. A well-told story can captivate the 
audience’s attention and help them to connect with the information on a deeper level. 

What Is a Data Narrative?  

1.	 Define your objective: Start by clarifying the purpose of your data narrative.  

2.	 Know your audience: Tailor your data narrative to your audience’s knowledge level.   

3.	 Identify a central theme or message: Determine the main point or story you want to convey.  

4.	 Create visual representations: Transform your data into visually appealing charts and graphs. 

5.	 Provide context and interpretation: Provide explanations, context and interpretations of the data to 
help your audience understand its significance.  

6.	 Use storytelling techniques: Use anecdotes, examples or case studies to illustrate your points and 
connect with your audience on an emotional level.  

Tips for Creating a Data Narrative  

Storytelling is only one piece of effective learning analytics. To see the 
full picture, L&D professionals must apply a four-step process: data 
collection, preparation, analysis and reporting. Learn how each step 
works together in the Learning Analytics Certificate.
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Tips for Effective Data Storytelling  

•	 Start with the question: What do we want the audience to understand or decide?

•	 Select the right data: Choose metrics that directly answer or illuminate that question.

•	 Craft a narrative flow:

	 o Start with context and background (i.e., setting).

	 o Introduce the central challenge (i.e., conflict).

	 o Reveal the discovery (i.e., insight).

	 o Propose the path forward (i.e., resolution).

•	 Use visuals to support, not overwhelm. For instance:  

	 o Use one chart per point.

	 o Use titles that summarize the takeaway.

	 o Use annotations or callouts to emphasize key figures.

•	 Close with a recommendation or action step.

•	 Use real quotes or paraphrased feedback to humanize numbers.

•	 Use before/after comparisons to illustrate change.

•	 Build tension by showing what’s at stake.

•	 Let visuals do the heavy lifting — but only if they’re clean and easy to interpret.

•	 Use color to guide attention, not decorate. 

•	 Avoid data dumps. Each slide or section should communicate one idea.

Elements of a Great Narrative  

The following are necessary components for any great story:  

•	 Characters: Individuals or entities that drive the story, for example: stakeholders, employees  
and customers. 

•	 Setting: The time and place of the story; a snapshot of the current situation. 

•	 Conflict: The central problem or obstacle in the story; the root issue to be addressed. 

•	 Resolution: The outcome or solution to the conflict in the story. This includes recommendations  
and solutions.  

Storytelling is only one piece of effective learning analytics. To see the 
full picture, L&D professionals must apply a four-step process: data 
collection, preparation, analysis and reporting. Learn how each step 
works together in the Learning Analytics Certificate.
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Data Storytelling Example  

Resolution: A microlearning campaign was deployed in April to reinforce when and how to use the CRM 
templates. These mobile-friendly lessons were pushed weekly and reinforced with peer examples and 
manager-led huddles. Within six weeks, template usage rose by 65%, and by the end of Q2, regional 
sales numbers showed a 3% gain compared to the same quarter the previous year.

Visual Data: The chart below shows the initial sales drop, CRM template usage increase, and the post-
campaign sales recovery.

Good storytelling with data is about connection. It brings insight to life, motivates action and 
elevates the voice of L&D across the business. 

Data Storytelling Example  

Character: Regional sales associates based in the Midwest — a dedicated team of early-career 
professionals recently hired to boost quarterly sales growth in a competitive market.

Setting: Between January and March, this team completed a structured onboarding program that 
included product knowledge, customer engagement strategies and customer relationship management 
(CRM) system training. The program concluded with high training satisfaction scores and strong post-
assessment results. Everything looked promising.

Conflict: However, within two months post-training, sales in the Midwest region dropped by 8%, despite 
the associates performing well in training. Managers were puzzled; why weren’t the strong training 
results translating into performance?

Analysis: Data analysis revealed a critical insight: Less than 30% of the new associates were consistently 
using the CRM follow-up templates taught during training. These templates were designed to streamline 
client communication and move prospects through the sales funnel — but most associates weren’t using 
them at all.
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