
Part 1: Thinking like a data storyteller

Part 2: Designing data stories

12 Foundational Principles 
for Data Story Design



A data story will express your 
point of view
Data can’t tell a story without your help. 

The choices you make — the metrics and 

visualization you choose, the sequence of 

content, even how you label the data — 

these are all an expression of your 

priorities and insights into the data.

https://guns.periscopic.com
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Be ethical in the message and 
manipulation of data.
With great storytelling power comes great 

responsibility. Don’t hide data that would 

counter your view. Don’t hide your 

agenda and message. Don’t mess with the 

scale or labels to manipulate how your 

audience interprets the data.

“...smoking doesn’t kill. In fact, 2 out of 

every three smokers does not die from a 

smoking related illness and 9 out of ten 

smokers do not contract lung cancer.”

- Mike Pence (1)
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Avoid deceptive use of data

(1) www.snopes.com/fact-check/mike-pence-smoking/
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Know your message before 
creating your data story
We get ahead of ourselves sometimes by 

creating piles of charts and visualizations, 

hoping a collection of half-baked thoughts 

will add up to a complete story.

Step back. What do you really want to say?

Start with the hard work of understanding 

your data and audience. Then formulate 

the story in words.
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A brief data story abstract

Juice Analytics (www.juiceanalytics.com)
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Empathy will let you connect 
with your audience.
You want to reach your audience where 

they are, with visualizations and insights 

they can easily consume. Like the 

Flesch-Kincaid score for reading, you 

should account for your audiences’ level of 

data literacy. Also, consider how you can 

deliver your data story in the ways they 

consume information, and with 

terminology they will understand.
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Data Personality Profile

Juice Analytics (www.juiceanalytics.com)
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Find ways to be personally 
relevant to your audience.
Your data story will have more impact 

when your audience can personally 

connect to the information.

What do they care about? How do they 

talk about the issue?

Comparisons and analogies bridge the gap 

of understanding to transform data from 

abstract concepts to personal insights.
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https://factourism.com/facts/saliva-pool/
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A data stories should spark 
informed conversations.
Your goals should be to start a 

conversation, not deliver a conclusion that 

shuts down conversation.

A good story opens your audience to new 

ideas and insights. It may even challenge 

assumptions. Now you are opening up a 

new dialogue and providing the 

opportunity for discovery and fresh 

perspective.
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NYT’s data story about the minimum 

wage makes us ask tough questions

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/02/0

9/opinion/minimum-wage.html

THINKING LIKE A DATA STORYTELLER



Be an advocate for your story
Designing a data story is only the 

beginning. Your next challenge is to get 

your audience to pay attention.

Explore different ways to reach your 

audience. How do they consume content? 

In what form? When are they open to new 

ideas?

You’ll need to sell your story to ensure it 

gets the attention it deserves.
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Hans Rosling, Master Data Storyteller
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Move beyond individual 
visualizations and dashboards
A good visualization may set the scene for 

your data story or be the heart of your 

insights — but it seldom tells the full story. 

Similarly, a dashboard may contain the 

information for your data story — but it 

lacks narrative flow.

Traditional visualization elements are only 

one building block for a data story.
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Where do I start?

How does the information relate?

What’s most important for me?



Start by writing to structure 
your thoughts
Writing is the most direct way to express 

ideas and messages. It will help you:

Clarify the structure of your story;

Articulate the language and terminology 

you want to use;

Test the flow and transition between 

parts of your story, and;

Ensure a concise, understandable 

narrative.

9
DESIGNING DATA STORIES



Build on traditional narrative 
structures
Like the traditional three-act play, a data 

story is structured around three core 

elements — the context, the core insight, 

and the action.

Nancy Duarte explains that many effective 

presentations contain a common structure 

when they show: (1) what is, (2) what 

could be, and (3) how to bridge the gap. 

Your data story can do the same.
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https://blog.reedsy.com/three-act-structure/
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Metrics are the essential 
characters of your story.
Your chosen metrics should be few and 

thoughtfully-conceived because they 

powerfully influence what your audience 

will learn from the story. 

The best metrics have a clear link to 

actions and are easily understood by your 

audience.
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Juice Analytics (www.juiceanalytics.com)

A framework for choosing the 

right metrics
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Your data story should lead 
your audience to actions.
You won’t get traction unless you expect 

an action.

As you design your data story, start with 

the end in mind. What can your audience 

do with the insights? How can it change 

behaviors? With these answers in mind, 

your data story has a clear objective.

12

Juice Analytics (www.juiceanalytics.com)

DESIGNING DATA STORIES


